® WEB EXCLUSIVE
Zuckerberg’s apology isn’t enough. Big \Q’
Tech can’t be blind to the harm it A
causes. — By Subimal Bhattacharjee _j;_ﬂ'
Log on to www.indianexpress.com ‘-5.:.'

14

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

FRIDAY, AUGUST 7,2026

The Editorial Page

® WORDLY WISE

Justice is doing for others what we
would want done for us.

— Gary Haugen

STheIlndianEXPRESS

~FOUNDED BY ~
RAMNATH GOENKA

IN 1932

BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

India-Bangladesh ties
should be Hasina-proof

EDNESDAY’S PRESS conference, duringwhich ex-

iled former Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh

Hasina said she cannot “stay away” while her “be-

loved countrymen are suffering”, comes less than
six months after the Bangladesh Nationalist Party-led govern-
ment took office. Even though the Awami League was barred
from contesting, PM Tarique Rahman’s administration is seen
to have restored a measure of legitimacy to the political system.
Hasina, who was sentenced to death by Bangladesh’s Interna-
tional Crimes Tribunal, remains a deeply unpopular figurein her
country for several reasons, including her government’s heavy-
handed response to the 2024 student protests. Against this back-
drop, comes her announcement of a political comeback while
beinginexilein India. Her timingis fraught, amob hurled petrol
bombs at the residence of former Bangladesh cricket captain and
party member Shakib Al Hasan after he joined Hasina virtually.
It also comes when New Delhi is working to rebuild ties with
Dhaka after one-and-a-half years of strained relations with the
Muhammad Yunus-led interim government.

India was right to offer Hasina refuge, especially given the
concerns over the blatant unfairness of the legal proceedings
against her in Bangladesh. But while a sanctuary offers her a
home away from home, turning it into a political platform is prob-
lematic. The personal struggle of the former PM — who once an-
chored the close relationship between neighbours bound to-
gether by geography, security, culture —is filled with challenges.
Yet, she must surely know that her political aspirations cannot
bruise New Delhi’s relationship with the democratically elected
Rahman government. Rahman’s election, followed by high-level
exchanges between the two governments, has opened the door
to a pragmatic reset. This is even as difficult issues — from illegal
border crossingsto the future of the Ganga Water Treaty —remain
unresolved. Dhaka’s sharp reaction to Wednesday’s event, in spite
of New Delhi making it clear that it was not involved, is thin-
skinned and hardly helps the two countries.

Indian investment, technical cooperation and infrastructure
financing have contributed to Bangladesh’s growth story. India
has stakes in Bangladesh’s power and connectivity sectors. New
Delhiisalsowary of Dhaka's possible drift into Beijing’s orbit. The
two countries share a 4,000-kilometre border, making cooper-
ation indispensable to tackling trafficking, illegal infiltration and
cross-border extremism, particularly given the sensitivity of
India’s northeast region. Both governments need to insulate bi-
lateral ties from short-term compulsions. While Hasina remains
a welcome and protected guest, the bilateral relationship is too
important to be held hostage by any one individual or interest.

Behind Tejpal verdict,
survivor’s longjourney

VER SINCE the allegations of sexual assault against Te-
helkaeditor Tarun Tejpal by awoman colleague became
public in November 2013, the case became consequen-
tial for what it said about the relationship between power
and accountability. The allegations came barely a year after the
horrific December 2012 Delhi gang rape had ignited a nationwide
reckoning over women's safety and gender justice. The Bombay
High Court judgment convicting Tejpal and sentencing him to
10yearsof imprisonment, is significant, therefore, for what it says
about the slow, difficult fight for justice and accountability.
In2021, seven years after the Justice JS Verma committee re-
port acknowledged the layered realities of sexual violence and
called fora more dignity-centric approach, and a year after Holly-
wood producer Harvey Weinstein's conviction in New York on
charges of rape and sexual assault came as a turning pointin the
global MeToo movement, a sessions court in Goa had acquitted
Tejpal. Inthe 527-pagejudgment, a considerable portion was de-
voted to the conduct of the survivor — that she “did not look dis-
turbed, reserved, terrified or traumatised in any way even though
this was immediately after she claims to have been sexually as-
saulted”, that she was smilingin photographs, that she did not fit
intothe quintessential mould of the “victim”. It showed yet again,
that the demand for accountability can be a sharp scimitar that
turns on the aggrieved, diminishing and disbelieving, asking
themifthey misread intentions, ifaconsensual relationship had
soured into bitterness, if the “no” had, in fact, meant “yes”. It
showed that this is a battle only the most resilient can take on.
In the near-decade since MeToo snowballed into a global
movement and survivors of sexual abuse at the workplace came
forward toindict their violators — powerful men with money, in-
stitutional backing and ease of influence —the arc of gender jus-
tice in the country remains erratic. The expansiveness of the
Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013, has often been overtaken
by narrow formalisms that reforms were meant to dismantle.
Tejpal has said he will knock on the door of the Supreme Court.
For now, The High Court's verdict is a moment to reflect on the
distance covered, and yet to be crossed, in an arduous journey.

Fraggle, the dolphin,
is grieving

AN HAD always assumed that he was more intelli-

gent than dolphins,” wrote Douglas Adams in The

Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, “because he had

chieved so much —the wheel, New York, warsand

so on -- while all the dolphins had ever done was muck about in

the water havingagood time... dolphins had always believed that

they were far more intelligent than man — for precisely the same

reasons.” There is indeed quite a bit of culture, in the broadest

sense of all human endeavour, that moves away from nature, that

separates the homo sapien from other feeling, thinking mam-

mals. But there is also enough of the universal “human” condi-

tion, beyond the over-rated quality of intelligence, that bridges
the gap between species.

Avideo posted by Geographe Marine Research, a whale con-
servation organisation, went viral this week. In it, a dolphin,
named Fraggle, is seen carrying the body of her deceased calf. It
isthe fourth child she haslost. She is surrounded by others from
her pod. Dolphins, along with cetaceans like whales, and land
mammalsincludingelephants and primates, are known to form
social bonds and grieve, much like humans.

There has been an outpouring of sympathy for Fraggle. Of
course, the fleeting sense of solidarity from asocial media crowd
is of little value to the grieving mother. In fact, emotion and em-
pathy barely move the needle on how people treat each other —
asa cursory glance at the wars and politics will show. Thankfully,
Fraggle isn't reliant on the homo sapien. Her pod is with her.

Tamil Nadu to Jantar Mantar to
Bankipur, join the political dots

OLITICS CAN sometimes
change in a week much more
than it does over many months.
After the BJP’s disappointing
2024 Lok Sabha results were fol-
lowed by the party’s bigwins in several state
assembly elections, it looked like Indian
politics was heading toward one-party
dominance. But between July 20 and Au-
gust 3, the focus shifted from the Opposi-
tion’sweakness to the BJP’s vulnerabilities.

OnJuly 30, the Lok Sabha passed the Pre-
vention of Insults to National Honour
(Amendment) Bill granting Vande Mataram
the same statutory protection the national
anthem has enjoyed since 1971. A symbolic
victory for the Hindutva movement arrived
in a week that belonged, completely, to
India’s youth. Five days earlier, Union Edu-
cation Minister Dharmendra Pradhan had
stepped down after protestsled by the Cock-
roach Janta Party (CJP) at Jantar Mantar in
Delhi. Thiskind of political reversal israrein
Narendra Modi's third term, and it was led
by people, many of whom were too youngto
have voted in 2014.

The political aftershocks did not stop in
Delhi. Days later, the BJP lost Bankipur —
one of its safest urban constituencies in
Bihar which has been represented by the
BJP’s national president or his family
members for nearly three decades. Six
months after Prashant Kishor’s Jan Suraaj
was dismissed as an electoral experiment,
it captured precisely the kind of affluent,
upper-caste, urban seat that should have re-
mained comfortably with the BJP. By-elec-
tions are imperfect predictors of broader
political trends. Yet, given the wider politi-
cal context, dismissing the significance of

the Bankipur result altogether would risk e

overlooking an important signal. f' Y
After the BJP’s big win in West Bengal, L P

the Trinamool Congress came apart. Seven A =N

Rajya Sabha MPs from the Aam Aadmi \

Party (AAP) had joined the BJP a few weeks e

earlier. The party also got its own chief min-

ister in Bihar for the first time in April, and PRADEEP

there was another split in the Shiv Sena

(UBT) in June 2026. CHHIBBER
How do we understand the sudden

change of the last two weeks? Does the rise

of CJP show that there is now an opening in = &

India’s political scene?

Youth-led movements have recently \
changed politics in South Asian countries — 3
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal. While a
similar regime change is unlikely in India, it
would be a mistake to ignore the feelings of
a digitally connected generation. This gen-
eration is growing impatient with govern-
ments that seem unable to provide oppor-
tunities. The 2026 Tamil Nadu election may
have been the first sign of this shift.

Joseph Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK) won in a way that traditional ways of
understanding Indian elections can't fully
explain. His party swept much of urban
Tamil Nadu, especially Greater Chennai,
eventhoughitlacked the usual organisation,
support of caste networks, or ideological
orientation that often lead to electoral vic-
tories. Post-election surveys
showed that younger voters were
much more likely to support TVK
than older people. Most said their
main reason was simple: Change.
It seems the DMK and AIADMK
were still using ideas meant for a
more rural Tamil Nadu.
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Opposition leadership must
produce a vision of the future
thatis far more than aledger
of past injuries or alist of
promises to particular groups

Ontheface ofit, astudent protest in Delhi
and a film star winning an election in Tamil
Nadu might seem unrelated. But both show
the same trend: A generation looking for
leaderswho canbring change. WhileIndia's
youth population is starting to stabilise, the
mix of being young, urban, with college de-
grees and digitally connected is something
new. Such voters organise through social
media, vote almost as much as older gener-
ations, and judge governments based on
their hopes for the future rather than on old
political loyalties.

What links Jantar Mantar and Chennai
is that India's cities are growing faster than
its politics can keep up with. Half the popu-
lationisunder 30. Twice in one summet, es-
tablished parties were defeated when outfits
and movements spoke to young people.
Thereisatoughlesson for all political parties
here. The Opposition must understand that
echoing the old grammar of caste and class
grievances would mean that the beneficiary
of such discontent could be a completely
new political entrepreneur. The current Op-
position might pickup afew moreseatsand,
atbest, will get achance to cobble togethera
weak coalition. Opposition leadership must
produce avision of the future thatis farmore
thanaledger of pastinjuries or alist of prom-
ises to particular groups.

For the BJP, the challenge is even more
profound. Its extraordinary rise
after 2014 rested on convincing mil-
lions of first-generation aspir-
ational Indians that tomorrow
would bebetter than yesterday. The
CJPprotestssuggest that this prom-
ise is no longer believable. The
party is increasingly speaking to

those who agree with it, and even some of
them may be defecting as the Bankipur re-
sultsindicate. The Jantar Mantar protestors
too came from the constituency which
Modi’s BJP has drawn heavily upon.

Today the BJP looks more like what it
was before becoming the party of aspiring
India: A right-wing conservative party
speaking for a particular slice of middle-
aged Hindu India. As the party starts plan-
ning for the 2029 general election, it faces
a challenge that all long-ruling parties
eventually meet. By then, it will have spent
1Syearsin power at the Centre. The benefits
ofbeing in office slowly turn into the prob-
lems of governing. This leaves the party
with few options: It must either renew itself
or keep shrinking back to its core sup-
porters. As one longtime RSS and BJP af-
filiate told us, if the party wants to avoid
another setback like 2024 — or worse — in
2029, it needs its own Kamaraj Plan, like
when senior Congress leaders resigned in
1963 to rebuild their party.

The events of the last two weeks may not
be enough to predict what will happen in
2029.But they areimportantenough toraise
a question the BJP cannot ignore. The gen-
eration that brought Narendra Modi to
power in 2014 is not the same as the onejoin-
ing the electorate now. The BJP's real chal-
lenge is not just to win over young Indians,
buttoshow them it can offer the most believ-
able promises for a better future.

Chhibber is Professor of Political Science and
Indo-American Community Chair in India Studies
at the University of California, Berkeley, US.
Verma is Fellow at Centre for Policy Research
(CPR), New Delhi. Views expressed are personal

RBI sees inflation risks — but
opts to support growth

RAJANI SINHA

Financing even
asmall current
account deficit
hadbecomea
challenge in the
last two years
because of
feeble capital
flows.
However, the
recent
measures
announced by
the central
bank are likely
to support this

HE RBI Monetary Policy

Committee left the policy rate

unchanged and retained its

neutral stance in the August

meeting. The tone of the pol-
icy, however, was more dovish than ex-
pected. With the risk of food inflation ris-
ing and volatile crude oil prices, we
expected the central bank’s tone to be
more cautious.

The RBI highlighted that while CPI
inflation is rising, it is mainly because
of higher food and fuel prices. CPI infla-
tion hasincreased steadily to 4.4 per cent
inJune from 2.7 per cent at the beginning
of the year. However, even with high
input-cost inflation, core inflation (ex-
cluding food and fuel) has remained
relatively lower.

In fact, core inflation excluding
precious metals, which reflects demand-
side inflation, is at a benign 2.4 per cent.
The central bank has marginally lowered
the average CPI projection for FY27to 5
per cent, while highlighting that so far
supply-side inflationary pressure has not
become broad-based. However, volatile
global crude oil prices and weak monsoon
remain inflationary risks.

On the growth front, the central bank
was quite optimistic and raised the GDP
growth projection marginally to 6.7 per
cent for FY27, in line with our projection.
Even inthe midst of the uncertain macro-
environment marked by the West Asia cri-
sis, US tariff threats, and the likelihood of
adeficit monsoon, the Indian economy is
showing strong resilience.

High-frequency macro indicators like
ITP, ISP (Index of Services Production),
core sector, bank credit demand, and
export growth have been quite robust.
The corporate performance in the first
quarter is also looking healthy. Based on
the healthy data so far, growth in the first
quarter is likely to be strong at around
7 per cent.

However, there will be some moder-
ation in the subsequent quarters as the
economy begins to feel the adverse
impact of the West Asia crisis. The prog-
ress of the monsoon and subsequent
impact on the agriculture sector and rural
demand is another important factor
to watch.

India’s external sector has been ma-
naging well in the midst of the volatile
global environment. After a weak FY26,
India’s goods exports have picked up by a
strong 16 per cent in Q1 FY27.

Andit’s notjust because of high crude
oil prices as exports excluding petroleum
products have also recorded a strong
growth of 13 per cent in this period. Ser-
vices exports and remittances have also
remained healthy.

While the current account deficit is ex-
pected towiden in FY27, we expectittore-
main comfortable at around 1 per cent of
GDP. Financing even a small current ac-
count deficit had become a challenge in
the last two years because of feeble capital
flows. However, the recent measures an-
nounced by the central bank are likely to
support this. We are already seeing strong
inflows through FCNR deposits. FII in-
flows into debt and equity have also im-
proved as per recent data.

Overall, the Balance of Payments is
likely to move to a large surplus in FY27
from deficits recorded in the previous two
years. This should be supportive of the In-
dian rupee. But we will have to closely
watch the policy action of the major cen-
tral banks globally.

With global inflationary risks rising, in
the coming months we could see a rate
hike by the US Federal Reserve and
further rate hikes by the ECB and the BoJ.
This, in turn, could put some pressure on
the Indian currency.

Given the uncertain macro-backdrop,
the future policy decisions of India’s cen-
tral bank will remain data-dependent.
The RBIis likely to keep the policy rate on
hold, unless the inflationary risks aggra-
vate. With food inflation likely to peak in
Q3 FY27 thereal rate of interest could turn
negative temporarily.

However, the central bank may look
through it if the inflationary pressure is
supply-side and there are no indications
of the pricing pressure getting
broad-based.

In this fluid global and domestic en-
vironment, the central bank may prefer
to remain growth-supportive.

The writer is chief economist,
CareEdge Ratings
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An Asian Pop
category may
allow artistes
from Seoul,
Beijing and
Ludhiana, and
others whose
musicis notin
English, to
compete for
what many see
as music’s
highest honour

BTS Grammy boycott
may be shortsighted

HE STORY of 21st-century pop can be divided into

two chapters — before and after BTS. The Korean

group has spent the past decade rewriting the rules

and tearing to bits the long-held notion that music

must belong to a particular language, geography or
ethnicity to achieve global success.

So, when the septet decided not to submit their hugely popular
new album Arirang or any of its songs for the Grammys 2027, six
daysafter the Recording Academy introduced the Best Asian Pop
category, it set the internet abuzz. The band does not want to be
“divided by region or language”. Recording Academy CEO Har-
vey Mason Junior responded that the category was created “to
celebrate the depth, diversity... of pop artistry coming out of Asia”
and “never to divide, but to expand who is recognised”.

The Recording Academy’s move is in line with a broader in-
dustry trend. The American Music Awards and Billboard Music
Awards, among others, have introduced K-pop categories. It may
allow artistes from Seoul, Beijingand Ludhiana, and others whose
musicisnotin English, to compete for what many see as music’s
highesthonour. It gives musicianslike Diljit Dosanjh another av-
enue tosubmit aworklike Aura for Grammy consideration. That
isnot segregation. It would be ifthese artistes were excluded from
the marquee categories. But Asian artists can still compete for
Record of the Year, Song of the Year and Album of the Year.

If an Asian Pop category is segregation, the same argument
could be made against the Grammys’ Latin, African, jazz, gospel
or Americana categories. Also, BTS’s album Arirangislargely in
English, soit would not even qualify for Best Asian Pop, where at
least 80 per cent of the lyrics must be in an Asian language.

That said, the Recording Academy did not arrive at this mo-
ment with a clean slate. It has had enough cultural blind spots.
Pop titan Beyonce remains the most glaring one. Despite being
the most awarded artiste in Grammy history, she repeatedly lost
Album of the Year even as Lemonade and Renaissance were
widely regarded as seminal. Many Black artists were celebrated
in genre categories while the top prize went elsewhere, once to
Adele, who herself acknowledged that Beyonce deserved it.

So, isrepresentation about creating regional categories, or en-
suringall artistes compete on alevel playing field? BTS, who have
often spoken about wanting a Grammy, appear to believe the fu-
ture lies in the latter. They are being a bit shortsighted. The Re-
cording Academy does seem to be reforming itself. Beyoncé’s
2024 win for Cowboy Carter and Bad Bunny’swin last year forthe
Spanish-language DeBI TiRAR MdS FOToS (IShould Have Taken
More Photos) point towards a new era. Bad Bunny also won Best
Musica Urbana Album the same year. If Best Asian Pop becomes
another route to Record of the Year, it may represent expansion.

It remains to be seen if the new category comes to signify
somethingbigger thanidentity. One also hopes BT S reverse their
decision. Not because they need a Grammy to validate their leg-
acy, but because their presence would be the litmus test for the
Recording Academy’s efforts at inclusivity.

The writer is deputy associate editor,
The Indian Express. suanshu.khurana@expressindia.com
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52 killed in Bihar
train accident
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52killedin Bihar train accident

FIFTY-TWO passengers were killed and 35
othersinjured between Garhwa and Tolra
stations in Palamau district, in the Dhanbad
division of the Eastern Railway, when the

e |

e e Loonac 162 Amritsar-Tata Express rammed into a

goods train. Following the collision, the
engine and two bogies of the trainfell intoa
deep nullah. Among the dead were seven
women and six children.

PM meetsleadersin Mexico

THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, had sep-
arate meetings with some of the leaders
attending the six-nation peace summit on
nuclear disarmament and discussed the

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

broad outlines of the Mexico declaration
to be issued by them. Gandhi first called
on the host country’s President, Miguel de
la Madrid and followed it by meetings with
the Swedish Prime Minister, Ingvar Carls-
son, the Greek Prime Minister, Andreas
Papandreou and the Argentine President,
Raul Alfonsin.

Explosionin Hansalayabuilding

THERE WAS a minor panic as the Hansa-
laya building in Barakhamba Road rever-
berated after an explosion. The explosion,
according to the Additional Commissioner
of Police Security, Gautam Kaul, was
caused by placing some sticks of dyna-
mite under the staircase leading to the

New Delhi

Bank of America, situated on the first floor
of the building. On either side of the stair-
case are the offices of Saudi Airlines and
Kuwait Airways.

Keraladeputy speaker quits

THE KERALA deputy speaker, KM Hamsa
Kunju, quit his post and gave up the chair-
manship of the Committee of Privileges,
heralding a parliamentary crisis. The deci-
sion to resign from the deputy speaker's
post was his own, he said, but he had
vacated the chairmanship of the committee
on the advice of his party leader. He felt that
it would be unfair to keep the office of the
speaker after resigning from the chairman-
ship of the committee.
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- THEBEST OF BOTHSIDES

A weekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

Hollywood movies are increasingly getting the bigger openings. Is Indian cinema ready for the competition?

Blame the ecosystem,

Itsjusta
Bollywood problem
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RAJESH RAJAMANI
HE PHENOMENAL success of

Christopher Nolan’s The Odys-
sey and the latest film in the
Marvel Cinematic Universe,
Spider-Man: Brand New Day,
across Indian theatres, could easily leave
one wondering whether Indian cinema is
slowlylosingits ability to produce films that
capturethe publicimagination on asimilar
scale. That concern may be valid, but only
if we continue to see Bollywood as repre-
senting the entirety of Indian cinema.

In fact, at its emotional core, The
Odyssey itself unfolds very much like a
Tamil masala film. A hero's long journey
home, emotional dilemmas and larger-
than-life adventures are themes Tamil star
vehicles have comfortably embraced for
decades. The language and scale may be
different, but the emotional grammar is
surprisingly familiar. When Odysseus fi-
nally returns home, he might as well be
Rajinikanth walking into Kabali (2016) to
declare, “Tell them I'm back.”

Hindi cinema's biggest successes this
year have largely stayed within familiar
comfort zones. Whether it is yet another
border-conflict spectacle in Dhurandhar:
The Revenge and Border 2, or the depend-
able cocktail of horror and comedy in
Bhooth Bangla and Dhamaal 4, Bollywood
seems increasingly reluctant to venture
beyond formulas that have already been
tested, approved and monetised.

Of course, popular cinema has always
relied on familiar genres and crowd-pleas-
ing tropes. The problem begins when an
industry becomes so risk-averse that it
edges towardsirrelevance. The films may
become bigger, louder and technically
slicker, but the emotional and thematic
territory they explore continues to shrink.

Butifwelook beyond the Hindi film in-
dustry, regional cinema continues to be
wonderfully alive. Tamil cinema’s biggest
hit thisyear, Karuppu, uses the folklore sur-
roundingthe village deity Karuppusamy to
examine the apathy of the Indian judicial
system. It could easily have settled for being
a conventional courtroom drama. Instead,
it pitstheidea of justice against God himself,
makingthe film even more compellingasa
mainstream entertainer.

Malayalam cinema, meanwhile, re-
mains fascinated by ordinarylives. Vaazha
II: Biopicof a Billion Bros transforms a fam-
iliar coming-of-age story into an emo-
tionally resonant exploration of modern

youth, friendship and the often uncomfort-
able transition into adulthood.

Telugu cinema, often unfairly reduced
tolarger-than-life commercial entertainers,
also offers pleasant surprises. Peddi pack-
ages a reflection on systemic oppression
within an unapologetically populist sports
drama. Maa Inti Bangaaram, on the other
hand, follows awoman struggling to recon-
cile aviolent past with the ordinary life she
desperately wants to protect. Both films
work as mainstream entertainers while re-
fusing to become emotionally simplistic.

None of these films are masterpieces.
Neither are they flawless. But they all make
an earnest effort to explore newer themes
and discover fresh ways of telling stories.
That willingness to take creative risksis per-
haps their greatest strength.

Regional cinema today seems far more
comfortable asking uncomfortable ques-
tions. It draws more freely from local folk-
lore, literature, politics and lived experience.
It trustsaudiences to embrace stories deeply
rooted in specific cultures without endlessly
chasingamythical “pan-Indian” template.
Ironically, itis this very specificity that often
makes these films feel more universal.

Bollywood, meanwhile, seems trapped
inan endless pursuit of the next safe block-
buster. Somewhere along the way, “pan-In-
dian” has become shorthand for sanding
away every regional texture until a film feels
as though it could belong anywhere, and
therefore nowhere in particular. The result
is scale without distinctiveness.

This is not to suggest that Bollywood
has stopped making good films altogether.
Every industry produces both mediocre
films and occasional gems. Bollywood still
possesses unmatched resources, visual
polish and marketing muscle.

But cinema has never been remem-
bered for technical excellence alone. Audi-
ences return to films because they recog-
nise themselves in them, because they are
surprised by them, or because they leave
the theatre carrying an idea that wasn't
there two hours earlier. That willingness
to surprise feels far more abundant out-
side Mumbai today.

Perhaps, this is a healthy development
forIndian cinema. For decades, the creative
conversation largely flowed in one direc-
tion, from Bollywood to everyone else. In-
creasingly, it is regional cinema that is set-
ting the agenda, discovering fresh
storytelling voices and proving that com-
mercial success and creative ambition need
not be mutually exclusive.

The question isn't whether Indian cin-
ema can still dream big,. It is obvious that it
can. Thereal strength of Indian cinemalies
in the many different languages that it
dreamsin.

The writer is a Chennai-based filmmaker

not theindustry

SHUBHRA GUPTA

HE LATEST shenanigans of
a teenage superhero mor-
phing into a spider in order
to save the good guys from
hulking monsters is cur-
rently running to packed theatres. Not
just around the world, but also in India,
where Spider-Man: Brand New Day has
chalked up the biggest Hollywood open-
ing weekend, while speaking in tongues:
The classicline “With great power comes
great responsibility” can be heard not
justinthe original English, butin Hindi,
Tamil, Telugu, Kannada and Malayalam.

And it’s not just Tom Holland swing-
ing from dizzy heightsin NYC which has
got Indian audiences back to the big
screen. Several Hollywood films have
done such good business at the box office
that many Indian films are having to
postpone their releases for a safer slot,
and we’re only halfway through 2026.

Christopher Nolan’s The Odyssey, a
paean to Homer’s epic, and to the direc-
tor’s ability to parse ancient mythology
for our cynical age, is still in theatres.
Amazon MGM Studios’ sci-fi adventure
Project Hail Mary, involving the very
wholesome Ryan Gosling and his cutesy
relationship with a friendly alien, racked
up impressive numbers. Curry Barker’s
Obsession, anon-starry horror film front-
loaded with the aesthetics of a low-
budget home movie and terrific perform-
ances became a surprise hit. And the very
adult-themed chamber drama The In-
vite, toplined by Seth Rogen in an award-
winning turn, drew major crowds.

What’s going on? Hollywood has tra-
ditionally done well in urban Indian
pockets, with its familiar franchise flicks
and pacy actioners grabbing eyeballs.
Butit’snever been such a clear and pres-
ent disrupter if you go by the enthusiastic
reception for scrappy horror films, or
small-canvas talky dramas, not just the
expected big-budget creature features
and superhero sagas.

Is Bollywood’s spidey-sense tingling?
Has it forgotten how to tell engaging
stories? Aren’t the filmmakers in Mum-
bai, home to the biggest industry in the
world, wondering where their loyal audi-
ence has gone? Dhurandhar 2 tops the
list of successes this year, no surprises
there, because of the unprecedented
buzzit cameriding on, and the doubling
down on its content and intent. Then

came, in no particular order, Border 2,
Bhoot Bangla, Dhamaal 4, Welcome To
The Jungle: The first was a solid film,
layered with a strong anti-war sentiment;
all the others are loud comedies coasting
on low-hanging humour.

What’s becoming abundantly clear is
that only two kinds of films are being
made, and supported, on scale in Bolly-
wood these days: Propaganda and slap-
stick, both competing for the lowest com-
mon denominator. But thisis notjust me
having a eureka moment. For the last
decade, with the inexorable rise of polar-
ising, divisive cinema, every other kind
of filmmaking has been having a difficult
time of it. Even if it does get made, the
chances of it surviving, forget thriving,
have become narrower and narrower.

So does this signal the death of cre-
ativity in Bollywood? Not in the least.
The industry is filled with filmmakers
who are capable of telling stories with
heart and craft, layered with technical
polish, but in an ecosystem so blatantly
inimical to liberalism and plurality, those
voices are going unheard. Not into the
void — we’re not quite there yet — but
the risk is imminent.

Two recent films which gave us the
chance to question and interrogate the
past, have broken through the shield. Im-
tiaz Ali’s Main Vaapas Aaunga, which
deals with the twin-longing for alost land
and love, may not be all the way perfect,
but it brings back a sense of springing
hope. Naseeruddin Shah’s brilliant per-
formance as a man who has never been
able to forget, makes us remember. It
makes us freer, and I can’t think of any-
thing better.

Honey Trehan’s Satluj, originally
named Punjab 95, tells the story of anin-
dividual who fought for his people at a
time when the state was riven by mili-
tancy. The film’s sudden appearance on
streaming platform ZeeS5 and its equally
sudden disappearance is an abiding
mystery, but never more than the reason
why the Indian censors kept demanding
cuts for over three years. You could argue
persuasively, and many have, that the
thrust of the story was one-sided, that it
didn’t touch upon all aspects besetting
the troubled state. But that doesn’t take
away from the fact of it being an impor-
tant film which speaks to its time, and

our time. Agreeing to disagreeisthecivi- |

lised way to go, but stonewalling its pro-
ducer and director, and leaving them
with no recourse, is beyond the pale.

If pushback and intimidation is the
response, the result will only be silence
and submission. What price creativity?

The writer is film critic, The Indian Express
shubhra.gupta@expressindia.com

NIDHI SINGH

EARLIER THIS month, India’s largest IT
services firm, TCS, reported its strongest
quarterly hiring in nearly four years, ad-
dingover 9,000 employees and onboarding
14,000 fresh graduates. Twelve months
earlier, the same company had announced
12,000 job cuts. This reduction of head
count was promptly taken as a verdict on
artificial intelligence and jobs. The rebound
shows the fears may have been overblown.
This push-and-pull narrative is emblem-
atic of the way we talk about Al’simpact on
the future of work.

The real problem here is that none of
these claims can currently be verified.

Consider the layoffs that dominated last
year’sheadlines. When India’slargest IT firm
let go of roughly 12,000 employees, its chief

s Altaking jobs? Answer isntthat simple

executive was emphatic that the decision
wasabout skill mismatches and deployment
feasibility, not Al-driven productivity gains.
Executives across the sector have offered
similar explanations, and they may well be
right. The IT industry hired aggressively
through the pandemic, and some of what
looks like Al displacement is a delayed cor-
rection of that excess.

But here is the uncomfortable truth: It is
impossible totell. Acompany that adopts Al
tools, restructures around them, and thenre-
movesrolesitnolonger needswill rarely de-
scribe this as Al displacement, and it has
every incentive not to.

AT’s real effect on Indian employment
may arrive not through layoffs but through
jobs that are simply never created. The in-
dustry's biggest recruiters have cut their
fresher intake targets. The share of em-
ployees under 30 at Infosys has fallen to its
lowest level in 15 years. Entry-level tech
openingsin mid-2026 were down more than

40 per cent from a year earlier, and the pat-
tern is not confined to IT services: Fresher
hiring has fallen across corporate India, with
recruiters citing Al-driven redeployment as
one ofthe main reasons. A hiring freeze pro-
duces no pink slips, no headlines, and no
data point in any Indian labour survey. The
graduate whonever gets an offerisinvisible.
The optimists have their own evidence,
and some of it is encouraging. Al is generat-
ing streams of work that did not exist a dec-
ade ago. Bengaluru-based Karya pays rural
workers, a majority of them women, well
above prevailing wages to build voice and
text datasets in Indian languages. India's
data annotation industry employs tens of
thousands. Global capability centres now
employ over two million professionals.
Butthearithmetic of “jobslost versusjobs
created” may not be the correct equation to
be used here. The truth is that jobs come in
different tiers; a mid-career software engin-
eer in Pune earning Rs 20 lakh a year and a

data annotation worker earning a few thou-
sand rupees a month both count as one job
in any tally. Economically, they are not the
same thing, and alabour market that swaps
the first for the second has not broken even.

The redesign of the Periodic Labour
Force Survey in 2025, which now produces
monthly indicators, is an opportunity. But
the PLFS measures whether people are work-
ing, notwhatishappeninginside their work.
India needs occupation-level tracking of Al
exposure built into its official statistics, sup-
plemented by the data the private sector al-
ready generates: Job postings, hiring plat-
forms, and industry payrolls.

Indiais preparingtospend heavily on res-
killing its workforce for the Al economy:. It
should firstinvestafraction of thatin finding
outwhat, precisely, itis reskilling them from,
and what it is reskilling them for.

The writer is an Associate
Fellow at Carnegie India

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Ethanol policy must
count in water,
sustainability costs
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NDIA'S ROLLOUT of E20 petrol is

among the world’s most ambitious

biofuel initiatives. Ethanol blending

hasincreased fromabout 1.5 per cent

in 2013-14 to nearly 20 per cent in
2025, with annual consumption approach-
ing700 crorelitres. The programme hasre-
duced crude oil imports, generated rural
incomes and diversified the country’s
energy basket. These areimportant achiev-
ements. Yet as India transitions from E10
to E20, policy should increasingly be
guided by scientific evidence and sound
publiceconomicsratherthan byblending
targets alone.

Not all ethanol is equally sustainable.
Indianow produces ethanol from C-heavy
and B-heavy molasses, sugarcane juice,
maize, damaged food grains and surplus
rice. Each pathway has a different environ-
mental footprint. A useful measure is the
Energy Return on Energy Invested
(EROEI), which compares the usable
energy produced with the fossil energy
consumed in cultivation, fertiliser manu-
facture, irrigation, transportation and dis-
tillation. Efficient sugarcane ethanol pro-
ducedinbagasse-fired distilleries typically
achieves an EROEI of about 2—-4, whereas
grain-based ethanol generally ranges be-
tween 1.2 and 2 because of higher fossil-
energy inputs. Ethanol
therefore delivers a posi-
tive net energy gain, but
the magnitude depends
critically on feedstock, far-
ming practices and pro-
cessing technology.

A second consider-
ationisenergy density. Pet-
rol contains roughly 32 M.J
per litre compared with
around 21 MJ per litre for
ethanol. So, E20 fuel con-
tains about 6-7 per cent
less energy than pure pet-
rol, resulting in a modest
reductionin fuel economy
under similar driving con-
ditions. However, ethanol has a much
higher octanerating, allowingengines spe-
cifically calibrated for higher ethanol
blends to achieve more efficient combus-
tion and partially offset this disadvantage.
The overall outcome depends on engine
design rather than fuel properties alone.

Vehicle compatibility isanother impor-
tant issue. Ethanol readily absorbs moist-
ure and can corrode certain metals while
degrading older rubber seals and plastic
components. Recognising these chal-
lenges, the government has mandated that
vehicles manufactured from April 2023 on-
wards be compatible with E20 fuel. Newer
engines incorporate improved materials
and revised engine calibration, but mil-
lions of older two-wheelers, passenger cars
and agricultural machines remain outside
this category. The transition therefore
requires transparent consumer informa-
tion, technical support and continued
availability of lower-blend fuels. Con-
sumers should retain the freedom to
choose fuels appropriate for their vehicles,
with pricing that transparently reflects
their respective costs.

Ethanolis often described as alow-car-
bon fuel because sugarcane absorbs atmos-
pheric carbon dioxide during growth.
However, climate benefits must be as-

sessed on a life-cycle basis, accounting for
emissions from cultivation, fertiliser
manufacture, irrigation, transport and pro-
cessing. Efficiently produced sugarcane
ethanol can reduce greenhouse-gas
emissions by roughly 50-70 per cent
relative to petrol, particularly where ba-
gasse supplies process energy. Grain-based
ethanol generally deliverslower reductions
of around 20-50 per cent. These benefits
diminish substantially when production
relies on diesel-powered irrigation, fossil-
fuel-based distillation or excessive nitrogen
fertiliser use. Ethanol is therefore cleaner
than petrol under many production
systems, butit cannotipso factobe seenas
carbon neutral.

The most critical challenge, however, is
water. Sugarcane is a very water-intensive
crop. Estimates by the Commission for Ag-
ricultural Costs and Prices and NITT Aayog
suggest that sugarcane typically requires
1,500-2,500 mm of water over its growing
season. Water-footprint studies estimate
that producingonelitre of sugarcane etha-
nol may embody approximately 2,000-
3,500litres of water, depending on local cli-
matic conditions and irrigation practices.
Thisis especially significant because many
of India’s largest sugarcane-producing re-
gions already face severe groundwater
stress. Without careful resource account-
ing, expanding ethanol production risks
replacing dependence on imported crude
oil with growing dependence on increas-
ingly scarce freshwater resources.

Heavily subsidised electricity currently
encourages excessive groundwater extrac-
tion, while subsidised urea promotes over-
use of nitrogen fertilisers. These subsidies
reduce the apparent cost
of sugarcane cultivation
without reflecting its envi-
ronmental costs. The con-
sequenceisnot merelyin-
efficient resource use but
also the possibility that
public subsidies inadvert-
ently encourage ethanol
production in regions
where its true social cost is
high. A more efficient ap-
proach would be to sup-
port farmers directly
through income transfers
while allowing electricity,
irrigation water and ferti-
liser pricestobetter reflect
their economic and environmental costs.
Such reforms would encourage morejudi-
cious use of scarce resources, improve
groundwater sustainability and naturally
shift ethanol production towards regions
and feedstocks with the highest net energy
gains and the lowest life-cycle emissions.
At the same time, investment in second-
generation ethanol derived from agricul-
tural residues and other non-food biomass
should be accelerated to reduce pressure
onland and water.

India’s ethanol programme represents
an important step towards greater energy
security, but its long-term success will de-
pend onaligning environmental objectives
with sound economics. Blending targets
can provide direction, but they should not
become endsin themselves. A resilient bio-
fuel strategy must be guided by transpar-
ent life-cycle carbon accounting, rigorous
assessment of water use, technology-neu-
tral incentives and market signals that re-
flect the true value of natural resources.
Only then can ethanol become not merely
a substitute for imported oil, but a genu-
inely sustainable component of India’s
energy transition.

The writer retired as a senior
IAS officer. Views are personal
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Growthis priority

THE RBI'S decision to keep the policy
rate unchanged at 5.25 per cent while
adopting a more accommodative
tonereflectsabalanced and
pragmatic approach (‘RBI must keep
steady hand amid uncertainty’, IE,
August 6). Although inflation is ex-
pected to remain above the 4 per cent
target for several months, the current
riseislargely driven by supply-side
factors such asfood and fuel prices
rather than broad-based demand
pressures. Prioritising growth with-
out compromisinglong-term price
stability appearsjustified.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Diversify trade

IN AN increasingly fragmented world,
diversification should complement,
rather thanreplace, economicties, es-
pecially with key partners (‘Are India-
US trade talks an exercise in futility?’,
IE, August 6). Expanding commercial
engagement with the EU, Africa, the
Gulf, Southeast Asiaand Latin America
would strengthenIndia’seconomicre-
silience by providing broader market

New Delhi

accessandgreaterintegrationintoglo-
balvalue chains. However, thisshould
not be interpreted as disengagement
from the US, which remains one of In-
dia’s largest trading partners.

Vaibhav Goyal, Chandigarh

Justicedenied

CELEBRATIONS FOLLOWING Brij
Bhushan’s acquittal come aslittle sur-
priseinacountry where evenrape
convicts are welcomed with garlands
(‘Inastruggle forjustice, a story of im-
punity’, IE, August 6). It shows that
impunity is hardly a concern, while
beingon the “right” side remains a
privilege enjoyed by the powerful. An
SIT ordered by the UP government in
the 2017 Unnao gangrape case
reported that medical and police of-
ficers had worked hand-in-glove with
the accused toshield them. This re-
flects a conflict within the criminal
justice system. When it takes
sustained protests by well-known
wrestlers merely toregister a
complaint, expecting resilience from
thevictimsis aninjusticeinitself.
Madhusree Guha, Kolkata
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FIRs cannot be
‘withdrawn’, but
protestors can get
relief in 3 ways

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, August 6

THE SUPREME Court on Monday said that states remain
free to close or withdraw FIRs registered against students
during protests led by the Cockroach Janta Party under
the procedure prescribed by law.

Officially, the criminal procedure terminology does not
provide for “withdrawal” of an FIR, but the case itself can
be ended in different ways, depending on the stage it is at.

First step of probe

AFirst Information Report (FIR) is the first written
record of an offence received by the police. It sets a crimi-
nal investigation in motion under the Bharatiya Nagarik
Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS). There is no legal provision for a
government to cancel or revoke that record using an
executive order. What can be ended is the case that fol-
lows from the FIR, through three routes.

ROUTE ONE: CLOSURE REPORT

Ifaninvestigation does not disclose sufficient
material to proceed against the accused, the police may
file a closure report before the jurisdictional magistrate
under Section 193 of BNSS.

The magistrate, however, is not bound by the report.
In Abhinandan Jhav. Dinesh Mishra (1967), the SC held
that amagistrate can disagree with the investigating

agency and, dependingon

the material before the
MEASURE FORPEACE court, take cognizance of
® The SC has earlier ruled on the offence or direct
prosecutions arising from situ- further investigation.
ations such as mass agitations,
riots and student unrest. ROUTE TWO: WITHDRAWAL
® Here, the withdrawal of cases FROM PBOSECUTION

Section 360 of the

may be considered to restore
peace, and reflect agovernment
thatis ‘sensitive and responsive
to the feelings and emotions of
the people,’ it said.

BNSS states that “the Pub-
lic Prosecutor or Assistant
Public Prosecutorin
charge of a case may, with
the consent of the court, at
any time before the judg-
ment is pronounced, withdraw from the prosecution of
any person either generally or in respect of any one or
more of the offences for which heis tried.” Two
conditions govern this provision. The first is that the ap-
plication must reflect the public prosecutor’s indepen-
dent view of the case, not merely a government directive.
Second, Section 360 requires the court’s consent. In
Sheonandan Paswan v State of Bihar (1986), a Constitu-
tion Bench of the Supreme Court held that the court must
examine whether withdrawal is sought in good faith, in
the interest of public policy and justice, and not to thwart
or stifle the process of law.

Thelaw also requires the victim to be given the oppor-
tunity to be heard before the court allows withdrawal.

ROUTE THREE: COURT QUASHES THE FIR

The third routelies in the High Court’s inherent powers
under BNSS Section 528, which preserves the court’s auth-
ority to pass orders “to prevent abuse of the process of any
court or otherwise to secure the ends of justice.”

A person facing prosecution can approach the HC di-
rectly. Courts have cautioned that this power should be
used sparingly, particularly when an investigation is still
underway.

Previous cases

In 1980, the Supreme Court dealt with the withdrawal of
prosecution in the Baroda Dynamite case against
politician George Fernandes and others following the
Emergency. The case involved charges of procuring dyna-
mite toblowup road and rail bridges. The court allowed
the withdrawal to stand. It referred to prosecutions arising
from “mass agitations, communal riots, regional disputes,
industrial conflicts, student unrest” as situations where
withdrawal may be considered to restore peace. It said that
“An elected Government, sensitive and responsive to the
feelings and emotions of the people, will be amply justified
if for the purpose of creating an atmosphere of goodwill... it
decides... not to proceed further with prosecutions.”

SHUBHAJIT Roy

OUSTED BANGLADESH Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina had her first media interac-
tion through virtual mode on Wednesday,
where she said she plans to return to her
country, stand with its people, and helpim-
prove their lives.

The statement, made while she is in
India, its timing, and Hasina’s willingness
to answer or dodge questions have impli-
cations for herself, Bangladesh’s politics,
and New Delhi’s ties with its neighbour.

Bangladesh, predictably, has reacted
with outrage that “the absconding convicted
genocider Sheikh Hasina was allowed this
evening to engage in live interaction with
the media in New Delhi...” according to a
statement by its foreign ministry.

Thetiming

Hasina, who fled Bangladesh on August
5, 2024, amid raging protests, has been liv-
ing in India in an undisclosed location for
the last two years. She had addressed the
media at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club
of South Asiain January through an audio-
recorded message, but had not taken ques-
tions. That message was played out amonth
before the national electionsin Bangladesh.

This time, Hasina took questions, and
was also joined online by her son, Sajeeb
Wazed Joy, who was an advisor in her gov-
ernment and lives in the US.

Thetone and the statement

Hasina’s statement was emotional and
rhetorical, with her voice choking as she
spoke from a prepared text. In the state-
ment that lasted about 23 minutes, she
highlighted the violent political unrest in
Bangladesh, the destruction of public and
private properties, the Killing of police of-
ficers, and the targeting of media.

She emphasized the economic decline,
with GDP growth falling to 2.2% from 6.8%,
and called for international support to re-
store democracy and justice in Bangladesh.

Shedeclared, “Whatever fate awaits me,
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I will return to my people. I cannot stay
away while my beloved countrymen are
suffering.” The former prime minister has
been sentenced to death over the killing of
protesters in July-August 2024, and also
faces a number of corruption cases.

Asked when she plans toreturn, Hasina
referred to the 1971 Bangladesh liberation
war and said, “December is our victory
month, so I want to go back in the month
of December.” Her statement is aimed at
shoring up support in favour of her party,
the banned Awami League, against the in-
cumbent Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) government.

The BNP government is facing econ-
omic challenges amid oil and gas price
pressures due to the war in West Asia.
Hasina hopes to make a political comeback
before the next elections in Bangladesh.

However, her dodging the question of
apologies and regret for the killings of pro-
testersin July-August 2024 hasbeen a sore
point for many in Bangladesh.

Asked whether his mother had any regret
for thekilling of students and protesters, Joy
said: “Look, this question of regret and
apologies has been raised, but you see the
Yunus regime and the BNP regime has con-
tinued... They have legalised the killings of
police officers, the killings of civilians, the
killings of Awami League members... And
you have heard my mother express that this

Former Bangladesh
PM Sheikh Hasina
addresses a press
conferencein New
Delhi via audio link.
PRAVEEN KHANNA

Tricky ties

The Ganga Water
Treaty 0of 1996 is
due for renewal
this year. The
Teesta water
treaty is still tobe
signed.

While
Bangladesh has
removed visa
curbs, some
trade restrictions
remain. Delhi
also viewsiillegal
immigration
from Bangladesh
asamajor
irritant.

was a violent situation. So, if one set of kill-
ings is legal, then how does the question of
apology arise? Why does it arise?”

Hasina’s statements were barred from
being broadcast in Bangladesh’s main-
stream media, using the same draconian
laws that the Hasina government had used
against current Prime Minister Tarique
Rahman 17 years ago

New Delhi and the BNP govt

Hasina in her statement directly tar-
geted the BNP government, with which
India has tried to cultivate ties.

Rahman had alsosignalled a positive re-
lationship with India in his pronounce-
ments. But there have since been chal-
lenges — Delhi views illegal immigration
from Bangladesh as a major irritant, and
the BJP-led West Bengal government has
upped the ante on this. The fact that Rah-
man has visited China but not India yet also
signals that there is some tension.

Amid the outstanding bilateral issues,
the Ganga Water Treaty of 1996 is due for
renewal this year. The Teesta water treaty
is still to be signed. While Bangladesh has
removed visa curbs on Indians, some trade
restrictions remain.

Insuch acomplicated bilateral situation,
Hasina’s statements targeting the BNP gov-
ernment are certain to create acrimony.
“Dhaka deeply regrets that in spite of con-

cerns conveyed apriori to the Government
of India about thelikely ramifications of this
event on the reset of our bilateral relations,
this public event was permitted to be held,”
its foreign ministry said on August 5.

Indeed, itislearnt that New Delhi allow-
ing a platform for the former PM hashad a
negative impact in Dhaka.

BNP leaders feel that this only rein-
forces the belief that India is pro-Awami
League, and is unable to reconcile to the
new political realities. Many in Dhaka view
this as a misstep at a time when the Rah-
man government was trying to repair ties.
This also puts the possible visit by Rahman
for the BRICS summit in September in
jeopardy. And India will have to work hard
to assuage the suspicion this episode might
haveinstilled in the minds of Bangladesh’s
decision-makers.

For Delhi, arobust and healthy bilateral
relationship with Dhaka is essential, es-
pecially since it needs Dhaka to access its
north-eastern states easily. A peaceful and
stable Bangladesh, where anti-India state-
ments and activities are kept in-check is
important for Delhi’s internal security.

Bangladesh too needs India, since it is
surrounded by the large neighbour from
three sides. The Hasina episode highlights
New Delhi’s tough balancing act to deal
with a tricky bilateral relationship.

India’s tightrope

In 2024, India gave Hasina refuge in-
stantly, even when other doors were closed
toher. She haslived here since. On howthe
Indian government had been treating hetr,
Joy said she is being treated like a Head of
State, with full services and security.

While the Ministry of External Affairs
has clarified, for the record, that it was not
involved in Hasina’s press interaction, the
event can be seen as New Delhi creating
leverage by using the former PM — her
statements and her silences —to gain some
diplomatic quid pro quoin negotiationson
trade, water, economy, politics, security,
and arange of tricky areas with Bangladesh.

The fact that India has kept her in safe
custody with full security is similar to how
New Delhi has treated the Dalai Lama —
much to China’sannoyance. He is allowed
to conduct spiritual activities and not
political activities, but the Tibetan leader
has the ability to fuse the two with finesse.

Talcum powder causes cancer? Not always, but use with caution

Rinku Ghosh & Purnima Sah
New Delhi, Mumbai, August 6

JOHNSON & JOHNSON (J&J) recently
agreed to pay billions of dollars to settle law-
suits alleging that its talcum powder prod-
ucts caused ovarian cancer and other ill-
nesses because they contained asbestos, a
known carcinogen. The company has con-
sistently denied that its talc products were
unsafe and says the settlementisintended
to end years of costly litigation.

In 2020, J&J stopped selling talc-based
baby powder in the US and Canada. In
2023, it discontinued talc-based baby
powder globally, replacing it with a corn-
starch-based formulation.

What is the scientific consensus on
thelink between talcum powder and
ovarian cancer?

The International Agency for Research
on Cancer (IARC) classifies talc, not con-
taining asbestos, as “probably” carcino-
genic to humans, based on limited evi-
dence in humans and sufficient evidence
in animal studies. But there isn’t enough
evidence to support that talcis a “definite”
carcinogen for ovarian cancer, said Dr Gau-

ravi Mishra, Deputy Director, Centre for
Cancer Epidemiology (CCE), Tata Memot-
ial Centre, Mumbai. “Prospective cohort
studies... have generally not shown a stat-
istically significant increase in risk for ovar-
ian cancer,” she said.

How can asbestos contaminate talc?

Talc and asbestos are naturally occurring
silicate minerals that may co-form within
the same geological deposits. “Contamina-
tion of talc with asbestosisdependent onthe
mine of origin and the rigour of ore screen-
ing, and is not an inherent property of the
consumer talc product itself. Mining of as-
bestos is banned in India. Existing tests are
not sensitive enough to reliably exclude
trace asbestos contamination. Hence, there
isnostandardised testing method currently
recommended by any regulatory body,” said
Dr Ashwin Sathyan, senior resident, Depart-
ment of Preventive Oncology, CCE.

Should talc users be concerned?

There is no cause foralarm amonglong-
term users of talcum powder. This position
is consistent acrossIARC and independent
reviews. “Prior use should not be attributed
asthe cause of any current symptoms with-

Asbestos and
talc: Thelink

® Talc and asbestos
are naturally occur-
ring silicate minerals
that may co-form
within the same geo-
logical deposits.

® Contamination of
talc with asbestos is
dependentonthe
mine of origin and
the rigour of ore
screening, and is not
aninherent property
of the consumer talc
product itself.

outappropriate clinical evaluation. Women
with a family history of ovarian or breast
cancer are advised to discuss this concern
with their physician,” said Dr Mishra.

Arethere any guidelines on its use?

No major regulatory or scientific body
hasissued a prohibition on talcum powder
use on any body part, including the genital
area. “Butitsuse on open wounds or sensi-
tive skin is not recommended, as it may
lead to irritation or mineral toxicity,” said
Dr Mishra. Regulatory policy in Indiais still
under development and scrutiny, she said.

There are more caveats on its use. Dr
Pralhad Rathod, professor and HOD, derma-
tology at JJ Hospital, Mumbai, said that
body powder should be avoided altogether
for babies, especially near the nose and the
mouth. He also said it should be avoided by
individuals with asthma or chronic respir-
atory diseases; on raw, broken, inflamed, or
infected skin; when thereis an undiagnosed
genital rash; where the powder repeatedly
cakes with sweat and increases friction; and
in poorly ventilated areas.

“Talc is not a reason for panic but it is
also not an indispensable personal care
product. Given the remaining uncertainty,

the prudent approach is to choose a trace-
able, talc-free product where a powder is
genuinely needed,” said Dr Usha Khemani,
associate professor of dermatology, JJ Hos-
pital, Mumbai.

Cornstarch-based powders are areason-
able substitute, being free of any asbestos-
contamination pathway. “They aren’t linked
in literature to ovarian cancer risk. Body
powders of either type are best avoided on
broken or irritated skin, on post-surgical or
post-partum wounds, and in infants, where
inhalation riskis highest,” said Dr Mishra.

AreIndia-made talcs safe?

Available India-specific data is limited
and in its early stages. “Tremolite asbestos
was found in seven of 13 commercially avail-
ableIndian talc productstested, and an ear-
lier Indian Institute of Toxicology Research
report similarly identified asbestos fibresin
five Indian brands,” said Dr Sathyan.

The IARC hazard classification is not a
calculation of the risk from the occasional
personal use. “This means that under cer-
tain exposure circumstances, the substance
is capable of causing cancer; it does not
mean that every user — or even most users
— will develop cancer,” says Dr Rathod.

® EDUCATION

The challenge for school consolidation: Balancing access and quality education

EXPERT EXPLAINS

RAJEEV KUMAR

FORMER PROFESSOR AT IIT KHARAGPUR,
[IT KANPUR, BITS PILANIAND JNU

THE CONGRESS recently posted on social
media platform X that 94,000 government
schools had been shut down over the past
decade, a number first flagged in a NITI
Aayog report from May.

For decades, India’s school education
policy focused on expanding neighbor-
hood schools so that every child could ac-
cess education closer to home. Today, how-
ever, the narrative is changing. Education
beinginthe Concurrent List, several states
have adopted policies to close, merge or
consolidate schools, raising concerns about
access to education. Government data,

however, reveals a more nuanced story,
which can be understood through three
broad trends between 2014-15 and 2024-25:

ONE, the total number of schools saw a
modest decline of around 45,000. This,
however, was driven entirely by afallin the
number of government schools (94,000, as
mentioned above) while the number of pri-
vate unaided schools increased.

TWO, overall student enrolment de-
clined in amanner similar to the trend seen
in school numbers — government enrol-
ment fell while private enrolment in-
creased in recent years.

THREE, the number of teachers in-
creased, pointing to improved teacher
availability amid declining enrolment and
fewer schools.

Isthe closure and consolidation of gov-
ernment schools a crisis that is depriving
children of neighbourhood educational ac-
cess, orisita consequence of demographic
factors and changing preferences? More
importantly, should the success of school
education be measured by the number of
schools, or by whether every child has ac-
cess to awell-resourced school — evenifit
means traveling a little farther?

¢ HOWSCHOOL EDUCATION LANDSCAPEHAS SHIFTED

Indicator | 2014-15 | 2024-25 | Change Average students per school
'Schools  1516lakh  1471lakh |(-)45,000 201445 R
Govtschools 11.07lakh  1013lakh  |(-)94,000 2024-25 )

' Teachers '89.84lakh 1.01crore '(+)11.2Iakh Average teachers per school
Student 26.95 crore 24.69crore |(-)2.26 crore

enrolment

(SOURCE: UDISE/UDISE+REPORTS)

Whatthedata reveals

India is experiencing a demographic
transition. The country’s total fertility rate
— the average number of children born to
awoman — has plunged from more than 3
inthe early 1990s to about 2.0 today, below
the replacement level of 2.1.

The transition is reflected in data from
the Centre’s Unified District Information
System for Education Plus (UDISE+),anedu-
cation management information system.

ENROLMENT: With fewer children enter-
ing school each year, enrolment has

steadily declined. Between 2014-15 and
2024-25, overall student enrolment fell by
2.26 crore to24.69 crore. Enrolment in gov-
ernment schools declined from 13.62 crore
to12.16 crore between 2022-23 and 2024-25,
while enrolment in private schools in-
creased from 8.42 crore to 9.59 crore, ac-
cording to a Rajya Sabha reply in March.
SCHOOLS: The total number of schools
saw adecline from about 15.16 lakh in 2014-
15 to 14.71 lakh in 2024-25. During this
period, the number of government schools
declined from about11.07lakh to10.131akh

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

even as private unaided schools expanded.

TEACHERS: The number of school
teachers increased from about 90 lakh in
2014-15 to over one crore in 2024-25, im-
provingteacher availability amid lower en-
rolment and fewer schools.

The national averages mask stark dis-
parities: While many rural schools operate
with very low enrolment or a single teacher,
many urban schools are overcrowded.

Overall, the data points not merely to
school closures, but to a transformation of
the school education system. This is being
driven by demographic change, shiftingen-
rolment patterns, evolving parental prefer-
ences and efforts to provide students with
better-resourced learning environments.

Why school size matters

Thousands of government schools op-
erate with asingle teacher or only a handful
of students, making it difficult to provide
grade-wise, subject-specific instruction, co-
curricular activities, sports, laboratories and
meaningful peer learning. Teachers often
handle multiple classes alongside admin-
istrative tasks, limiting the holistic develop-
ment that schools are expected to foster.

New Delhi

School consolidation seeks to address
these limitations by merging under-en-
rolled schools into better-equipped com-
posite schools with qualified teachers, im-
proved infrastructure, and richer learning
opportunities. The aim should be to im-
prove educational quality rather than
merely reducing costs. As seen earlier, the
dataalsoindicatesimproved teacher avail-
ability despite fewer schools.

Yet, consolidation isnotanend initself.
Its success depends on balancing quality,
efficiency, and equitable access. While
larger schools may offer better learning op-
portunities, increased travel distances can
disadvantage young children, girls and stu-
dents in remote or tribal areas.

India’s school education system must
balance access, equity, quality and effi-
ciency. Wherever schools are merged, gov-
ernments must ensure safe transport and
uninterrupted access. While demographic
transition and declining enrolment make
some degree of school consolidation inevi-
table, decisions should be data-driven —
not merely administrative or financial con-
siderations. FULLREPORTON
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BEING ON UPPER LAYER MEANS A COMPANY WILL HAVE TO LIST ON STOCK EXCHANGES WITHIN 3 YEARS

Tata Sons stays in upper layer NBFC
list; deregistration plea awaits nod testing: UK’s Al minister

George Mathew
Mumbai, August 6

THE RESERVE Bank of India
(RBI) on Thursday classified
Tata Sons Ltd, the principal
holding company of the Tata
Group, in the list of upper layer
non-banking finance com-
panies (NBFC-UL). However,
the RBIsaid Tata Sons’ applica-
tion for deregistration is under
examination which, ifapproved
by the central bank, will enable
the firm to avoid listing on the
stock exchanges.

“The inclusion of Tata Sons
inthelist of NBFC-ULiswithout
prejudice to the outcome of its
application for deregistration,
which is under examination,”
the RBI said. This means the
central bankis yettotakeafinal
view on the classification of Tata
Sons. If Tata Sons continues on
the NBFC-ULlist, it will have to
come out with an initial public
offering (IPO) and list its shares
on the stock exchanges.

Apart from Tata Sons, the
RBI has classified 16 other
NBFCsinthe upperlayer, bring-
ing them under an
enhanced regulatory frame-
work. These include Bajaj Fi-
nance, Tata Capital, Aditya Birla
Capital, L&T Finance, Mahindra
& Mahindra Financial Services,
and Shriram Finance.

Oncean NBFCis categorised

as NBFC-UL, it will be subject to
enhanced regulatory require-
ment, at least for a period of five
years from its classification in
thelayer, evenin caseitdoesnot
meet the (prescribed) criteriain
the subsequent years. In other
words, it will be eligible tomove
out of the enhanced regulatory
framework only if it does not
meet the criteria for classifica-
tion for five consecutive years.

Trustees of Tata Trusts,
which hold 66% stake in Tata
Sons, aredivided on theissue of
listing of Tata Sons.

While Tata Trusts Chairman
Noel Tataand some former Tata
Sonsdirectorsare againstlisting
Tata Sons, two trustees of Tata
trusts — Venu Srinivasan and
Vijay Singh — have argued
for listing of Tata Sons. Pallonji
Mistry group which holds18.3%
stake in Tata Sons is for the
listing.

According to a trustee of
Tata Trusts, control, be it chari-
table trusts, was a workable
proposition in earlier times but
Tata Sons needs stability and a
rigorous regulatory mechanism
now. “The Tata Trusts have
been fractious and turbulent in
the recent past and there is no
guarantee of a better future.I1do
not think listing will signifi-
cantly affect the trusts which
will retain their large sharehold-
ing, board seats etc.and will not

Closing Auction Session:
Stock indices remain

.1;._.:.-_‘7:'3#,,, i

divergent, gap narrows

The BSE Sensex ended the session up 373.76 points or 0.5% higher
at 78,954.76 on Thursday. REUTERS

Akash Mandal
Mumbai, August 6

THE TWO major Indian stock
indicesremained divergent on
Thursday for the fourth
straight session since the new
closing auction mechanism
came into effect.

However, volatility in the
new Closing Auction Session
(CAS) eased slightly despite the
expiry of the Sensex index’s
weekly derivatives contracts,
compared to the sharp move-
ment seen on the Nifty 50’s ex-
piry day on Tuesday.

The BSE Sensex ended the
session up 373.76 points or 0.5%
higher at 78,954.76 on Thursday,
gaining around 170 points or
around 0.2% in the special 20-
minute trading window after
regular trading ends at 3:15 PM.
In comparison, the Nifty 50
index gained over 151 points, or
about 0.6%, on Tuesday, closing
thesession at24,614.9 points. On
Thursday, the 50-stock index
gained just 11.35 points to end
relatively steady at 24,636 points.

The auction mechanism,
which was first enforced on

Monday, hassofarled toamore-
than-usual divergence in the
closinglevels of both the bench-
mark indices due to thin vol-
umes and differences between
the two exchanges on the settle-
ment for individual stock prices.

“So far, CAS proved to be
challenging due tolimited mar-
ket participation, causing a di-
vergence between Nifty and
Sensex performances. How-
ever, as liquidity deepens and
broader market participant
adoption grows, we expect this
price disparity to normalise,”
said Vipin Kumar, assistant
vice president of equity re-
search at Globe Capital Market.

Traders have thus taken
time to adjust to the new mech-
anism compared to the price
visibility they had under the
earlier system when the closing
price was based on the average
ofthelast 30 minutes of trading
in asession.

Heavyweights Reliance In-
dustries, State Bank of India
and ICICI Bank, which gained
2-3%, led the Sensex’s rally on
Thursday. FULLREPORTON
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e RBILISTOF UPPERLAYERNBFCs

Infrastructure Finance Company
® REC Limited

® Power Finance Corporation
Limited

® Indian Railway Finance
Corporation Limited

® Housing and Urban Develop-
ment Corporation Limited

Deposit taking NBFC-ICC
® Bajaj Finance Limited
® Shriram Finance Limited

® Mahindra & Mahindra Financial
Services Limited

Deposittaking HFC
® |IC Housing Finance Limited
SOURCE: RBI

Non-deposit taking HFC

® Bajaj Housing Finance Limited

Non-deposit taking NBFC-ICC

® Cholamandalam Investment
and Finance Company Limited

® Tata Capital Limited

® Muthoot Finance Limited
@ Aditya Birla Capital Limited
® | &T Finance Limited

® HDB Financial Services
Limited

® Piramal Finance Limited

Core Investment Company
® Tata Sons Private Limited

lose their promoter status,” he
said.

“A public listing would not
only unlock value for minority
shareholdersbut alsoequip Tata

Sons with capital to
sustain growth,” said another
Tata Trusts trustee.

The matter of listing Tata
Sons has been under consider-
ation and discussion for awhile
now as the RBI regulations
require Tata Sonstobelisted on
the stock exchanges as it is con-
sidered tobe an upperlayer non-

banking finance company.
The RBI replaced the pre-
vious methodology to deter-
mine NBFC-UL with a simple
criterion that only NBFCs with
assets of Rs 11akh crore or more
will be classified as NBFC-UL.
Although Tata Sons has had no
direct access to public funds
since repaying its debt in 2024,
it remains an indirect recipient
of public funds under the RBI’s
definition because listed Tata
companies, including Tata
Steel, Tata Chemicals and Tata

Power, hold equity stakes in it.

“A review of the criteria for
identification of NBFC-UL was
undertaken during2025-26 and
hence, the list of NBFC-UL for
the year2025-26 was notissued.
Subsequent to the issue of the
revised criteria, the list of NBFC-
UL for the year 2026-27 hasbeen
prepared based on the revised
criteria,” the RBI said.

According to the central
bank’s Scale Based Regulation
(SBR) framework, an NBFC-
Upper Layer (NBFC-UL) is a
non-banking financial com-
pany that the RBI identifies as
requiring enhanced regulatory
oversight because of its size,
systemic importance, intercon-
nectedness, and risk profile,
using a prescribed scoring
methodology.

Ifan NBFCislisted as NBFC-
UL, it will have to maintain
Common Equity Tier1(CET1)
capital and stricter capital ad-
equacy norms that are closer to
those applicable to banks. It will
have to follow stronger board
oversight, mandatory board
committees, stricter govern-
ance expectations, higher pro-
visioning and compensation
policies aligned with prudent
risk management. NBFCs with
assets of Rs 11akh crore or more
arerequired tolistonastock ex-
change to enhance transpar-
ency and market discipline.

Reservoir levels lowest since 2023,
hydro power generation affected

Pratyush Deep
New Delhi, August 6

RESERVOIR LEVELS at hydro-
electric power plants across the
country have fallen to their lo-
west for the April 1-July 30
period since 2023, as erratic
weather conditionslinked tothe
effects of El Nirio reduced water
availability for power gener-
ation. Out of 30 major hydro
power reservoirs, 23 have re-
corded lower water levelsduring
April1-July 30 period compared
with the corresponding period
last year, the Ministry of Power
informed Parliament.

The depleted reservoirs
have weighed on hydropower
generation, with electricity out-
put from large hydropower
plants declining 10.75% year-
on-year during April 1-July 30.
Generation fell to 54,01942 mil-
lion units (MU) from 60,522.95
MU in the corresponding
period last year, according to
government data.

e RESERVOIRS’ POWER GENERATIONPOTENTIAL
| 2023 | 2024 | 2025 | 2026 | 2026 | 2026 | 2026 |

Region | i) | Uy | (MU) | (MU) |vs2023|vs 2024 vs 2025
Northern 3,802 4,602 (2,995 12,249 | -41% | -51% @ -25% |
Western 5,448 |5,043 (5949 5203 | -4% | 3% | 13% |
Southern 5,716 |10,263 112,376 4,540 | -21% | -56% | -63% |
Fastern 695 |1,357 1,460 1,047 | 51% | -23% @ -28% |
'E';’gttgm 129 |73 57 44% | 56% | -22%
Allindia 15,699 |21,393 |22,852(13,097 | -17% | -39% | -43% |

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF POWER, MU: MILLION UNITS; DATA PERIOD: APRIL1TO JULY 30
)

According to the ministry,
reservoir levels across the
country remain lower than a
year ago, with the sharpest de-
cline recorded in the southern
region. The energy content in
reservoirs — representing the
total electricity generation po-
tential stored as water — has
fallen 43% during April 1-July
30 compared with the corre-
sponding period last year. It is
also 39% lower than in 2024

and 17%lower than the same
period in 2023, according to
government data.

The regional picture is par-
ticularly starkin southern India,
where reservoir energy content
is down 63% year-on-year. The
decline stands at 25% in the
northernregion, 13% in western
India, 28% in easternregion and
22% inthe north-eastern region.

FULLREPORT ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Govt seeks more clarity on Meta algorithm

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, August 6

THE GOVERNMENT has
sought greater transparency
from Meta on how algorithms
deployed by Instagram and
Facebook determine the reach
and visibility of content, while
pressing the US technology
company to step up cooperation
with Indian law enforcement
agencies on child sexual abuse
material and online fraud, The
Indian Express has learnt.

The issues were discussed
during a second consecutive
meeting on Thursday chaired

by IT Minister Ashwini Vaish-
naw with a contingent of Meta’s
policy and regulatory officials,
including Joel Kaplan, the
company’s global affairs chief,
and Neil Potts, vice president of
public policy at the company.
The meeting is understood
tohave largely focused on algo-
rithms of platforms like Insta-
gram and Facebook, pushing
the company to increase its co-
operation with Indian law en-
forcement agencies, particu-
larly on issues of child sexual
abuse material and fraudulent
content, and a broad assess-
ment of Meta’s compliance

with local laws.

The government has sought
a detailed look into how algo-
rithms deployed by Meta-
owned platforms like Insta-
gram and Facebook work, and
a meeting has been scheduled
for Friday, where a technical
team from the company will
make a presentation on how its
algorithms work.

Since the students’ protest
last month, the government
has focused on intensifying
scrutiny of social media com-
panies’ algorithms.

FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Al agents’ deceptive acts
highlight need for safety

Anagha Jayakumar
New Delhi, August 6

BRITAIN’S MINISTER for Ar-
tificial Intelligence, Kanishka
Narayan, has said that recent
unsanctioned behaviour of Al
agents, as disclosed by UK’s Al
Security Institute (AISI), has
trained the spotlight on the im-
portance of Al safety testing,.

“Duringroutine cybersecur-
ity testing by the UK’s Al Secur-
ity Institute, two leading fron-
tier Al models took deliberate,
deceptive actions they had not
been asked to take, while trying
to complete a task they had
been given,” Narayan said in a
statement to The Indian Ex-
press on Wednesday. “The ac-
tions failed. AISI caught it and
stopped it quickly. The versions
ofthe models AlSI tested aren’t
available to the general public.”

On Tuesday, the Institute —
a research organisation within
the UK’s Department for
Science, Innovation and Tech-
nology that evaluates the safety
and capabilities of frontier Al
models — said Al agents
powered by Anthropic’s experi-
mental Mythos Sand OpenAlI’s
flagship GPT-5.6-Sol had
engaged in unauthorised
actions during cybersecurity
evaluations designed to assess
their capabilities.

The most egregious inci-
dentinvolved an agent creating
fake online identities to pose as
ahuman while seeking human
approval to run malicious code
it had written on a live website.

“Some of the agents being
tested had engaged in sus-
tained, potentially harmful ac-
tivity directed at real people

SEBI plans SLB
scheme revamp,
Setu portal launch

George Mathew
Mumbai, August 6

THE SECURITIES and Ex-
change Board of India (SEBI) is
planning to revamp the Secur-
ities Lending and Borrowing
(SLB) scheme, launch Setu portal
and a pilot project on the token-
isation of corporate bonds using
distributed ledger technology.

The SLB scheme needs re-
vamping to improve price dis-
covery and facilitate interlinkage
between the cash and derivatives
segments, SEBI Chairman Tuhin
Kanta Pandey said. “Our focus
extends to the modernization of
the market intermediary inter-
face,” Pandeysaid in the Annual
Report of SEBI.

SLB scheme is a regulated
mechanism that allows inves-
tors to lend their shares to other
market participants for a fee,
with the borrower obligated to
return equivalent shares at the
end ofthe agreed period. It plays
an important role in enabling
short selling, improving market
liquidity, and supporting effi-
cient price discovery.

Setu is an online portal for
SEBI-regulated intermediaries
to register, file applications, pay
fees and complete regulatory
compliance tasks.

Tokenisation of corporate
bondsisthe process of represent-
ing ownership or rights in a cor-
porate bond as digital tokens on
ablockchain.  FULLREPORTON

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Britain’s Minister for Artificial Intelligence Kanishka Narayan. ReuTers

and organisations,” AISIsaid in
ablog post.

“Identifying new behaviour
like this and sharing our find-
ings, so we can tackle it, is
exactly what AISI was set up to
do,” Narayan told The Indian
Express. “It is absolutely vital
that Britain hasa world-leading
organisation to test the safety of
Al Ifweunderstand Al, we can
make it safer to use and ensure
people can go on to benefit
from it in their lives and
atwork.”

Increased scrutiny

after pastincidents

The development comes
amid growing scrutiny of how
frontier Al companies evaluate
increasingly autonomous Al
agents before deployment.

Last month, OpenAl
disclosed that two of its experi-
mental Al agents, powered by
GPT-5.6-Sol and an undis-
closed model it has since taken
offline, exploited vulnerabil-
ities in their testing environ-
ment during an internal cy-

bersecurity evaluation. Accord-
ing to the company, the agents
retrieved benchmark answers
from Al development platform
Hugging Face in an unin-
tended way.

OpenAl said the incident
occurred in a controlled sand-
box environment where the
models had been given broader
capabilities than they would
normally have because the ex-
ercise was designed to assess
their cyber capabilities.

Last week, Anthropic
disclosed that a review of more
than 141,000 cybersecurity
evaluation runs had identified
three instances in which its
Almodelsreached theinternet
from third-party testing
environments and gained
unauthorised access to
the systems of three real
organisations.

The company attributed the
incidents to misconfigured
evaluation environments and
said it had paused those evalu-
ations while introducing addi-
tional safeguards.

Fewer than 10 customs
slabs by FY28 Budget: FM

New Delhi: Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman on Thurs-
day said the government aims
to complete its customs tariff
rationalisation by the 2027-28
Budget, while asserting that In-
dia’s vision of Viksit Bharat is
“not an unprecedented ambi-
tion” but a restoration of’its his-
torical economic position.

Sitharaman said work onra-
tionalising customs tariff rates
was progressing well. “Perhaps
by the 2027-28 Budget, Iwill be
able to say that, except for afew
items, the rationalization is
complete,” she said.

“At present, only around 13
items remain. Ultimately, the
number of tariff slabs will come
down to single digits. The work
is continuing,” she said during
anevent.Inthelatestbudget, the
government introduced major
customs tariff reforms to sim-
plify tax structures, lower input
costs for local manufacturing,
and cut personal import duties

* MARKETS

from 20% to 10%. It also
exempted basic customs duties
on critical minerals, green
energy components, and 17
specialised or cancer medicines.
In her address, Sitharaman
said India’s goal of becoming a
developed nation by 2047 was
notanew ambition but a resto-
ration of its historical position.
Backing her argument with
historical data, Sitharaman
cited estimates by economic
historian Angus Maddison, say-
ing India accounted for about
one-third of global GDP (PPP) at
the beginning of the Common
Eraandnearly aquarterin1500
CE. Itsshare declined to 16% by
1820, 12% by 1870 and around
4% by 1950, before falling to
below 3% in the early 1970s.
Today, India accounts for about
8.5% of global GDP (PPP).
“Viksit Bharat, therefore, is
not an unprecedented ambi-
tion.Inaway, itisarestoration,”
Sitharaman said. FE
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e US IMPOSED A 25% LEVY UNDER SECTION 301 OVER BRAZIL'S DIGITAL ECOSYSTEM LAST MONTH

Why proposed UPI levy could be India’s quict concession to US’ trade demands

Ravi Dutta Mishra
New Delhi, August 6

ASINDIA and the US are still in
the process of finalising the trade
deal, with one Section 301 trade
investigation ongoing and
another resulting in a 10% duty
on India, the Finance Ministry
this week introduced the Tax-
ation and Other Laws (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2026 in Parliament,
which would allow banks and
payment system providers to
charge fees on UPI and RuPay
debit card payments. The
Trump administration hasbeen
consistently pushing most of its
trade partners to create a level
playing field in their respective
digital transaction ecosystem.

InIndia, UPItransactionsare
increasingly favoured forits con-
venience and zero transaction
cost. However, this could change
as the proposed changes to the
Payment and Settlement Sys-
tems Act, 2007 could allow
banks and payment system pro-
viders to charge fees on
UPI and RuPay debit
card payments.

Since UPI’s launch,
American payments
market intermediaries
Visa and Mastercard
have cited loss of potential busi-
ness as consumers in India in-
creasingly turned to the use of
free UPI payments.

The United States Trade
Representative (USTR) had, in

L.

March 2026, classified India’s
digital payment policies “favour-
ing” domestic players as a for-
eign trade barrier.

Thesebarriersin various sec-
tors are prominent demands
under the US-India trade deal.
USTR said that “it has expressed
concerns related to the
inability of US electronic
payment services sup-
pliersto participateinthe
UPI ecosystem, includ-
ing credit transactions
onUPIonalevel playing
field with RuPay”.

“In November 2020, Na-
tional Payment Corporation of
India (NPCI) announced a mar-
ket share limitation of 30%
(measured by transactions) for

US card companies are losing business due to UPI. REUTERS

third-party app providers initi-
ating online payments made
through India’s UPI. While this
market share cap for third-party
payment apps was originally
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mandated for January 2023, the
NPCI hasdeferred enforcement,
with the current deadline set for
December 2026. As of December
31, 2025, two US-owned EPA

suppliers together processed
more than 80% of all UPI trans-
actions,” USTR said.

India has already agreed to
several US demands related to
digital services. Last year, the
government had abolished the
6% ‘Google tax’ amid US tariff
pressure asthe US said that digi-
tal services taxes are against
American tech companies like
Apple, Amazon, Google and
Facebook. Think tank Global
Trade Initiative (GTRI) ex-
plained that Visa and Master-
card operate on a model under
which banks, payment proces-
sorsand card networks earn fees
from merchant transactions. A
widely available, interoperable
and zero-Merchant Discount

New Delhi

Rate (MDR) platform such as
UPI limits this revenue pool.
RuPay further challenges their
position by providing an Indian
card network that can be inte-
grated closely with domestic pol-
icy objectives, GTRI said.
Congress leader Jairam Ra-
mesh in a social media post said
that the real reason behind this
amendment is US pressure, ad-
ding that the government step
comes after USTR report criti-
cised the fee-free nature of UPI
and RuPay and accused them of
driving American payment plat-
forms like Visa and MasterCard
outofthe market. Respondingto
Ramesh, the Finance Minister,
NirmalaSitharaman,inaposton
X, said MDR applies only on the

merchants and not on the end
users. “It will support the Banks
& Fintech to invest more on in-
frastructure, innovation &secur-
ity. All users of UPI will reap the
benefits of thisinvestment. More
importantly, the UPI and Ser-
vices Steering Committee
headed by NPClI is yet to decide
onthe MDR,” Sitharaman said.
USTR has raised objections
on Indonesia’s National Pay-
ment Gateway, which required
all domestic retail debit and
credit transactions to be pro-
cessed through switching insti-
tutions located in Indonesia.
Subsequently, Indonesia agreed
toaddress USdemandsunder a
trade pact. FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM
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Stop the scam

The digital arrest scam persists from

overseas actors
T he Supreme Court of India’s order of Au-

gust 4 on the “digital arrest” menace is
notable for not being lured into compla-
cency. After all, the Indian Cybercrime Coordina-
tion Centre’s status report showed that com-
plaints on the National Cyber Crime Reporting
Portal fell from 1,23,672 in 2024 to 58,249 in
2025, and stood at 16,377 in the first six months of
2026. The Court called the figures “certainly en-
couraging” and directed the Reserve Bank of In-
dia to circulate a standard operating procedure
for temporary debit holds on mule accounts,
States to notify cybercrime coordination centres
and operationalise e-Zero FIRs, and an inter-de-
partmental committee to examine a victim com-
pensation framework. Thanks to advisories from
banks, telecom operators and the police, fewer
senior citizens and others are getting victimised
by these scams, which have succeeded due to ol-
der victims’ deference to authority and fear of le-
gal trouble. Yet, scammers find it easy to target
youth and professionals, and senior citizens the
advisories have not reached. And there have
been very few convictions despite scrutiny and
investigation, which suggests that law enforce-
ment must move faster in tackling these scams.
The digital scammers have proved nimble in
their modus operandi. They route calls through
SIM boxes to mask their origin, making them ap-
pear as Indian numbers, and use multiple mule
accounts across many States to move funds swift-
ly. They are now known to deploy deepfakes on
video calls to dupe victims and remain untracea-
ble by investigators. In effect, the fraudsters al-
ways seem to be a step ahead of those pursuing
them. The Court’s insistence on restoring money
— completed in 36,290 cases involving I18.05
crore — and on the swift disposing of account-
freeze cases, alongside detection systems such as
MuleHunter.Al, used in over 20 banks, will help
limit the damage even when perpetrators are not
caught or convicted. But convictions are rare as
many of these fraud and extortion schemes are
run from overseas “scam compounds” in Myan-
mar, the wider Golden Triangle, and Cambodia.
In Myanmar, scam centres proliferated through
direct and indirect official patronage, even as re-
cent scrutiny produced raids that were largely for
show with these centres shifting to new areas in
the conflict-ridden country. After Beijing’s crack-
down, in 2023, on scam centres targeting Chi-
nese victims, scammers shifted focus to other
countries, with Indians also being trafficked and
tortured to commit digital crimes against fellow
citizens. New Delhi must use diplomatic pressure
in coordination with China, the U.S. and ASEAN
to compel Naypyidaw and Phnom Penh to act
against the networks that host these compounds.

Access paradox

Private medical education widens
access, but affects affordability
T he scope of medical education in India

has expanded so rapidly that it raises im-

portant questions about access to it. The
number of seats has nearly tripled in 12 years,
thanks in part to the government’s push to im-
prove access to health care, entailing infrastruc-
ture upgrades and simplified regulations. Howev-
er, much of the growth has been happening in
the private sector, in addition to new government
colleges attached to district hospitals. This year,
for the first time, private institutions host more
than half of all MBBS seats. Of the roughly 10,000
new seats, 79% are in such institutions, a sign that
growth in the near future will remain concentrat-
ed thus. The increase in seats is, in and of itself,
commendable as India’s students still compete
fiercely for MBBS seats even as health-care
centres suffer a debilitating shortage of specialist
practitioners. Thousands of students also seek
education abroad. Therefore, expanding domes-
tic ‘capacity’ is a natural response and the rising
number of seats ought to relieve the bottleneck
and keep talent at home.

But problems abound. Whereas an MBBS seat
in a government college rarely exceeds 35 lakh
for the full term, that in a private institution can
cost 10 times more, sustained in part by the un-
flagging demand for health care. These institu-
tions’ commercial viability is clustered in specific
geographies, especially in tier-I and -II cities in
the more prosperous States, where incomes are
higher. Unless their students deliberately fan out
after graduation, their skills also become concen-
trated in these clusters, whereas the paucity of
health-care providers is felt more keenly in the
rural areas farther away. Rapid growth also raises
the risk of highly uneven quality, with institutions
seeking to secure NMC accreditation with the
bare minimum of facilities rather than mindfully
addressing local needs. ‘Capitation fees’, which
persist despite government bans, create new
debt that can influence behaviour after gradua-
tion. Finally, sans competitive salaries, housing
and schools, and assured career progression,
graduates gravitate to private practice or abroad.
Paradoxically, then, the surge in private capacity
obligates the government to keep adding capaci-
ty, including opening new AIIMS-like institutions,
so the number of cheap seats also keeps increas-
ing. The NMC’s rule of having half of all private in-
stitution seats be charged at government rates
should be enforced; the NMC should also em-
brace mechanisms that support surprise inspec-
tions and the ability to inspect records without
institutions’ permission. Finally, beyond com-
pelling rural service, governments should reward
it, in addition to ensuring that the daily needs of
rural health-care workers and their families and
of hospitals are both well-met.
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Donald Trump in the Persian labyrinth

hen we are finished, take
over your government. It
will be yours to take. This
will be probably your only
chance for generations,” United States President
Donald Trump told Iranians on February 28,
2026, after the U.S. and Israel assassinated Iran’s
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and
launched a war against the country. More than
five months later, the war that Mr. Trump
believed would be over in weeks, if not days, is
far from over. The Islamic Republic has not only
survived but has also consolidated its position, at
home and in the region. Mr. Trump has
alternated between strikes, ceasefires, talks,
threats, ultimatums, renewed strikes, and U-turns
in an attempt to shape the course and outcome of
the conflict and the behaviour of the Iranian
state, while seeking a face-saving exit. But with
the war unresolved and his objectives unmet, Mr.
Trump, confronting a resolute yet risk-tolerant
Tehran, has found himself in a strategic
cul-de-sac.

The U.S. and Israel launched the war with four
principal objectives: destroy Iran’s nuclear
programme; dismantle its missile capabilities and
military industrial base; end Tehran’s support for
its non-state quartet (Hamas, Houthis, Hezbollah
and Hashad) and bring about a regime change.
The first three objectives, however, were
inseparable from the fourth. Without toppling the
Islamic Republic, achieving any of the other goals
appeared impossible even before the war began.
This makes regime change or regime collapse the
central strategic aim of the war on which all the
others depended.
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The President’s grave miscalculation

The challenge before Mr. Trump was to engineer
regime change through an aerial campaign alone.
He was unwilling to commit ground troops, and
the U.S. lacked a credible local ally capable of
leading an armed insurgency against Tehran. Mr.
Trump initially seemed aware of the risks of
attacking Iran. In June 2025, the U.S. joined Israel
in striking Iran’s nuclear facilities but quickly
stepped back. He then declared that he had
“obliterated” Iran’s nuclear programme and
compelled Israel to accept a ceasefire.
Determined to avoid a wider regional conflict, he
sought to prevent the war from spiralling out of
control.

But by February 2026, two developments,
along with sustained pressure from Israel,
appeared to have convinced him that Iran could
be defeated in a short war. The first was the U.S.
invasion of Venezuela in early January, which in
Mr. Trump’s view was a resounding success. U.S.
forces abducted President Nicolas Maduro, and
withdrew without suffering casualties.
Venezuelan Vice-President Delcy Rodriguez, who
assumed the acting presidency, quickly offered
full cooperation with Washington. The second
was the wave of violent protests and riots across

America’s Iran
war stalls as
Tehran turns
pressure into
strategic
advantage

Iran in January, which reinforced the belief in
Washington and Tel Aviv that the government in
Tehran had been fatally weakened. They believed
that by bombing Iran and decapitating its
leadership, the regime would either collapse or
result in a new leadership willing to cooperate
with Washington, much as they believed had
happened in Venezuela. This proved to be a grave
miscalculation.

The three pillars of Iran’s response

Iran’s response rested on three pillars —
preserving the state; regionalising the war; and
enhancing its economic cost through horizontal
escalation. Tehran understood that because Mr.
Trump’s other war aims were dependent on
regime change, preserving the Islamic Republic
would, by itself, deny Washington its broader
objectives. Mr. Trump mistook Iran for a
personality-driven authoritarian regime, which
could crumble once the head was taken out. But
the Iranian state is sustained by a
deeply-entrenched institutional system and an
ideology that fuses Shia notions of sacrifice with
the ideals of political revolution. Under attack,
the state — designed and built to withstand both
internal and external shocks — consolidated,
while millions rallied around the flag.

The second element was to turn the U.S. bases
in the region, built to project American power
and protect its allies, into vulnerable targets.
Tehran shut down the Strait of Hormuz through
which roughly 20% of the world’s seaborne crude
oil passed before the war. It turned the Persian
Gulf into a battlefield and kept American
warships out of it. The Iranian view was that if it
was not allowed to export crude, nobody in the
Gulf would be able to do so through the Strait.
Surprisingly, the U.S. had no contingency plan for
the closure of the Strait. Once the waterway was
shut, the dynamics of the war began to shift. It
was at that point that Mr. Trump began to lose
the strategic initiative.

After 40 days of bombing, Mr. Trump
announced a ceasefire on April 8. Since then, he
has been searching for a dignified exit from the
conflict. On June 17, he signed a memorandum of
understanding (MoU) with Iran, under which
Washington made significant concessions. Unable
to present the MoU as a victory at home,
however, Mr. Trump soon resumed military
strikes, only to be met each time with Iranian
retaliation. The ensuing cycle of escalation
pushed Washington even farther from its original
objectives, while Iran’s willingness to take risks
continued to grow.

The war has inflicted immense damage to
Iran’s military infrastructure and economy. Yet,
Tehran, which has lived under U.S. sanctions for
nearly five decades, seems willing to absorb the
pain because it sees a strategic opportunity to
reshape the regional balance of power at a time
when the U.S. is confronting the limits of its own
overreach.

As the war dragged on, Iran stepped out of the
shadows of asymmetric warfare and increasingly
shaped both the course and the pace of the
conflict. When U.S. bombing resumed in July
following the collapse of the MoU, Washington’s
primary objective shifted to reopening the Strait
of Hormuz, which had remained open until
February 27. Four months into the war, Iran had
forced the U.S. to set aside its original objectives —
from regime change to the destruction of Iran’s
nuclear programme — and instead contend with a
new strategic problem created by Tehran itself. In
July, while responding to U.S. strikes, Iran
widened the conflict by intensifying attacks on
Jordan and targeting Iraqi Kurdistan, Syria, and
the Persian Gulf monarchies. Yemen’s Ansar Allah
(the Houthis) struck Saudi oil facilities and
imposed a naval blockade on the kingdom’s Red
Sea ports. The conflict thus expanded
horizontally in July, something which Mr. Trump
was unprepared.

Trapped in escalation

Consider America’s major military campaigns in
the 21st century. In Afghanistan, U.S. forces
achieved an initial swift victory by toppling the
Taliban and establishing a new political order.
They began losing the war only after the Taliban
began regrouping and started a sustained
insurgency. In Iraq and Libya, Washington
succeeded in bringing down the regimes, even
though the interventions destroyed those states
and societies. In each of those theatres, the U.S.
at least achieved its immediate military
objectives, before failing to manage the post-war
order.

But in Iran, the U.S. lost the war in the first
phase itself. The U.S. now faces a diminished
presence in West Asia, while Iran, with Hormuz
under its control, is reasserting itself as a Persian
Gulf regional power. Mr. Trump is no longer
talking about Iran’s missile programme, its
foreign policy or the character of the Iranian
state. Forget regime change; today, he is asking
the Islamic Republic, the same regime he sought
to topple, to make a deal with Washington.

Trapped in this Persian labyrinth, Mr. Trump
has few good options. He can acknowledge defeat
and exercise diplomatic patience to reach a deal
with Tehran and extricate the U.S. from the
conflict. For Washington, which has been the
dominant power in the Persian Gulf at least since
the 1956 Suez War, this would come at a
significant strategic cost. Alternatively, Mr. Trump
could turn his failed air campaign into a full-scale
invasion, with more devastating strikes and the
potential deployment of ground troops. But there
is no guarantee that escalation would help him
win the war. On the contrary, it could draw the
U.S. deeper into the sands of Iran, where a
military of roughly 6,00,000 soldiers would be
waiting.

stanly.johny@thehindu.co.in

Handloom — weaving India’s heritage into global growth

he making of a developed nation is not
T defined by technology alone. It is shaped

by the ability to transform enduring
strengths into engines of future growth. As India
advances towards Viksit Bharat 2047, it is
investing in frontier technologies, strengthening
manufacturing and building globally competitive
industries.

Yet, one of India’s greatest strengths has been
with India all along — its handloom tradition. On
August 7, as India marks the 12th National
Handloom Day, it is time to view handloom as a
strategic sector for a world that values
sustainability, authenticity and resilient supply
chains.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s vision of Viksit
Bharat 2047 is built on prosperity, self-reliance,
inclusivity and cultural confidence. Handloom
embodies this vision by bringing together
heritage and innovation, while driving
women-led development, rural
entrepreneurship, livelihoods and global
competitiveness.

Threads of India’s legacy
Every handwoven fabric reflects the courage to
preserve tradition, the patience to perfect every
thread, the integrity of honest craftsmanship and
the wisdom passed down through generations.
That is why handloom is not merely a craft, but
one of India’s greatest civilisational strengths.
From the Indus Valley Civilisation, where cotton
was first cultivated and woven, to the 18th
century when Indian textiles dominated global
trade, India set global benchmarks in textile
excellence. Bengal’s legendary muslin — so fine
that a 25-metre length could pass through a ring —
along with Banarasi silk, Kanchipuram weaves,
Pochampally Ikat and countless regional
traditions, earned India worldwide admiration.
Today, as the world turns towards authentic,
sustainable and handcrafted products, India has a
historic opportunity to reclaim that leadership.

Union Minister

of Textiles,
Government of India

India’s ancient
handloom
traditions can
transform
heritage into
a globally
competitive
creative
economy

India’s next handloom revolution must export not
just textiles, but also craftsmanship, heritage,
innovation and trust, making every handwoven
product an ambassador of Brand India.

Transformation through policy

Handloom is India’s largest cottage industry,
supporting the livelihoods of more than 35 lakh
weavers and allied workers, nearly 72% of whom
are women. Over the past decade, the
Government has strengthened the sector through
the Raw Material Supply Scheme, 797 handloom
clusters, over 1.24 lakh improved looms, skill
upgradation for nearly 97,000 artisans, and
initiatives such as Producer Companies, GI tagged
products, the Handloom Mark, India Handmade
certification, Urban Haats and Design Resource
Centres.

Today, 29 Weavers’ Service Centres provide
end to end support through training, upskilling,
design development, raw material assistance and
market linkages, while the 11 Indian Institutes of
Handloom Technology are being strengthened to
expand advanced training and develop niche,
high-value handloom products. The forthcoming
National Handloom and Handicraft Programme
will accelerate this transformation by
strengthening 1,800 clusters across more than
500 districts, benefiting 65 lakh weavers and
artisans and establishing Handmade in India as a
globally recognised brand.

Innovation has always been part of India’s
handloom journey. Mahatma Gandhi’s Ambar
Charkha made spinning easier, faster and more
efficient, advancing the vision of self-reliance.

More recently, Assam’s Maina Loom and the
Chitranjan Handloom developed in Sivasagar
have shown how better loom design can make
weaving easier and more productive. The Centre
of Excellence for Handloom Technology,
established with the Indian Institutes of
Technology, is developing lighter, stronger and
easier to use looms that reduce physical effort

and improve productivity, including for persons
with disabilities.

Under the Centre, the Handloom 4.0 initiative
uses digital tools and Artificial Intelligence to
monitor productivity, quality and maintenance,
and is being piloted on 100 looms before
expanding across the States.

Technology should empower the artisan, not
replace the artisan. Platforms such as VisioNXT
can help forecast demand, identify design trends,
authenticate genuine handloom products and
connect weavers directly with global markets. At
the same time, product diversification into
premium silk, natural fibres, sustainable fibres
and innovative blends can create high-value
products and unlock new markets.

Combined with better branding, value addition
and direct market access, these innovations can
significantly enhance weavers’ incomes. The
vision is to enable every weaver to earn a
dignified and aspirational income, with the
ambition of 50,000 per month in the years
ahead.

India’s identity

India’s weavers are not merely a workforce. They
are entrepreneurs, innovators and creators of
value. By enabling them to build brands, move up
the value chain and reach global markets,
handloom can be transformed into one of India’s
most dynamic creative industries. This is also a
call to India’s youth to bring together heritage
and technology, creativity and enterprise, to
shape the next chapter of handloom.

On this National Handloom Day, let us
celebrate India’s weavers not only as custodians
of our heritage, but also as architects of India’s
progress. Every handloom product we buy and
wear strengthens a weaver’s livelihood, preserves
a timeless tradition and carries India’s story to
the world.

The views expressed are personal
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End the deadlock

Thanks to the relentless
disruptions by the
Opposition, Parliament has
been unable to conduct any
meaningful business since
the start of the monsoon
session (Front page, August
6). Parliament is the
sanctum sanctorum in a
democracy and should be a

relying solely on its

forum for debate, not
disruption. Nothing is lost if
the government considers
the Opposition’s two key
demands. If doing so can
help break the impasse, this
must be pursued. The
government must note that

numerical strength will only
deepen the stalemate. The

Chennai

sooner this stand-off ends,
the better it will be for
parliamentary democracy.
V. Johan Dhanakumar,

First Budget

The maiden Budget of the
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
government in Tamil Nadu
deserves appreciation for

placing youth and women
at the centre of its welfare
agenda. Several of its
initiatives will provide
families with a modest
financial cushion at
milestones.

The only jarring aspect is
the naming of some of the
schemes, which
inadvertently reinforces

patriarchal notions that sit
uneasily with the ideals of
gender equality and
women’s empowerment.
The government’s decision
to prioritise welfare despite
fiscal constraints, banking
on governance reforms to
create additional fiscal
space is significant. While
the Budget’s intent is

laudable, the true test will
be whether the government
can sustain these generous
welfare commitments
without undermining fiscal
discipline.

M. Jeyaram,

Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Should the Commonwealth Games be scrapped?
e

PARLEY

he recently concluded
Commonwealth Games (CWG) were
unlike the usual multidisciplinary

Anju Bobby

sporting extravaganzas that we are
George used to seeing. A late replacement to Victoria as
isa host, the Glasgow Games were more akin to an
distinguished abridged version with fewer events and fewer
sportsperson participants. India finished fourth on the medal
who is a table, a commendable performance given that
recipient ofthe  most of the sports that have formed the bulk of
Rajiv Gandhi our medal haul had been removed. But
Khel Ratna. questions of uncertainty have been whirling
Award and is

around the Games for a long time. Should the
Commonwealth Games be scrapped? Anju
Bobby George and Dr. Heena Sidhu discuss the
question in a conversation moderated by Uthra
Ganesan. Edited excerpts:

now the senior
vice president
of the Athletics
Federation of
India

e

What is the importance of the CWG for
sports in general and for India particularly?

Anju Bobby George: From an athlete’s or
athletics point of view, it is one of the biggest
competitions after the Olympics and World
Championships, coming before the Asian
Games. Winning a medal in the Commonwealth

Heena Sidhu . . .

Games is precious, and athletes take it very
isa seriously. Initially, in 2002, we got only two
multiple-time medals; but in the recent CWG, our athletes
champion at bagged 10 medals.
\Tii ;Y]VG; old When looking at the scale of the competition,
and a s%lve% in the World Championships and the Olympics,

we compete with more than 210 countries. In
the CWG, there are about 80 countries, and in
the Asian Games, more than 40. As the number
of countries goes up, the competition will also
go up. So for us in athletics, the CWG comes in
third place. Most of the elite, top-level,
world-ranking athletes compete, making it very
tough. Also, it is a preparation for the Olympics
and World Championships.

medal each at
the 2010 and
2018 editions.
In 2014, she
became the
first ever Indian
pistol shooter
to become
world number
one

Heena Sidhu: For shooting, World
Championships are the toughest, followed by
the Olympic Games, the Asian Games and then
the CWG. The Asian Games is far tougher for
shooters than the CWG, where competition is
not even as tough as our National
Championships. I would rank the CWG around a
4 out of 10 in difficulty, whereas World
Championships are a 10 out of 10.

However, the games hold immense personal
value and play a crucial role in preparation.
Competing under pressure, living in the village,
handling media, and representing India
prepares you. Because the Asian Games is so
tough, you cannot experiment there. The CWG
is a place where shooters could experiment,
understand their process, and take that

v

President of the Indian Olympic Association PT. Usha hands the flag to Neeraj
Chopra during the closing ceremony of CWG in Glasgow on August 2. REUTERS

momentum to the Asian Games and World
Championships.

With shooting absent from recent editions,
how does that impact the sport?

HS: It is a bittersweet feeling. Shooting will
appear in the CWG after 12 years in 2030, with
the last edition being 2018 where I won two
medals. The CWG has always been very special
to me because I have four medals and I know
how important it was for me to go to these
Games. Some of the defining moments of my
career have come from there. The CWG
removing shooting hurts because any
broadcasting or media interest helps our sport,
which is not often shown on television.
Shooting is being cut out from many events,
including the Asian Games, as squad limits force
federations to select athletes playing two or
more events rather than bringing top rankers
from every discipline. Additionally, issues such
as European restrictions on lead pellets, and
negative perceptions tied to mass shootings
create hurdles. Shooting is considered
spectator-unfriendly, as stands are empty in
places such as Glasgow. However, Indian
spectators want to see it. If we want to save the
sport, countries with fan demand must host it.

How do you view challenges around hosting
multi-sport events and squad restrictions?

ABG: Countries do not want to host multi-event
sports due to costs, and they are reducing
athlete numbers. This time, there was a
restriction allowing only 32 athletes (16 men and
16 women) in athletics. Federations face a
difficult situation because even qualified athletes
cannot all be sent; we have to carefully select so
that no medal winner is left behind. It is sad for
athletes who qualify without knowing if they will

Modern multi-sport events such as the
Olympics, the Asian Games and the CWG
struggle because hosting at this scale is
extremely expensive. Research shows that
hosting the Olympics often leaves countries
in severe debt and economic downfall, as
seen in Greece and Brazil

HEENA SIDHU

go. But these are hurdles we have to tackle.

HS: Modern multi-sport events such as the
Olympics, the Asian Games and the CWG
struggle because hosting at this scale is
extremely expensive. Research shows that
hosting the Olympics often leaves countries in
severe debt and economic downfall, as seen in
Greece and Brazil, with China being an
exception. I also know that the CWG as an
institution is at a crossroads, and not everybody
wants to host it. The traditional ways of hosting
games are no longer valid in modern times. We
definitely need to do something about it.

What can be the options that make sure that
multi-disciplinary events like the
Commonwealth Games actually survive?

ABG: Actually, that is what countries are doing
now — like the FIFA World Cup, it was held in
three different countries. On a smaller scale, we
do it for the National Games, where we conduct
different sports in different cities or districts. But
personally for me, you miss the beauty of the
Games that way. Those who are coming to watch
the events will have to fly all over. When it’s
together, they can just watch shooting one day,
go and watch athletics the next day, day after
that go for wrestling and so on. That won’t
happen with multiple venues.

HS: It is obvious that it’s very difficult to host
events at this scale. Traditional hosting is no
longer valid: countries and sports bodies need to
collaborate, sit down and find a solution. If a
host cannot accommodate certain sports, other
countries could host specific events — such as
India hosting shooting, badminton, or wrestling
— rather than kicking those sports out entirely.
This is something that the big sports bodies,
including the International Olympic Committee,
need to think about.

But I agree on the social aspect. If you go to
the Olympics for one month, it’s like a ‘mini
world’, mingling with athletes from across the
world and across sports. That is an experience
that will definitely be missed.

What role does India play in the future of the
CWG and hosting big events?

ABG: India is evolving and is ready to host big
events. Financially, money is not an issue for us.
Hosting the 2030 CWG is very important as a
stepping stone towards our 2036 Olympic bid.
By 2030, we can complete our infrastructure, so
that by 2036 we would need only upgrades. Our
athletes can train in those venues, and
organisers can gain experience handling the
pressures of big events. The entire sporting
ecosystem will grow significantly, and if
managed well, hosting will not backfire on India.

HS: India can definitely look at these Games as
something that they can host regularly because
once you make the infrastructure, you really
don’t have to invest much. And honestly, given
the lack of a regular National Games programme
in India — when was the last time we knew with
surety that the National Games were going to
happen — we need some kind of ecosystem
where these kind of multidisciplinary games can
happen. While initial investments in
infrastructure, marketing, and fan engagement
are high, getting it right can turbocharge our
sporting business. Major global bodies like
Wimbledon and FIFA are courting Indian fans
because of the country’s huge potential.

What are your final expectations for the
2030 Commonwealth Games and beyond?

ABG: For me, the 2030 CWG is a stepping stone
towards the bigger dream of the 2036 Olympics.
We must build momentum starting now,
identifying 12 to 14-year-old talents in schools
today and nurturing them for the Olympics in 10
years. India is currently in 4th place in the CWG
medal tally; my dream is to see India finish in 1st
place in 2030, and reach the top five at the
Olympics in 2036.

HS: I am looking forward to 2030 because
shooting returns after 12 years. India should use
this opportunity to make shooting accessible
and engaging for fans. If you think about the last
CWG we hosted in 2010, it was a defining
moment for Indian sports because after that, we
had really good infrastructure that helped us
launch our athletes for the 2012 and 2016
Olympics. By taking sports seriously and
building proper engagement, India can build a
strong sporting ecosystem for the future.

To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com
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The language of obscenity in
Tamil Nadu politics

The arrest of the LoP for his allegedly crude remarks has rekindled
memories of a time when leaders would scathingly attack their rivals

B. Kolappan

he arrest of the Leader of the Op-
T position in Tamil Nadu Udhayanid-

hi Stalin in connection with his al-
legedly obscene remarks during a
demonstration on the Cauvery water dis-
pute in Thanjavur has rekindled memories
of an era when political leaders launched
no-holds-barred attacks on their rivals.

In those days, political parties in Tamil
Nadu had an unwritten division of labour.
While senior leaders articulated the par-
ty’s ideology and policies, fiery oratory
speeches — often punctuated with perso-
nal attacks and, at times, obscene remarks
— was largely left to second- and third-rung
leaders of the Dravida Munnetra Kazha-
gam (DMK), the All India Anna Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), and, to a
much lesser extent, the Congress.

These speakers had a devoted follow-
ing. Their speeches were not merely exer-
cises in invective; they forcefully explained
the political issues of the day and defend-
ed their party’s positions. Yet, every now
and then, they would veer into caustic at-
tacks on rival leaders, employing language
that, despite its crudeness, was relished by
sections of the audience.

I vividly remember a speech delivered
by Theepori Arumugam, one of the DMK’s
most colourful platform speakers, in the
aftermath of the assassination of Rajiv
Gandhi. Renowned for his fiery style, he
rarely exercised restraint and routinely
launched obscene and deeply personal at-
tacks on political rivals. On that occasion,
he spared no one, even weaving in refe-
rences about his own family life into his
speech to entertain the crowd.

His inflammatory rhetoric also had con-
sequences. On one occasion, angry mem-
bers of a rival political party assaulted him,
injuring the tip of his tongue. Ironically, af-
ter recovering from the injury, his speech-
es became even more scathing. Theepori
Arumugam eventually joined the ATADMK
— the very party he had spent years attack-
ing with his acid tongue!

Party leaders generally turned a deaf
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the political stage with renewed vigour.

of political discourse.

confrontations in the Assembly’s history.

Jayalalithaa’s combative presence.

ear to such rhetoric. They intervened only
when there was public backlash, suspend-
ing the speakers for a brief period. More
often than not, the suspension proved
temporary, and the speakers returned to

Though Mr. Udhayanidhi has courted
controversy over his choice of words in the
past, his remarks in Thanjavur appeared
to have been made in response to repeated
prodding from sections of the crowd. Ho-
wever, he went on to reiterate the expres-
sion. He subsequently denied that he had
used words with a double entendre, insist-
ing that his words had been misconstrued.

Women — both politicians and those as-
sociated with political leaders — have often
been at the receiving end of public politi-
cal invective in Tamil Nadu. Personal at-
tacks directed at women have long formed
an unfortunate strand of platform rhetor-
ic, reflecting the deeply gendered nature

Though former Chief Minister J. Jayala-
lithaa herself was often the target of deeply
personal attacks, it did not prevent her
from making personal remarks against her
opponents. During one election cam-
paign, she targeted DMK Parliamentary
Party leader Kanimozhi, and on more than
one occasion had ridiculed senior DMK
leaders, including M. K. Stalin. In a sense,
Jayalalithaa also brought some of the com-
bative style of platform politics into the Ta-
mil Nadu Assembly. She displayed extraor-
dinary aggression on the floor of the
House, using forceful body language and a
high-pitched, confrontational tone to take
on her political adversaries. Her exchang-
es with the founder of the Desiya Murpok-
ku Dravida Kazhagam (DMDK), Vijaya-
kanth, remain among the most dramatic

That style of politics appears to have
found echoes in the present Assembly.
Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay’s aggressive
delivery during his exchanges with the
DMK leadership have reminded many of

kolappan.b@thehindu.co.in

PICTURE OF THE WEEK
At a steady pace

o T

Miles to go: A Rabari shepherd from Rajasthan leads his herd of cattle in the Bhiwani district in Haryana on August 5. Rabaris are a nomadic and predominantly pastoralist
group who travel across Gujarat and Rajasthan in search of green pastures. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR
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FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 7, 1976

Second satellite model to
be ready by next year

Bangalore, August 6: The engineering model
of India’s second satellite is now fast nearing

about 400 space scientists, engineers and
others is busy keeping up the model schedule
displaying a unique team spirit.

The space engineers at the Indian Scientific
Satellite Project (ISSP) are in the age group of

completion at Peenya, a city suburb. A team of

25 to 32 and they appear to be as much excited

2 Wandn,

and interested in the design, fabrication and
testing of the second satellite as they were
about the first satellite “Aryabhata”.

Dr. U.R. Rao, Director of the ISSP, told a
Samachar correspondent who visited the
project to-day that he found among his staff
the same enthusiasm and team spirit that
enabled the successful fabrication and testing
of the “Aryabhata” for making the second
satellite now. The second satellite, called the
Satellite for Earth Observation (SEO), will
conduct experimental studies in the earth
observation with special application in areas
of meteorology, oceanography and forestry. It
is expected to be launched from a USSR
cosmodrome in 1977-78.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 7, 1926
British industrial mission
to America

Rugby, August 6: It is understood that a
Commission which with the approval of British
Government will proceed to the United States to
enquire into industrial conditions there will
consist of five members. Two will be
representative of the Trade Union movement,
two will represent the employers and the
Commission will be headed by Sir William
Mackenzie, who has served on many important
industrial enquiries.

An official of the Ministry of Labour will
accompany the Commission.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Cabinet-approved cost
of Guwahati-Tezpur

Iron ore resources in
Gadadharpur block

India’s non-fossil fuel
electricity generation

Cabinet approved

Number of saplings
to be monitored by

cost for GOBARdhan

NH-15 corridor digital system scheme capacity won by Coal India
in X crore. The in lakh. The Delhi in X crore. in GW. India’s in million tonnes. Coal
8 970 Union Cabinet 23 Development Authority (DDA) 23 73] The Cabinet 300 non-fossil fuel 2 8 India has won the
, on Thursday has launched a first-of-its-kind ’ on Thursday electricity generation Gadadharpur iron ore

approved the development of 135.871 km,
4-lane access-controlled Guwahati-Tezpur
Corridor of NH-15 in Assam for 38,970.20
crore. The project will be developed on a
build-operate-transfer (BOT) toll mode. pri

digital monitoring system to track its
ongoing plantation drive in real time, with
geo-tagged data, photographs and a public
dashboard aimed at ensuring the survival
of saplings, officials said on Thursday. pn

approved a unified circular bioenergy
scheme with an outlay of 323,731 crore to
boost biogas production in the country.
The GOBARdhan scheme will be
implemented from 2026-27 to 2035-36. i

capacity has crossed 300 GW and the
country is on track to achieve its target of
500 GW of renewable energy capacity by
2030, Union Minister Pralhad Joshi said on
Thursday. e

block in Odisha through a competitive
auction, according to the State’s director of
mines and geology. The block contains 258
million tonnes of iron ore resources. reuters
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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The Beijing model of innovation

Beijing’s innovation model brings together universities, start-ups, industry and the state to turn research into commercially viable technologies by bridging the

‘valley of death’; the ecosystem is driving China’s push in Al and humanoid robotics through state-backed funding, talent and industrial clusters

WORLD INSIGHT

Ananth Krishnan

f the conventional wisdom about
innovation is that it is best left to
individuals and private enterprise —
and the best thing a government
can do is get out of the way — that is
certainly not the thinking in Beijing.

How innovation happens in Beijing
offers a snapshot into China’s model in
which research universities, start-ups, the
market and the state all have a role to
play.

The Chinese capital has always had the
country’s most important cluster of
research universities, with Peking
University and Tsinghua leading the list. It
is also home to several cutting-edge
robotics and Al companies, including
Moonshot, which was started by
graduates of Tsinghua and made waves
over its latest Kimi K3 open-source model.

“A closed loop from project discovery
to incubation” is how Yang Xiuling, who
as the Director General of the Beijing
Municipal Commission of Development
and Reform leads the city’s top economic
planning body, describes the ecosystem.
“Our greatest strength,” she says, “is
talent and the concentration of top
research universities.”

The challenge that then follows is how
to leverage that talent, or, as she puts it,
“how to move results out of the lab”. The
gap between translating early research
into commercially sustainable ventures is
known as the “valley of death” for
innovation. To cross that valley in Beijing,
the state steps in.

Beijing’s Zhongguancun research
cluster is at the forefront of tech
innovation in China, along with clusters in
Shenzhen, Shanghai and Hangzhou. A
strong undercurrent of competition
underpins the national innovation
ecosystem, especially when it comes to
attracting and keeping talent.

To deal with the “valley of death”,
Beijing set up what it calls “an intelligent

platform for results commercialisation”
led by a group of tech managers, who, Ms.
Yang says, “are a bridge because they
understand both the tech and the
market”. In 2025, the city’s platform
executed 1.04 lakh tech contracts.
“Markets and companies are still at the
centre,” Ms. Yang says. “But the way we
look at it is that the companies pose
questions, and the universities can
provide answers. The companies still play
a key role in R&D and in taking the lead in
collaborative research with institutions™.
The universities provide the foundation
from which the rest follows, says Zhang
Jihong, who is a Director at the state-tun
Zhongguancun Science Park. “It’s the
universities that have helped incubate a
number of high-tech enterprises,” he says.
“We have formed a virtuous cycle where
the universities produce talent, the talent
provides intellectual support for
innovation, and innovation again
reinforces the growth of universities.”

The state as investor
The state’s role here is twofold. It
provides the hard infrastructure, as seen
in the science park and a number of
incubators littered around
Zhongguancun.

More importantly, it also provides

GETTY IMAGES

capital, not only linking start-ups to
private venture capital (VC) but also
stepping in with state-backed capital to
help bear some of the risk.

The state taking a direct stake in
companies is a unique feature of this
ecosystem. The upside is it helps bear
losses and allows for the longer-term,
patient kind of support that VC might not
afford. This has played a key role in
enabling the speed and scale of
innovation in China.

The downside is wasteful spending, if
state funds do not do their due diligence,
which is often the case. So much so that
this has emerged as a growing concern for
Chinese regulators, who in June issued
new rules to tighten how local
governments spend these funds.

The intense competition among
different clusters, coupled with the
collapse in land sales as a source of
revenue for local governments, has led to
a splurge in spending at the local level,
with each province putting in funds with
the hope of finding its national
champions, even if they lack the capacity
to do the needed due diligence. The new
rules have now called for stricter control
over how these funds are spent and for
more approvals from the Central
government.

Humanoids on the factory floor

Al and robotics are the twin peaks of
Beijing’s current innovation drive. If
Zhongguancun in the north is the home
of tech talent, the Yizhuang industrial
cluster in the city’s southern suburbs
offers a snapshot of how innovation is
playing out on the factory floor. Here, a
hub-and-spokes model has the state’s
Humanoid Robot Innovation Centre at its
centre, which funnels talent to a number
of robotics companies around its
periphery. “The idea,” explains Che
Zhengping, who is Head of Embodied Al
at the Beijing Humanoid Robot Innovation
Centre, “is to build a full supply chain that
is ready for mass production”. The
current focus in humanoids is to “shift
from industrial use scenarios to daily use
scenarios”, including healthcare, which is
expected to be a major source of demand
in an ageing society.

Among the companies in Yizhuang is
Lingyi iTech, which in April started
production on humanoid robots and is
already planning to scale up.
“Advancements in technology are making
it more affordable” to scale, says Vice
President Philip Yang. “As we move from
semi automation to full automation,” he
estimates, “costs in 2030 will be half of
what they are today.”

Lingyi already has production capacity
“for the next 5 to 6 years”. By the end of
2027, it will be making 20,000 robots
annually. The plan is to scale up to 11akh
units by 2028 and 5 lakh by 2030 from
this Yizhuang facility (the company has
four others), by when it hopes to be “one
of the world’s top three”.

At the state-run innovation centre next
door, researchers pore over unfinished
humanoid robots, getting them to perfect
a range of delicate movements before the
latest model is given the green light.

State subsidies of land, policy and tax
support are among the more well-known
elements of China’s industrial policy. The
state’s enabling of talent and intellectual
support are perhaps less well-known, but
arguably just as important when it comes
to getting innovation right.
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Beijing’s Zhongguancun and
other innovation clusters are
using research universities,
technology managers and
incubators to help move
scientific results from
laboratories into the market.

v

The city’s push for Al and
humanoid robots is being
supported by industrial hubs,
state-backed capital and
policies aimed at building a full
supply chain for mass
production.

Why are households pledging
gold instead of selling it?

How are rising prices reshaping India’s traditional appetite for gold jewellery?

Santosh V. Perumal

The story so far:
or centuries, gold has had a
prime position in India’s
economic and social landscape.
Gold has proved its timeless
appeal, but global uncertainties and their
disruptions have led to a structural
change in its holding pattern in India,
exhibiting a dual-track economy, one
steeped in tradition (as wedding and
festival buying to provide seasonal
support) and another shaped by modern
portfolio management.

How is the demand pattern for gold
changing?

India’s overall gold demand was up 2%
year-on-year (YoY) to 282 tonnes in the
first half (H1) of this year, driven by
investment demand as ETFs hit a record
high; while jewellery demand declined
17.1% to 141.2 tonnes (also the
second-lowest first quarter or Q1 on
record since 2000), according to the
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World Gold Council (WGC) data.

In the second quarter (Q2) alone,
India’s overall gold demand was down 6%
YoY to 131.4 tonnes, with jewellery
demand (30% of overall gold demand, the
lowest since the WGC began tracking the
data in 2000) falling faster at 15% to 75.1
tonnes, the second-lowest in Q2 since
2000. India was the world’s largest gold
jewellery market in the quarter,
accounting for 27% of global demand,
WGC data suggest.

Investment demand was seen softening
in Q2 to 54 tonnes but was higher than
the long-term quarterly average of 49
tonnes, hinting at above-average demand
and pointing towards sustained
investment interest.

Q1 was a record for Indian gold ETFs,
with net demand of 20 tonnes, driven by
strong investor participation amid
elevated gold prices and subdued
domestic financial markets. Similarly, bars
and coins saw a 21.3% and 105.5% surge in
volume and value, respectively, in
H1FY27.

Is investment gold overtaking
jewellery?

The shift in allegiance to investment
instruments such as ETFs, gold bars, and
coins is palpable as the price of the yellow
metal increased more than fivefold in the
last 10 years, against India’s national
average (economic growth), and is seen
favourably from a current account
perspective.

According to IIFL’s Capital Outlook
2026, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), in
2025, stepped up gold purchases just as
global gold prices rallied sharply.

The combination (household gold and
the RBI purchases) helped cushion the
impact of rupee depreciation and
strengthened India’s external balance at a
time when foreign portfolio flows were
under pressure, it said.

Affordability pressures pushed
jewellery demand down. Yet, consumers’
gold purchases hit a record 31.98 lakh
crore, reflecting the extraordinary jump
in prices.

The domestic MCX spot gold price was

broadly flat in Q2FY27, supported by the
import duty hike and the rupee
depreciation (down by 4% QoQ). Even
with this quarterly moderation, the
domestic prices remained substantially
higher than a year earlier. To put it in
perspective, 10 grams of gold jewellery
bought in 2016 for about 328,000 and
more than 389,000 in H1 last year would
cost 1.5 lakh or more in 2026.

Given the scenario, jewellery’s
monopoly as the preferred form of
ownership started slowly fading, while
financial gold made inroads and gained
legitimacy among urban and younger
investors, who preferred gold bars, coins
and ETFs, which are seen as better
investment vehicles.

The rising popularity of investment
gold comes amid a previous unsuccessful
attempt by the government to encash it,
although India has one of the world’s
largest private gold stocks.

The Gold Monetisation Scheme,
introduced in 2015, was designed to
mobilise idle household gold by allowing
individuals and institutions to deposit
gold with banks and earn interest. But
was met with lacklustre performance due
to taxation concerns and procedural
complexities.

Why are households pledging gold
instead of selling it?

The apparent contradiction in India’s gold
market — falling jewellery demand but
rising investment appetite — is now
accompanied by a third trend as

households increasingly use the existing
gold holdings as collateral.

According to the WGC, outstanding
retail bank loans backed by pledged gold
jewellery reached around 4.3 lakh crore
by February 2026, rising 124% YoY.

The broader banking system has also
seen an extraordinary acceleration in
gold-backed lending, with gold loan
portfolios reaching about 5.4 lakh crore
by June 2026, registering close to 94% YoY
growth. Despite domestic gold prices
being around 60% higher YoY, holders
showed limited appetite to sell, preferring
to monetise their gold holdings rather
than liquidate them, keeping recycled
supply “muted”, according to WGC.

The rapid expansion of gold loans
needs careful monitoring in view of
financial vulnerabilities it can create.

The RBI strengthened its regulation to
promote responsible lending, as it
mandated borrowers to make full
repayment of the principal and interest
before repledging the asset.

What is next?
India’s huge household gold stock can
evolve from a passive store of wealth into
an active financial asset, which could ease
some of the traditional pressure that gold
imports place on the current account.
Time is not too far for India’s financial
markets to see a better combination of
monetisation schemes, financial
innovation, recycling, market reforms and
digital transparency for unlocking the
huge pile of privately held gold.
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EXPLAINER

The Asan Wetland Conservation Reserve lies at the confluence of the Asan and Yamuna rivers in Uttarakhand and was designated a Ramsar site in 2020. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM

How will the Supreme Court order impact
mining around Ramsar wetland sites?

What did the Supreme Court clarify on mining near wetlands? What is the significance of the Asan Wetland Conservation Reserve? Do Ramsar sites

have a statutory buffer zone for mining? How do mining restrictions near protected areas differ?

Jacob P Koshy

The story so far:
he Supreme Court has clarified
that its February 2024
direction, requiring prior
approval before mining can
take place within a 10-km radius of the
Asan Wetland Conservation Reserve,
would, for the sake of parity, apply to
wetland conservation reserves across the
country. The clarification potentially
extends a judicial safeguard that was
earlier confined to the Asan Ramsar site
in Uttarakhand to similarly notified
wetland conservation reserves elsewhere.

What prompted the Supreme Court
to dwell on this question?

The clarification arose while the Supreme
Court was hearing an application from
the Himachal Pradesh government. The
State argued that the February 14, 2024
interim order concerning the Asan
Wetland Conservation Reserve in
Uttarakhand should not automatically
apply to it because the Asan reserve was
not located within Himachal Pradesh and,
unlike national parks and wildlife
sanctuaries, wetland conservation
reserves do not have a statutory buffer
zone.

The Bench, headed by Chief Justice of
India Surya Kant, orally clarified that the
principle laid down in the Asan case was
not confined to Uttarakhand. Justice
Joymalya Bagchi observed that wherever
there is a community reserve or wetland
conservation reserve, the directions
issued in the Asan case would apply for
the sake of parity. At the same time, the
court directed the Standing Committee of
the National Board for Wildlife (NBWL) or
the Ministry of Environment, Forest and

Climate Change (MoEFCC) to determine
whether the Asan wetland extends into
Himachal Pradesh. If it does, the 2024
directions would apply there as well. If
not, mining proposals would be governed
by the applicable statutory framework.

What is the background to the Asan
wetland case?

The Asan Wetland Conservation Reserve
lies at the confluence of the Asan and
Yamuna rivers in Uttarakhand and was
designated a Ramsar site in 2020. It is an
important habitat for migratory
waterbirds and supports rich aquatic
biodiversity.

In an interim order dated February 14,
2024, the Supreme Court directed that no
mining activity should be carried out
within a 10-km radius of the reserve
unless the project proponent first
obtained permission from the Standing
Committee of the NBWL and/or the
MOEFCC. The Bench said the wetland’s
designation as a Ramsar site warranted
heightened scrutiny of activities that
could affect its ecological character. The
latest clarification indicates that the same
principle would apply to other wetland
conservation reserves across India.

What are Ramsar sites?

Ramsar sites are wetlands designated
under the Ramsar Convention on
Wetlands, an international treaty adopted
in Ramsar, Iran, in 1971 to promote the
conservation and wise use of wetlands of
international importance. India became a
Contracting Party to the Convention in
1982. India currently has 101 Ramsar sites,
the maximum among Asian countries. On
August 3, 2026, Glaw Lake in Arunachal
Pradesh became the country’s 101st
Ramsar site and the State’s first, taking

India’s tally from 98 earlier this year to
101.

A Ramsar designation does not itself
create a separate statutory protection
regime under Indian law. Rather, it
recognises the international ecological
importance of a wetland and commits
India to maintaining its ecological
character through domestic
environmental laws.

What does the law say about mining
in Ramsar wetlands?

Neither the Ramsar Convention nor the
Wetlands (Conservation and
Management) Rules, 2017 prescribe a
statutory buffer around Ramsar sites or
expressly prohibit mining within a
specified distance of them.

The earlier Wetlands (Conservation
and Management) Rules, 2010 contained
a detailed list of prohibited activities
within wetlands, including reclamation,
establishment of new industries,
dumping of solid waste and any activity
likely to adversely affect the wetland
ecosystem. They also required prior
approval for activities within a wetland’s
zone of influence and mandated
environmental impact assessments for
specified projects.

The 2017 Rules replaced this
framework with a decentralised system
under State Wetland Authorities. They
removed the explicit list of prohibited
activities contained in the 2010 Rules and
shifted responsibility for identifying and
regulating wetlands largely to the States.
The constitutional validity of these rules
is currently under challenge before the
Supreme Court.

Petitioners argue that the framework
excludes many artificial wetlands
recognised under the Ramsar Convention

and weakens protections that existed
under the 2010 Rules.

Against this backdrop, the Supreme
Court’s Asan directions assume
significance because they create an
additional judicial safeguard by requiring
wildlife clearances before mining can
proceed within 10 km of wetland
conservation reserves.

How does this compare with mining
around national parks, wildlife
sanctuaries and forests?

Mining around protected forests and
wildlife habitats is governed by a
combination of statutes and Supreme
Court directions.

Within national parks and wildlife
sanctuaries, mining is prohibited under
the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. In
addition, the Supreme Court has held that
mining is impermissible within one
kilometre of the boundary of every
national park and wildlife sanctuary
across India, unless a larger Eco-Sensitive
Zone (ESZ) has already been notified, in
which case the larger notified buffer
prevails. The court extended this
prohibition nationwide after observing
that mining within one kilometre of
protected areas is hazardous for wildlife.
Projects located within protected areas or
likely to affect wildlife habitats also
require scrutiny by the Standing
Committee of the National Board for
wildlife.

In forest areas, diversion of forest land
for mining requires prior approval of the
Union government under the Van
(Sanrakshan Evam Samvardhan)
Adhiniyam, 1980. Mining projects are also
generally subject to environmental
clearance under the Environment Impact
Assessment Notification, 2006.

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on the occasion of National Handloom Day celebrated today

V.V. Ramanan weaves?

A
A QUESTION 4
QUESTION 1

Why was August 7 chosen the Gods in Hindu

as the National Handloom mythology from whom the
Day? silk weavers of

A Kanchipuram consider their
QUESTION 2 descent.

After whom is the country’s A

highest recognition for
handloom weavers who
have demonstrated
extraordinary
craftsmanship and A
dedication to the
preservation and
promotion of India’s
weaving traditions named?

QUESTION 3 A
Which State is synonymous
with the Wangkhei Phee
and Shapee Lanphee

CM
K

Name the master weaver of

QUESTION 5

What is special about Eri
silk, locally called Ryndia,
from Meghalaya?

QUESTION 6

Which popular weave from
Central India was
patronised by Queen

A Ahilyabai Holkar?

QUESTION 7
Where is the Calico Museum
of Textiles located?

Visual Question:
Name this social reformer affectionately called 'Hatkargha
Maa' (Handloom Mother) for her monumental role in
reviving and promoting handlooms.

plutonium-239

/“7

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

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. What
were the nicknames of the bombs dropped on the two Japanese
cities? Ans: ‘Little Boy’ and ‘Fat Man’. The codenames were
chosen by their creator, Robert Serber

2. What were the core nuclear materials used in the two bombs? Ans:
Little Boy used uranium-235, whereas Fat Man used

3. Apart from the two unfortunate cities that bore the brunt of the
dastardly attack, which other three cities were in the initial list? Ans:
Kokura, Kyoto, and Niigata

4. Name the two intended aimpoints in both the cities that were not
hit because of weather conditions. Ans: Aioi Bridge and a
Mitsubishi arms plant

5. Which flower became the official flower of Hiroshima because it
was the first plant to bloom on the scorched earth? Ans: Oleander
6. Which legendary scientist remarked, “Had | known that the
Germans would not succeed in developing an atomic bomb, | would
have done nothing for the bomb”? Ans: Albert Einstein, whose
letter had ushered in the age of the atomic bomb

Visual: This is Tsutomu Yamaguchi, a ‘hibakusha’. What is his unique
claim to fame as regards the survivors? Ans: The only person
officially recognised as a survivor of both the bombings

Early Birds: Prem Nath Tiwari | Varghese Joseph | Deepak Jiloha |
Suchit Narottam | Anoop G.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

What is the origin of the expression
“lion’s share”? (V. H. Ninoy, Cochin)
This is an expression which owes its
origin to a story from Aesop’s Fairy Tales.
In the story, a lion and three of his friends
— afox, an ass, and a wolf — go hunting.
After they make a kill the lion says that he
is going to keep three-fourths of the meat
for himself. The reasons he provides for
keeping the “lion’s share” are the
following: one fourth as his just share,
one fourth for his lioness and cubs, and
the other one fourth for his courage. The
lion then goes on to inform his friends
that he is prepared to part with the
remaining one fourth provided one of
them challenges him to a fight and defeats
him. The three friends refuse to take him
on and, as a result, leave the entire kill to
the king of beasts. “Lion’s share,” as you
can guess from the story, means the
larger share of something.

How is the word “dilettante”
pronounced? (D. Devayani,
Hyderabad)
The T in the first syllable and the final “e”
are pronounced like the ‘i’ in ‘pit’, ‘sit’,
and ‘hit’. The vowel “e” in the second
syllable is like the “a” in “china”. Some
people pronounce the “a” like the ‘a’ in
‘act’, ‘pact’, and ‘hat’. Others pronounce
it like the “a” in “bath” and “path”
(British English). The main stress is on the
third syllable. Any idea what the word
means? Well, a ‘dilettante’ is someone
who tries to cultivate an area of interest
without really making the necessary
commitment. The person may do a
course in painting, for example, without
taking the subject seriously. He merely
dabbles in the subject.

TIwouldn’t take him too seriously. He is a
musical dilettante.

What is the difference between
“corrigenda” and “errata”? (Chhoto
Gawai, Nagpur)

Both “corrigenda” and “errata” refer to
the errors — usually in spelling — that
occur in writing or printing. The words
are mainly used to refer to the list of
errors in a book along with their
corrections. Of the two words “errata” is
the more common. The errata or
corrigenda are usually appended to the
book — one usually finds this page at the
back. The singular of ‘corrigenda’ is
‘corrigendum’; while that of “errata” is
“erratum”. A note about the
pronunciation of “corrigenda”. The ‘0’ in
the first syllable is like the ‘0’ in ‘cot’,
‘pot’, and ‘hot’, while the ‘i’ in the second
is like the ‘i’ in “pit’, ‘sit’, and ‘bit’. The
‘gen’ in the next syllable sounds like the
‘gen’ in ‘gentle’ and ‘gentleman’. The ‘a’ in
the final syllable is like the ‘@’ in ‘china’.
The main stress is on the third syllable. In
the case of “errata”, the first “a” is
pronounced like the “a” in “cat”, “bat”,
and “hat”, while the second sounds like
the “a” in “china”. The stress is on the
second syllable.

One of my teachers keeps telling us to
“chill out”. What exactly does he
mean by that? (Vinta Manohar, Adoor)
If the teacher has to use the expression
“chill out” very often in class, then
chances are you are not allowing him to
talk in class! The teacher is asking you to
calm down, to relax — in other words, he
is pleading with you to stop talking! The
plight of most teachers these days!
Published in The Hindu on July 17, 2001

Word of the day

Encomium:
a formal expression of praise

Synonymes: tribute, commendation,
homage

Usage:
The teacher gave an encomium to the student for
her hard work.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/encomium

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /inkeumiam/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’

) AND-NDE




FRIDAY, 7 AUGUST 2026
NEW DELHI

MINT

Let UPI pay foritself:a
tiny feeis all it will take

Public infrastructure attracts capital if users are ready to pay fair and transparent usage

charges. The user-pays principle should apply. Let the e-rupee serve as Indias digital cash

day after India’s finance minister
Nirmala Sitharaman introduced
the Taxation and Other Laws
(Amendment) Bill in Parliament
proposing changes to the Pay-
ment and Settlement Systems Act
0of 2007 that would let banks and payment sys-
tem providers charge fees on UPI and RuPay
debit-card payments, Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) Governor Sanjay Malhotra made a
pointed reference to such fees. In response to a
question posed at RBI's post-policy conference,
he pointed out that costs have to be borne by
someone. “Ultimately, it is the consumer, in
some way or the other, who is paying [for] it
already. It may not be the same consumer, it
may be the general economy, and you don’t get
toseeit directly... Somehow, it is already getting
passed on; it may not be directly on the user-
pays principle.” This principle applies to much
publicinfrastructure, be it physical or digital.
Coincidentally, this week also saw Chief Eco-
nomic Advisor V. Anantha Nageswaran call out
free services, saying ‘free’ is “the most expen-
sive word in public policy.” He pointed out that
infrastructure built on the promise of free or
below-cost services cannot attract patient
capital. The latter demands durable returns,
which rest on two basic premises: a price that
covers the economic cost of the service and
users willing to pay a fair charge. Unfortu-
nately, this point often gets lost in the context
of public amenities. The country’s freebie
culture, for example, fosters perceptions of the
state owing people these. Yet, there isno free
lunch. It is thus imperative that the cost of pub-
lic infrastructure (as distinct from pure public
goods such as law-and-order and defence that
need taxpayer money) is recoverable if we wish

to sustain investment in India’s infra build-up.
The Unified Payments Interface (UPI), run
by National Payments Corporation of India,
would therefore need to recover costs too, be it
the base platform’s digital expenses or bills
borne by apps and the network of banks that
transfer money from one account to another.
Set up under RBI's aegis, UPI was initially
made charge-free for users to spur adoption,
but it has achieved high penetration now.
Those who want UPI kept free forever argue
that it is widely seen as a cash substitute, not a
bank service, and should stay so. There isno
denying its benefits at both the micro level
(convenience) and macro level (transactions
brought into the formal system), so a fee must
not end up slowing down UPI usage. Today,
the government subsidizes payments of up to
32,000 made to small merchants through an
incentive scheme to promote RuPay and low-
value Bhim-UPI transactions. This public out-
lay goes to banks, payment service providers
and third-party app providers. But according
toa March report by the Standing Committee
on Finance, a parliamentary panel, the total
subsidy paid from 2021-22 to 2024--25 at
8,730 crore was “only 11% of the cost incurred
by the digital payment industry,” which
implies an annual cost of about 320,000 crore.
Thisisno trifle. A good solution would be
to charge a nominal merchant discount of
0.3-0.6% on UPI transactions for large mer-
chants, who may pass it on to customers, while
keeping transfers under a certain limit exempt.
For vast multitudes, it would still be like cash.
Once RBI's e-rupee takes off as the currency’s
defacto digital clone (it being a direct liability
of the central bank), UPI could gradually be
made a fully charged service.
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Youth protests have as much to
do with jobs as exam paper leaks

Creating jobs is not sufficient. India needs jobs that offer a decent living wage and social security

is associate professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New Delhi.

ecent protests in Delhi have

brought out the frustration of

Indian youth over a dysfunctional
educational system. While exam leaks,
both for entrance to professional
courses and specific job roles, were the
main reason of protest, these were also a
result of growing anxiety over the
employment situation.

However, a simple reading of India’s
employment statistics would suggest an
improvement in recent years. Overall
employment by the internationally-
comparable gauge of weekly status has
increased substantially from 431 million
in 2017-18 to 563 million in 2025, with
an accompanying decline in unemploy-
ment rates. Itis a different matter that
most of the increase in employment is
driven by agriculture, female employ-
ment in particular. None of this isa sign
ofimprovement in India’s employment
structure. A deeper analysis suggests it
is distress that is driving more women to
farm jobs. Further, the overall employ-
ment increase in this sector shows a
reversal of the structural transforma-
tion away from farms that takes place in
any emerging economy.

In any case, the real measure of
employment is not just the ability to get
any work and earn aliving. In a society
with a large vulnerable population,
even though not poor by official stan-
dards, remaining jobless is a luxury few
can afford. What should ideally be

counted as employment is work that
provides a decent level of earnings
along with work conditions that would
be seen as decent in any developed
economy. Most self or casual employ-
ment in India is without any security of
tenure, social security or adecent living
wage. But even regular employment
characterized by job continuity can
hardly be deemed decent employment
without security of tenure, social secu-
rity and a decent pay cheque. That is
precisely why India faces a unique phe-
nomenon of a premium being placed on
government jobs, which are widely seen
as superior to private-sector jobs. No
such example exists in any developed
country. Such is the situation that even
the lowest-paid level of a government
jobinvites applications from lakhs of
applicants, including PhD holders.
India’s unemployment rate in the
18-25 age-group has fallen from 25% in
2017-18 to 17% in 2025 among rural
youth and from 28% to 22% among
urban youth. Still, almost one in five
youth are actively seeking work but are
unable to find it. It’s also worrying that
they are withdrawing from higher edu-
cation—the proportion of students in
this age group declined from 27% in
2017-18 to 25% in rural areas but was
stable at 36% in urban areas. Whether
the move away is a result of rising edu-
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India’'s employment statistics
show new jobs being created
but these have been driven by
agriculture, reflecting areversal
of the shift away from farms that
any emerging economy sees.

India must not only create new
jobs but ones that offer decent
living wages, security of tenure
and social protection. Euphoria

over India's rapid economic
growth has stoked aspirations.
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cation costs or the futility of acquiring
higher education is a matter of research.

But among those who are fortunate to
land a job, only a fourth are in regular
employment. Even in regular jobs that
the young hold, their real earnings from
such employment have been almost
stagnant over the years. The average
earnings from regular employment in
the 18-25 age-group have only grown by
0.85% per year between 2011-12 and
2025, asagainst India’s per capita
income growth of more than 4% per
year. But the data also pointsto a
decline in returns from education, with
real earnings growth declining steadily
asone moves up the education ladder.
The primary-educated have seen real
earnings increase by 2% per annum
between 2011-12 and 2025, whereas
these have declined for people who
have finished higher-secondary studies
orabove. Graduates fare worse, with
their real income declining 1.1% per
annum while those with higher second-
ary or diploma seeing a decline of 0.2%.
Unfortunately, even their regular jobs
do not guarantee a secure future. In 70%
of the cases, there are no written con-
tracts and only 20% have a written deed
of one year or more. Almost 60% are
not eligible for paid leave or any social
security benefit.

Clearly, the issue of unemployment is
notjust about getting a job. Declining
unemployment rates do not capture the
precariousness of even the best jobs
available to the youth. While the imme-
diate trigger for youth protests may
have been exam leaks, the anguish isno
less about the system, which seems
unfair to those who want higher educa-
tion or seek better livelihoods. An
examination system rejig is only a part
of the reforms needed in education.
Euphoria over India being the world’s
fastest-growing major economy has
stoked aspirations among the youth
who confront a different reality. Job
creation is not enough. India needs jobs
that guarantee a decent living wage,
security of tenure and social protection.

JUST A TROYQAT

Digital payments have
gone from novelty to
necessity, and our oversight
must reflect this reality.

ROHIT CHOPRA

Why nobody expected the MPC to increase interest raies

PUJA MEHRA

is senior fellow (consultant),
Indian Council for Research on
International Economic

Relations.

he Reserve Bank of India (RBI) did

exactly what almost every RBI watcher

expected this week. It left the reporate
unchanged. The decision was unanimous. By
the time the announcement arrived, financial
markets had already moved on to the RBI
governor’s explanation.

That reasoning was what gave economists
something to get their teeth into. Inflation
has been edging up for five consecutive
monthsand remained above RBI's 4% target
since June. Yet, the Monetary Policy Com-
mittee (MPC) sounded more dovish about the
outlook than many economists had expected.

The immediate reason is easy enough to
identify. Consumer price inflation during
the first quarter of 2026-27 came in below
RBI'sown forecast. Core inflation is subdued
too. The committee’s judgement is that
inflation isrising without becoming broad-
based. RBI believes it will peak later this year
without breaching its tolerance limit of 6%.

That assessment may prove correct.
Equally, it may not. Surveys suggest that

inflation expectations are firming up, as the
MPC itself noted in its previous meeting.
Much therefore turns on RBI’s inflation pro-
jections.Yet there are good reasons to be
cautious about them. Geopolitical disrup-
tions and recurring global shocks have all
made that forecasting unusually difficult.

RBI lowered its inflation projection for
2026-27 marginally. Even so, its forecast
impliesinflation above 5% for three succes-
sive quarters (5.9% in the third quarter of
2026-27,5.5% in the fourth and 5.3% in the
first quarter of 2027-28). It also raised its
2026-27 growth forecast from 6.6% to 6.7%,
with the governor noting at the post-policy
conference that 7% was “not inconceivable.”
The interesting question, then, is not
whether RBI should have raised rates this
week. The more revealing question is why
almost nobody expected it to.

Expectations ofa central bank’s moves are
formed less by reading policy statements
than by observing what they repeatedly do.
Every MPC says it balances inflation against
growth. Markets pay closer attention to what
committees actually do when those objec-
tives are in conflict.

Overtime, a fairly settled view of RBI has
emerged. It is widely seen as an institution
that prefers to wait rather than tighten pol-

icy unless inflation becomes impossible to
ignore or external developments leave it
with little room for manoeuvre. That reputa-
tion did not arise from this meeting. It has
been accumulating over several years.

Theinflation shock that followed Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine is part of that record. Like
several central banks abroad, RBI initially
thought inflation would be transitory. As pri-
ces continued torise, policy remained largely
unresponsive. The eventual tightening came
only after the US Federal Reserve had begun
raising interestrates, and in an unscheduled
meeting that caught mar-
kets by surprise.

RBI never suggested
that exchange-rate con-
siderations had influ-
enced its decision. It did
not have to. The timing
led many observers to
conclude that protecting
therupee had become at
least as pressing an aim as
containing domestic
inflation.

That episode changed
expectations of how RBI
approaches tough trade-
offs. There are other rea-
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The monetary policy panel's
decision not to hike RBI's repo
ratein the face of inflationrisks
felt like a foregone conclusion.

It was inferred fromits record
of actions if not words.

Market participants seem to
have assumed an RBI priority
order. This shapes expectations,
which play arolein the efficacy
of policy moves, just as a central
bank’s reputation does.

sons those expectations have hardened. Dur-
ing the pandemic-time inflation surge, the
MPC appeared willing to tolerate inflation
above the limit prescribed underits inflation-
targeting framework. Official price statistics
had been disrupted during covid lockdowns,
so the government did not make RBI’s expla-
nation for the breach public. The central
bank may have consequently escaped much
scrutiny, even though the underlying infla-
tion trend was evident from other indicators.

None of'this proves RBI has given up infla-
tion targeting. Nor does it imply that this
week’s decision was an
error. What it does sug-
gest is that markets
observe central banks
pursuing several objec-
tivesand infer a hierarchy
among them. Conversa-
tions with market partici-
pants reveal a recurring
concern thatis expressed
more in private than in
public. Many investors
would describe the hier-
archy roughly as:
exchange-rate stability,
government’sborrowing
costs, growth and finally

inflation. Whether RBI itselfwould recognize
such a priority orderis beside the point. Once
markets begin to believe it, the perception
acquires economic significance of its own.

That view influences not only expecta-
tions of the next policy decision, but also
how markets interpret every inflation read-
ing and communication from the MPC. The
coming weeks may offer an early test of that
perception. The Fed will meet again in Sep-
tember, ahead of RBI's October policy
review. The MPC may well decide by then
that inflation warrants higher rates. Many
market participants expect the Fed’s deci-
sion to shape RBI'sroom for manoeuvre as
much as domestic inflation.

The MPC may well decide that inflation
warrants higher rates by then. Whether that
expectation proves right is less important
than the fact that it has become part of the
market’s reading of RBI. That may explain
why this week’s decision felt less like a close
call than aforegone conclusion. Inflation has
been rising and inflation expectations are
showing signs of firming up. Yet, very few
analystsbet onarate hike. They have come to
believe they know how RBI reacts under such
circumstances. Monetary policy works
through expectations. So, increasingly, does
RBI'sreputation.
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Upper Assam floods reveal how
outdated our financial set-upis

Deluge patterns are changing but disaster response and mitigation funding follows yesterday’s data. It should be proactive

e e

are, respectively, chair and research manager,
Institute for Competitiveness. X: @kautiliya.

ssam is the latest victim of a pattern
thatisbecoming normalized in India
toadangerous extent. Another year,
the headline may name Bihar, a
Himalayan district or a coastal city
where a familiar hazard has acquired
an unfamiliar intensity. Assam’s floods this mon-
soon have claimed 87 lives and affected 349 villa-
ges and hundreds of thousands of people across
seven districts, with the chief minister describing
water levels as unseen in halfa century. Upper
Assam is not accustomed to such inundation. The
suffering reveals a story of policy mismatches.

This tragedy needs to be understood against
Assam’s wider climate risk landscape. The Climate
Risk and Vulnerability Assessment of 2025 places
the state fifth among India’s 28 states overall, with
the second-highest exposure score nationally.

The report estimates that 47% of Assam is highly
vulnerable to floods. Exposure indicates the scale
of risk, but adaptive capacity determines if warning
channels reach communities, roads stay accessi-
ble, drinking water and healthcare function, and
electricity and communications recover swiftly.

Asperareport prepared by the Institute for
Competitiveness, Assam has an adaptive capacity
score of 76.6, making it the third most constrained
among the states assessed. This reflects structural
weaknesses in water, sanitation, surface roads and
telecom facilities. The latest floods left nearly
13,000 households without electricity 11 days after
the deluge, while sediment continued to obstruct
access in some areas after the water had receded.

Keeping itsrisk landscape in mind, over the
years Assam has seen arise in its disaster finance
provision from 32,541 crore under the 14th
Finance Commission (FC) to 34,742 crore under
the 15th FC. The 16th FC has recommended an
allocation of35,825 crore for 2026-31. Lack of fund
provisions does not seem to be the state’s problem.

Climate-related finance should be judged by the
capacity it has created, not merely by the funds
allocated. The relevant test lies in checking
whether embankments, roads, shelter, water sys-
tems and communications stay functional during a
flood. In July 2026, the state government reported
that 3,000km of the state’s 4,800km embankment
network required repair or reconstruction because
its flood resistance capacity had declined. Around
1,800km had been strengthened, including 863km
over the last five years. But the story doesn’t end
here. There are also other issues that cause havoc
in Upper Assam that need to be highlighted for
effective crisis mitigation and prevention.

One pertains to whether formally recognized
risk can prompt comprehensive preventive action.
Another concerns the challenge of managing a
tributary basin with much of'its catchment area
lying across the state’s boundary.

In 2019, concerns about mining, erosion and

possible changes in the Dikhow’s course reached
the Gauhati high court. The state had then
proposed a multidisciplinary study and master
plan, and the court called for an enforcement
mechanism. While the case tells us nothing about
therole of mining in this year’s flood, it raises the
question of whether a recognized risk was met
with proper preventive action in the last six years.
Aninstitutional gap is only part of the problem;
another is geographical. A 2014 Geographic Infor-
mation System study on the Dikhow’s drainage
system of Northeast India estimated that its drain-
age basin isroughly 3,889-sq-km. Although
estimates differ across studies, it
is clear that much of the basin
liesupstream in Nagaland, with
water and sediment flowing into
the Assam plains before joining
the Brahmaputra.

Nagaland’s soil and water con-
servation department has docu-
mented extensive coal mining
and marked expansion of rat-
hole and open-cast mines in
Wokha, Mon, Mokokchung,
Longleng and Tuensang. Its
2024-25 administrative report
records several ecological dama-
ges from acid mine drainage and
describes programmes intended
torestore mine-spoilt areas.
This does not mean that the identified mines fall
within the Dikhow catchment or that mining
materially worsened this year’s floods, but it estab-
lishes a need to examine Dikhow as a connected
basin. Water, debris and sediment transcend state
borders. Yet, mining regulation, forest administra-
tion, catchment restoration and disaster expendi-
ture are state functions. So climate risk varies
by river basins, but governance and finance are
sliced up by administrative boundaries. This is one
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Climate risk varies by river basins,
but governance and finance are
sliced up by administrative
boundaries. This mismatchis
smaller than the onein how
funds are devolved to states.

India requires anticipatory
funding. Budgets must start using
forward-looking climate-risk
criteria while a better devolution
framework is developed for
the next Finance Commission.

REUTERS

mismatch. But there is a bigger one in the design of
India’s FCarchitecture.

Although the 16th FCrecognizes disaster risk, its
weightage remains low. For state disaster response
and mitigation fund allocations, the 16th FC givesa
70% weight to adjusted average disaster expendi-
ture between 2011-12 and 2023-24, excluding the
two pandemic years, and 30% to a disaster risk
index that incorporates hazard exposure and vul-
nerability. Although the risk component is recog-
nized better than in earlier approaches, the diffi-
culty liesin the relative weights. Historical expend-
iture is a justified parameter for assessing states’
recurring finance needs, but
overall, the devolution formula
isslow to take emerging geo-
graphies of risk into account; it
is designed so that risk s fully
recognized only after arecord
of damage has accumulated.

At this point, India lacks the
institutional ability to anticipate
vulnerability before disasters
strike. While floods wreak havoc
in changing patterns, our fiscal
and administrative set-up largely
remains the same. Waiting for
the next cycle to reconsider cli-
mate risk within India’s principal
architecture of fund devolution
could mean several more trage-
dies. The Union and state budgets must therefore
begin applying forward-looking climate risk crite-
ria, while a stronger framework is developed for
the next FC.

Climate mitigation must begin before recurring
reliefbecomes a substitute for development.
Recovery is not simply a matter of rebuilding what
was lost at the same location. Once a settlement,
agricultural field, school orvillage is consumed by
adeluge, rebuilding happens elsewhere.

Are Al movies all slop? Not if
they prove equally enthralling

Filmmaking is an art of storytelling that Al could surely help hone

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Asia tech.

went to an Al film festival in Tokyo last

week expecting slop, and left surprised

by how much humanity emanated from
the screen. My favourite was an 11-minute
short film from a child’s perspective of
spending a magical summer with his
grandparents. He records mermaid sight-
ings and fleeting, sun-drenched images of
youth. The biggest crowd-pleaser, The
Postman,imagined a future where a trash-
sorting robot longs for the human connec-
tion it once found delivering handwritten
letters as a postal worker.

These films made me feel something,
which itselfhasbecome a provocative state-
ment. Even suggesting that an Al-generated
movie might be good tends to draw indigna-
tion from filmmakers and cinephiles who
still see the technology asan insult to crea-
tivity (it can be), amass heist of intellectual
property (no doubt) or alooming threat to
artists’ livelihoods (all true).

The angerisunderstandable. We haveall
seen the soulless junk that defines much
Al-generated content online. But what hap-
pens when that technology lets artists tell
stories they could not otherwise afford to?

Human composition has never guaran-
teed artistry. On a recent flight, I flicked
through several Hollywood movies made
by armies of people. None seemed to have
a soul. It left me wondering what is so
sacred about this process that we cannot
make room for others to create?

Audiencestend torail against Al-gener-
ated art—at least, when they know it is
involved. People often judge Al-generated
art more favourably when its origins are
concealed, then downgrade the same or
similar work after learning it was involved.
Rather than proving machines can be art-
ists, this suggests we judge a work partly by
how we feel about how it was made. Win-
ning over audiences will require proving
that these films involve far more labour
than simply prompting a machine.

The filmmakers I met were not reckless
Al accelerationists but artists, often the first
to acknowledge the technology’s limits.

Yang Wang, co-director of Between
Before and After, amoody breakup story,
told me that AI reduced costs and
improved efficiency, but had not changed
the essence. Filmmakers still have to build
relationships between characters and
organize shots. Long takes, such as Martin
Scorsese’s famous nightclub entry in Good-

JSellas, remain nearly impossible to pull off
with Al he lamented.

Sound, colour and digital production all
changed filmmakingjobs, he added. Some
repetitive work might disappear due to AL

Audiences can spot inauthenticity whether

Alis involved or not. ISTOCKPHOTO
But he believes the technology will also
create new roles and empower more peo-
ple to make movies.

Yuuuki, the artist behind T/e Postman,
came from anime, where work can be
extraordinarily painstaking. He saw Al asa
practical way to manage the workload and
finish projects. Human creativity stems
from accumulated experiences, something
amachine can’treplace, he noted. Japan’s
storied animation industry has long faced
criticism over poor pay and working condi-
tions. Used well, these tools could help pre-
serve rather than replace the craft.

The event was hosted by US-based Run-
way, the $5 billion startup that makes video
and world models. CEO Cris Valenzuela
told me that even in the face of loud critics,
“Every Hollywood studio isusing Al every
one ofthem.” It's true that while executives
still publicly emphasize their commitment
to human creativity, they have also been
investing in Al talent and tools.

That shift has created a sense of fatalism.
Artists must embrace Al or be left behind. I
have longresisted thisrhetoric, especially in
art. A technology’s existence does not
excuse how it was built—by sweeping up
vast troves of creative work, often without
permission or remuneration. The industry
should find ways to compensate those crea-
tors. Without their labour, Generative Al as
we know it would be useless.

It can undoubtedly help with tedious
parts of production, and many creatives
will adopt tools that let them work faster or
stretch their budgets. But most workers
want a greater say in this transition. That is
why creative industry unions will be essen-
tial in determining how they are used.

The debate is often framed as a battle
between artists and Silicon Valley boffins.
Ultimately, audiences will decide which
stories deserve their time and money,
whatever tools made them. Consumers are
adept at sniffing out inauthenticity,
whether Al was involved or not.

The films I saw were all short, more a
glimpse of potential than an immediate
threat to the box office. They felt human
because a person decided what mattered
enough to share. Machines cannot experi-
ence the ache of missing a grandparent, for
instance. Al can change how stories are
made, but not what motivates usto tell the
oneswe do. ©BLOOMBERG

India ought to resolve this asymmetry in its GST regime

MANJUNATH AN. &
ARJUN RAGHAVENDRA M.

are former officers, Indian
Revenue Service.

ine years after India rolled out its

Goods and Services Tax (GST), one

philosophy has proven more durable
than anything in the architecture of the law:
when a taxpayer misses a deadline, it is
enforced to the day; when the state misses
one, itis extended by notification.

GST hasbeen Independent India’s largest
fiscal experiment: one tax across all states,
touching every citizen in a way that even the
1991 reforms did not. In the early years,
extensions owing to ‘teething problems’
were anecessity, not anindulgence. That is
precisely why their persistence into the later
yearsraises this question:isit a confession of
structural unreadiness or an act of self-ex-
emption by the state?

Asatax-return form, GSTR-3B was a stop-
gap while the invoice-matching architecture
of GSTR-1/2/3 stabilized. GSTR-2 was sus-
pended within months and GSTR-3 forms
were not filed. The provisions for matching
were deleted in 2022 and the rules amended
retrospectively to institutionalize 3B, which

isnow GST’s foundational fiscal record.
Section 168A of the Central GST Act insti-
tutionalized the state’sleeway on a time lim-
itation for dispute cases. Three notifications
in 2022-23 extended the time span to pass
adjudication orders for 2017-20, invoking
covid as “force majeure’ long after those
relaxations ended. One of them lacked even
the GST Council’s prior recommendation,
though the council ratified it later; high
courts are now split on its validity and the
Supreme Court is yet to settle the matter.
The GST compensation cess, originally
meant to run from July 2017 to June 2022,
was extended to March 2026—not to com-
pensate states but repay the roughly 32.7
trillion borrowed by the Centre during the
pandemic. This ‘transitional’ levy that out-
lived its purpose by four years and became a
debt-servicing instrument has finally ended.
Reverse charges on purchases from unreg-
istered persons were suspended within
months and eventually redrafted in 2018 to
apply only to notified classes, thus diluting
what Parliament had enacted in July 2017.
Provisions for tax deducted and collected at
source (TDS and TCS), also enacted nine
years ago, went live only in October 2018.
The GST Tribunal took eight years to con-
stitute. The case limitation clock was held in

suspension to cover the gap. Even this fix is
an extension; with the Tribunal operational
only from September 2025, a notification
that month gave taxpayers until 30 June
2026 to file their entire backlog of appeals
since 2017 (some 480,000 of them), adead-
line that was then pushed to 31 July when its
own internet portal buckled.

GSTR-9/9C, the annual return, was not
ready to be filed annually: the first, for
2017-18, arrived in staggered batches in
2020, and 9C’s audit certification gave way to
self-certificationin 2021. A New Return Sys-
tem (RET-1, Sahaj,
Sugam) was announced,
piloted and abandoned.
E-invoicing was deferred,
thenlowered through six
turnover tranches from
3500 crore (in 2020) to
5 crore (in 2023). Even
the e-way bill’s “ship-to”
field was pushed again to
August 2026.

Yet the state’s rigidity
where an extension
would favour taxpayersis
stark. Some extensions
did spare taxpayers the
price of a system that
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Itis odd that the Indian state has
granted itself wide leeway on
GSTimplementation timelines
but offers taxpayers norespite,
unlike the country's much older
system of direct taxation.

Income-tax officials have the
discretion to pardon delays
by taxpayers who cite good

reasons. The GST regime ought
toadopt this. Countless small
businesses would be relieved.

could not take their returns, but that only
concedes it was not ready. The input tax
credit deadline was enforced to the day, gen-
erating demands running into tens of thou-
sands of crores, until the law was amended
retrospectively to extend it to 30 November
2021 for 2017-18 through 2020-21: an admis-
sion that the deadline was unrealistic. The
transitional-credit window (Tran-1/Tran-2),
litigated across high courts, needed a 2022
Supreme Court order tore-open the portal
for two months—five years after the ‘transi-
tion.”

The taxpayer’s side
lacks basic discretionary
elasticity. The appellate
authority can condone a
delay of one month; and
the Tribunal, three
months. Beyond that
limit, no authority in the
GST hierarchy can hear
an appeal a single day
late, whatever the cause.

Wedon't need novelty
to address that asymme-
try. The state already
trusts its own officers
with discretion on direct
taxes. Under the income-

tax law, the appellate authority and Tribunal
may condone a delay of any length for “sufti-
cient cause,” and a tax commissioner may
waive a penalty for genuine hardship. That
discretion is bounded; negligence is still
refused relief, but genuine cases get a fair
hearing. Six decades of this have not brought
taxadministration toits knees. It is GST that
treatsits adjudicators as unfit to weigh a tax-
payer’s cause—its tribunal is stricter than the
excise and customs tribunal, which too could
forgive a delay of any length for good reason.

Today’s question, then—for Parliament,
the government and writ courts—is whether
alaw that has survived on the power of dead-
line extension can deny every discretionary
extension to those it governs. A statute that
lived by extension should not preach a hard
limit. The durable answer lies in the law: give
GST’s appellate forums the same latitude
that direct taxation allows.

India’s GST regime must show restraint.
Orwe risk small businesses getting engulfed,
even failing. A shop-owner who recovers
from abereavement or hospitalization must
not get trapped by an order six months old;
income-tax law would give the same taxpayer
ahearing but GST will not. Grace isnot a con-
cession, but an act of proportionate matur-
ity—and it’snot a novelty either.
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No free rides

PRATEEK MITAL

ere 1s an unfashionable

2 Better the
Al bubble
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out declaring today’s language models a
dead end and raised over a billion dollars
for “world models” that learn from
sensory data. And vet the designer got
re-designed: look at what those models
consume ‘video’. The rebellion against
text and pixels is being waged with more
pixels.

thought: if the AT bubble
bursts, India should be PHYSICAL WORLD
: . ; : ready to celebrate. Because the real shift is this: Al is about
Small Zﬂf}" on UPI transactions, not a bad idea The bullish case for AI towalk out of the screen and into the

he Unified Payments Interface is one of the

mascots of India’s digital success. Since its

launchin 2016, it has become the world’s
largest real-time payments platform accounting for
nearly half of global real-time payments. Now, it may
not remain free to users for long, as is implied in the
Taxation and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026.
The proposed change is not without basis. As with all
public services, the user should payatleastabitto
keep the system going.

]

POCKET

The Bill allows the Centre to notify
payment systems where MDR can be levied.
Banks will collect the MDR from merchants
for distribution to payment processors and
National Payments Corporation of India
(NPCI), the entity managing this ecosystem.
With UPI use having picked up rapidly, the
costs of providing the service too need to be
considered, in the form of upkeep and
investments. As Reserve Bank of India
Governor Sanjay Malhotra has noted,
someone must bear this cost. The Centre (or
NPCI) has been doing so, but cannot carry
on beyond a point. With banks charging

— argued most forcefully by the
market’s boldest thinkers — is that this
is not a contained technology storybut a
disruption that will remake every
industry at once. Theyare right. But
total disruption has a habit no one likes
to mention: it eventually turns on the
disruptors themselves. Economists call
it creative destruction, capitalism
tearing down the old to fund the new. A
bust is not the opposite of progress; it is
how progress clears its ground. The only
question is who is standing in the right
place when the dust settles.

The most instructive example is the
one that built modern India. In 2000, the
dot-com crash wiped out trillions.
Telecom firms had spent the late
nineties laying fibre-optic cableina
frenzy of overbuilding; when the crash
came, they went bankrupt, but the fibre
staved in the ground, sold off for cents
on the dollar. The price of moving data
across the world collapsed. That cheap
bandwidth financed the next 20 years:
streaming, cloud, the smartphone
internet and its biggest beneficiary was
arguably India, whose IT boom was
possible only because a transcontinental
data line, once ruinously expensive, had
become nearly free. An entire middle
class was built on the wreckage of

bursts

CREATIVE DESTRUCTION. The Al crash will hand
the world cheap compute and the winner will be whoever
owns the data that was never on the internet

physical world — robots on factory
floors, machines servicing other
machines, systems running power grids
and water plants. And the physical world
does not speak in sentences or selfies. It
speaks in vibration, sound, pressure,
heat, and current. A failing bearing
announces itself as a faint tremor weeks
before anything looks wrong; every
seasoned mechanic knows this by ear.
The most advanced Al on earth cannot
hear it, because that data was never
online. Nobody posts vibrations. And
there lies a quiet mercy: the workers
dismissed as most replaceable hold
precisely the knowledge the machines
cannot capture. The bust does not save
their jobs from AL, it reveals that AI
needs them.

So run the logic forward. After the
correction, compute will be cheap and
abundant, and the scarce, appreciating
asset will be the data that was never on
the internet: the acoustic and vibrational
signatures of the machines that run the
real economy.

This is India’s opening. We are the
land of pumps, motors, looms, and
lathes, hundreds of millions of
machines, and millions of hands that
already know their language. Silicon
Valley has begun paying Indian workers

MDR on other payment options such as someone else’s bubble. to wear cameras and film everyday work;
debit and credit cards, the same is justified AR H‘lli‘ﬂﬂg us Dfléiﬂ a%a:n, buttll::'iw?nflg ’
on UPI transactions as well. The Centre has only more viaeo, the one thing it alrcady

so far been bearing part of the cost of
running the payments system through its
incentive scheme for promoting low value
person-to-merchant transactions through
RuPay debit cards and UPL. It spent 32,196
crore onthis scheme in FY26 and has set
aside 2,000 crore for FY27. Banks, however,
should not be complaining here. They say
that the government incentive is insufficient
to cover their costs; yet they benefit from the
growth in low interest CASA (currentand
savings account) deposits used for UPI
transactions. But NPCI, which operates and
maintains the UPI system, needs to be
compensated. Similarly, other payments
processing companies in the UPI ecosystem
will find it hard to sustain their business, if it
remains free of charge.

While the consensus appears to be veering
towards imposing MDR on P2M
transactions, it is good that the
policymakers are considering exempting
low-value transactions. Transactions valued
atless than ¥500 currently account for 86
per cent of volume while those between
3500 and 32,000 account for 10 per cent.
Making only transactions valued more than
32,000 liable to MDR levy will exempt 96 per
cent of P2ZM transactions. This will ensure
that the less affluent users do not pay for
using UPI. Experience with other payments
systems such as NEFT, IMPS, debt and
credit cards show that additional service
charge does not matter in large-value
transactions.

But the timing is critical here. According
to RBI, there is potential for the user base of
UPI to double from the current level of 50
crore. Number of transactions per user is far
below global levels. Besides, the annual
growth in volume and value of transactions
is also down from the exponential growth
witnessed in initial years. The introduction
of MDR should be delayed till the UPI
attains irreversible scale.

RAVIKANTH

Now look at today. Global Al spending is
racing past $2.5 trillion this year,
roughly half of itinto data centres, chips,
and powetr. The strainisalready
showing, The world’s most valuable chip
stocks have seen more than $1 trillion
wiped from their market caps last week.
The pattern is familiar: too much
capacity, built too fast, on borrowed
conviction.

Sowill the AT bust do for computing
what the dot-com bust did for
bandwidth? Likely. That is why the bust
is generous, it floods the world with

Al is about to walk out of
the screen and into the
physical world — robots
on factory floors,
machines servicing other
machines, systems running
power grids and

water plants

abundant, still-useful compute ata
fraction of today’s cost.

And yet cheap infrastructure has
never, by itself, made anyone a winnetr.
The firms that owned the fibre went
bankrupt owning it. The winners took
the cheap leftovers and redesigned the
industry around them; Google
reorganising the world’s information,
Amazon rebuilding retail, cheap
connectivity making
software-as-a-service workable and
cloud computing economical. None of it
was the fibre; all of it was the redesign,

REUTERS

powered by a data asset nobody else had:
Google’s searches, Amazon’s purchases.
Infrastructure became the commodity.
Scarce data became the empire.

The boom’s favourite belief is that Al
models work better with more data.
True for a while, but “more” quietly
meant more of the same: internet text,
images, video. That well 1s running dry;
the web has been scraped to exhaustion,
and every laboratory now holds the same
corpus. Which is why the field’s own
founders are in revolt. Yann LeCun, for
12 years Meta's chief AT scientist, walked

owns. The seam nobody is mining is
sound and vibration.

So while the world argues about when
the bubble pops, India should quietly
build the world’s first national library of
machine signals, its industrial base
recorded, healthy and failing, at a scale
no other economy can match. It would
cost arounding error beside a single data
centre. And when compute finally
becomes cheap, the country holding the
data no scraper can reach will do what
Google did in 2002: pick up the
infrastructure for cents, and redesign
the industry around the one thing
money can no longer buy.

India profited from the last bubble by
accident. This time, it can prepare on
purpose. The dot-com bust gave us
cheap internet, and we built the world’s
back office. Let the Al bust give us cheap
compute and we can build the world’s
industrial brain.

The writer is General Manager & Head - Al Lab, Hitachi
India. Views are personal

Next challenge for India’s digital lending revolution

—
Harsimran Sandhu

transformed access to credit. Loans

that once required lengthy
paperwork and multiple visits to a bank
branch can now be sanctioned within
minutes through a smartphone. Millions
of first-time borrowers have entered the
formal financial system because of this
innovation.

Yet this success has exposed an
important regulatory gap. India has
developed a comprehensive framework
governing digital lending — covering
disclosure, loan disbursal, data privacy,
recovery practices and grievance
redressal. However, two critical
questions remain largely unanswered:
how much a borrower ultimately pays
for credit and how many simultaneous
unsecured loans a borrower can
accumulate. These have become the
missing pillars of India’s digital credit
architecture.

According to the Reserve Bank of
India, personal loans account for 30.7
per cent of total bank credit, reflecting
the rapid expansion of retail lending.
Within this broader market, digital
NBFCsaccount for 77 per cent of all
personal loans sanctioned by volume,
serving primarily young, first-time and
thin-file borrowers through small-ticket
loans. Digital credit is therefore no
longer a niche product; it has become
the principal gateway through which
millions of Indians access formal
finance. Financial inclusion, however,
should not come at the expense of

I ndia’s digital lending revolution has

financial protection. Many digital loans
carry short repayment tenures and
mandatory upfront charges. Although
lenders disclose borrowing costs as
required under RBI regulations, the
effective cost of credit can differ
materially once fees and loan structure
are considered. Consequently,
borrowers may not always appreciate
the true economic cost of borrowing
when making financial decisions.

BORROWING DECISIONS

The RBI’s regulatory framework rightly
places considerable emphasis on
transparency through disclosure. Yet
disclosure assumes borrowers make
informed and rational financial
decisions after comparing loan costs.
Behavioural economics suggests
otherwise. Individuals seeking credit to
meet medical emergencies, household
expenses or temporary cash-flow
shortages rarely optimise borrowing
costs. Immediate liquidity needs,
financial stress and present bias often
dominate decision-making, reducing
disclosure to a necessary, but not
sufficient, consumer protection
mechanism.

Pricing, however, 1s only part of the
challenge. The current framework
imposes virtually no restriction on the
number of concurrent unsecured digital
loans a borrower may obtain. Once one
lender reaches its internal exposure
limit, another lender may extend fresh
credit. Credit bureau enquiries
themselves can become signals for
competing lenders to market additional
loans. While every lender evaluates

Excessive unsecured credit and at high borrowing costs call for regulatory attention

DIGITAL CREDIT. No longer a niche
product cerrvinmaces

affordability independently, none
necessarily assesses a borrower’s
aggregate indebtedness across multiple
lending platforms.

Borrower case studies demonstrate
the consequences. Several households
were servicing monthly instalments that
exceeded their monthly incomes,
forcing many to rely on fresh borrowing
simply to repay existing loans. Although
app-based loans often represented only
a small share of total outstanding debt,
they accounted for a disproportionately
large share of monthly repayments
because of their pricing and short
repayment periods. This creates a cycle
of repeated borrowing that can quickly
become financially unsustainable.

The RBI has already acknowledged
that excessive pricing warrants
supervisory attention. In 2024, it
prohibited four NBFCs from
sanctioning fresh loans after finding
their lending rates and spreads
excessive. These actions demonstrate

that consumer protection concerns
already form part of regulatory
supervision. The next logical step is to
complement supervisory interventions
with clearer and more transparent
market-wide standards.

This is entirely consistent with the
RBI’s dual mandate. As the guardian of
financial stability, it has moderated the
growth of unsecured credit through
macro-prudential measures. As India’s
consumer protection regulator,
however, it must also ensure that
expanding access to credit does not
expose vulnerable households to
unsustainable debt.

The RBI already possesses broad
statutory powers to regulate NBFCs,
and the Supreme Court has reaffirmed
that lending-rate regulation falls within
its jurisdiction. The central bank has
previously regulated lending rates in
specific segments, demonstrating that
intervention to address market failures
is well within its policy mandate.

The next phase of digital lending
regulation should therefore focus on
two reforms. First, the RBI should
establish prudential limits on the
number of concurrent unsecured digital
loans that a borrower may hold by
leveraging the existing credit bureau
infrastructure.

Second, it should provide greater
regulatory clarity on what constitutes an
excessive effective borrowing cost,
considering all mandatory charges
rather than relying solely on the stated
interest rate.

The writer is Professor of finance, IMT Ghaziabad
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Inflation can spike
The comfort over moderating

inflation-fighting resolve and
preserved policy flexibility before

fees, irrespective of the size of
transactions, except otherwise

MDR framework

This refers to ‘UP| ecosystemn needs

monetisation. It is therefore no
surprise that even companies with

inflation demands action.
R Narayanan

inflation overlooks gathering
headwinds. Crude cil remains

eligible. It is justified and imperative
to leave small-value transactions out

sustainable funding: RBI Governor’
(August 6). The proposal to

dominant payments businesses have
signihicantly expanded their lending

hostage to geopolitical shocks, Navi Mumbai of the ambit of fees, but it is introduce MDR could become one of offerings. A calibrated MDR
climate volatility can swiftly revive necessary to levy fees on the most consequential policy framework for large merchants
food prices, and strong industrial UPlusage charges transactions above some thresholds decisions for India’s fintech could rebalance these incentives by

growth coupled with rising credit
demand could rekindle inflationary
pressures. Externally, elevated global
interest rates and a stronger dollar
invite imported inflation. An upward
bias would not have meant an
immediate rate hike. It would simply
have reaffirmed the RBI's

This refers to “Service charge on UPI
transactions makes sense’ (August
6). Maintaining a payment
mechanism without charging the
beneficiaries is a loss to all
stakeholders who are part of the
system. Remittance services in vogue
in the banking space are not without

to compensate the stakeholders of
the payment system. At this juncture,
the importance of Central Bank
Digital Currency to curb the cost
involved in currency management is
worth mentioning,

VSK Pillai

Changanacherry, Kerala

ecosystem. Over the past few years,
RBI-regulated fintech sector has
increasingly gravitated towards
lending rather than payments. The
reason is structural, not strategic. In
azero-MDR regime, payments have have failed to dilute concentration.
become a low-margin business, while Sarthak Gupta

lending offers a viable path to Mumbai

making payments commercially
sustainable again. That would attract
fresh investment, encourage new
entrants, and foster competition ina
market where regulatory caps alone

“It’s a new product!
Credit score improvement loan!”
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Oftshore oil plans

Samudra Manthan scheme has significant promise

—
Rajnish Gupta

he timing of the Union
T Cabinet’s approval of

‘Samudra Manthan’ —the
National Oftshore Exploration
Scheme is notable. It comes close
on the heels of the conflict in
West Asia, which has once again
reinforced the importance of
finding and developing domestic
resources.

What makes this
announcement more striking is
that it has been nearly a quarter
century since India’s last major
new basins — the
Krishna-Godavari basin and the
Barmer fields — were discovered.

India has progressively
liberalised its regime and the
current fiscal terms are attractive.
Royalty rates have been cut
sharply, deepwater developments
get a seven-year rovalty holiday,
and ultra-deepwater royalties can
be as lowas 2 per cent againsta
12.5 per cent onshore rate. There
is no oil cess, full marketing and
pricing freedom. Further, the
recent amendment in PNG rules
recognises the principal of fiscal
stability and have combined
exploration licence with a mining
lease.

Fiscal termsare nota
constraint, the question is what
lies beneath the seabed, and how
confidently anyone can say so.

Fundamentally, petroleum
exploration is a high-risk
business. Management has to
commit substantial time and
money upfront, with an uncertain
outcome. Returns accrue over a
very long period of time. This is
where the current policy comes
in.

HYDROCARBON SEARCH
There are three parts to the
scheme specifically with regard to
finding and producing
hydrocarbons.

First, is the
government-funded seismic data
acquisition. Non-exclusive,
multi-client seismic surveys are
typically the very first source of
information on a new or
underexplored area. Theyare shot
ahead of licensing rounds, before
any company has committed to
acreage and allows a basin to be
evaluated from the outside, by
explorers without requiring them
to first win a block first.

Basin wide, non-commercial
data acquisition is something that
individual operators may not be
willing to fund. Depending on the
results that such data throws up,
it is possible that the view of the
Indian basinsundergoes a change
and much more capital is

OIL. Under the sea

committed to petroleum
exploration in India.

Second is the direct financial
support for up to 40 deepwater
and ultra-deepwater exploratory
drilling, of up to ¥650 crore per
well subject to a cap of 50 per cent
of well cost. Given that
ultra-deepwater wells can cost
much more, this support covers
only part of the cost in most cases.
However, it can shift the risk
calculus for an operator deciding
whether to drill or not.

Third is the common
infrastructure for evacuation and
production. Its real value isin
unlocking discoveries that are
commercially marginalona
standalone basis. Mahanadi basin
is the clearest example, where
several discoveries exist but may
not justify dedicated
infrastructure. Shared
infrastructure changes that
arithmetic entirely.

Taken together, thisisa
strongly positive move for the
exploration and production
sector.

Whatever data is acquired
should be made available at the
lowest possible cost, and as
widely as possible, through the
National Data Repository.
Multi-client-style data is
disproportionately valuable to
mid-sized and independent
operators, and it is often those
smaller nimbler players who take
the early risk that eventually
draws in larger capital.

This spending may be a more
prudent capital allocation
vis-a-vis using the capital to buy
an oil and gas block overseas. For
the data acquired can resultina
multiplier impact through
potentially higher interest in
India and monetising some of the
discoveries made.

The announcement represents
a bold move to reshape India’s
energy landscape. Effective and
timely implementation will now
be critical to unlocking
investments, accelerate
exploration and realising the full
value of the reform.

The writer is Partner, Tax and Economic Policy
Group, EY India

thehindubusinessline.
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NTPC-Reliance row referred to DGH

A solution to the NTPC-Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL) gas contract row may be
in sight with the Cabinet Secretary’s office having referred the matter to the
Directorate-General of Hydrocarbons (DGH) for early resolution. Sources said
that the Government had asked the Cabinet Secretary to explore the
possibility and evolve the modalities for resolving the issue concerning gas
supply by RIL to NTPC's projects at Gandhar and Kawas.

Himachal: Tax incentives lure corporate majors

The special incentive package notified by the Centre for Himachal Pradesh has
seen approval of over 7,000 industrial investment proposals in the State worth
a cumulative Rs 17,103 crore till April this year.

Anil Ambani questions Govt rejection of RIL-RNRL deal
Terming as “premature and unfortunate” the rejection by Government of the
gas price agreement between RIL and his group company RNRL, Mr Anil
Ambani on Sunday said the Petroleum Ministry should have referred the issue
to an expert committee for evaluation. “Rejection of RIL-RMRL gas price by
Ministry of Petroleum is premature and unfortunate,” Mr Anil Ambani said in a

statement.
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n the Indian electricity industry,

the issue of parallel distribution

licensing is creating a buzz. The

critical question, however, is

whether the existing grid can
handle this transition.

A government statement on July 24
said that the Consultative Committee of
the Ministry of Power met on July 23
under the chairmanship of Union
Minister for Power and Housing &
Urban Affairs, Manohar Lal, to discuss
consumer-centric framework for
parallel distribution licensing.

While the example of Mumbai is often
cited where two players are working
simultaneously in a small pocket, but it
cannot be equated with parallel licence,
according to those closely involved with
distribution networks in the country.

So what is parallel distribution
licensing? It isa regulatory framework
allowing multiple companies to supply
electricity within the same territory. It
breaks the traditional monopoly — but
is India’s power sector truly ready for
this shift?

KNOTTY ISSUES
Can regulators design a Cross-Subsidy
Surcharge (CSS) that fully compensates
for lost business revenue while keeping
the market competitive? If not, State
Discoms will be trapped serving only
heavily subsidised homes and farms —
leaving them entirely dependent on
erratic government subsidy payouts to
survive.

What happens if a private player fails
its Universal Service Obligation or goes
bankrupt? Should the State Discom step

in as the safety net? These issues require
clear answers on who bears the financial
risk and how technical and commercial
disputes will be resolved.

Speaking at the Consultative
Committee, the Power Minister had
noted that while the Electricity Act,
2003 successfully brought competition
to generation, transmission, and
trading, it remains limited in the power
distribution segment. The committee
discussed how the current legal
framework allows multiple licensees in
one area but forces each to build its own
physical infrastructure. This rule causes
a wasteful duplication of poles, lines,
and substations, driving up capital
expenses and deterring new investment.,

A comprehensive framework was
proposed to introduce retail power
competition by unbundling supply
operations from physical network
ownership. The policy dictates that
incumbent distribution licensees will
maintain structural control over grid
infrastructure. Concurrently, parallel
licensees may utilise the existing grid
upon paying regulated wheeling charges,
retaining a statutory option to construct
separate infrastructure subject to State
Electricity Regulatory Commission’s
authorisation.

Individual State regulators were to
establish detailed, localised
implementation guidelines to guarantee
market transparency and
non-discriminatory grid access.

Private players will target
high-end customers like
rich urban pockets and
industry. But losing this
lucrative segment will
cause severe financial
pressure on State Discoms

The Minister reassured stakeholders
that the new framework explicitly
protects existing utilities and their
employees. Furthermore, the universal
service obligation will apply uniformly
to all licensees, legally preventing
private players from selectively
targeting only highly profitable
COnsumer segments.

The proposed framework will enable
competition in electricity supply
without requiring duplication of the
physical distribution network.

Under the proposal, incumbent
utilities will retain ownership,
operation, and maintenance of their
existing networks. New distribution
licensees can utilise this infrastructure
by paying regulated wheeling charges,
while keeping the flexibility to build
their own physical grid where
authorised by the respective State
Electricity Regulatory Commission.

All this sounds great, but how will
wheeling charges shake out? Will the
high-value consumers targeted by
private players actually save money in
the end?

Wheeling charges are usage fees paid
to an electricity distribution company
(Discom) for renting its physical grid
infrastructure. Under Section 14 of the
Electricity Act, 2003, these charges
enable the transport of electricity from
an independent power producer or a
parallel licensee to an end consumer.
Yes, wheeling charges are passed
through to the consumer, but the
methods depend entirely on the type of
CONSUIMEr you are.

THE OPPOSITION

The All India Power Engineers
Federation (AIPEF), representing power
engineers and electricity professionals
working in Central and State Power
Utilities across India, has been vocal in
their opposition to parallel distribution
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licensing. In fact, it has also submitted
objections against the proposal of
Eleven Power Private Limited for grant
of a parallel distribution licence in the
revenue districts of Gurugram and Nuh.

Private licensees explicitly target
high-revenue urban pockets, industries,
and commercial premium consumers.
These high-paying segments generate
the profits that State Discoms use to
subsidise poor rural households and
farmers. Losing this revenue leaves
public utilities with a massive financial
deficit.

Meanwhile, States such as Telangana
and Maharashtra have orare in the
process of restructuring their power
sectors by creating separate, dedicated
electricity distribution companies
strictly for agricultural consumers. This
structural unbundling isolates heavily
subsidised farming connections from
the broader commercial and industrial
markets. By acting as a fiscal firewall,
this model ensures that agricultural
losses do not compromise the financial
stability of the commercial power grid.

Splitting the agricultural sector intoa
separate utility creates intense financial
strain, but the strain shifts dynamically
depending on which entity you look at.
While the split is designed to clean up
the commercial grid, power sector
experts, energy analysts, and groups like
the AIPEF point out that this
restructuring introduces severe,
concentrated financial risks.

Reforms that improve efficiencyand
give consumers more choice are
certainly a positive step, if the existing
PPAs are honoured and the payment
obligations of Discoms to power
producers remain protected. As the new
framework takes shape, it is important
that these gains are not diluted and that
there is no uncertainty. More
importantly, investment is made on
building infrastructure first.

RBI makes the right move on NBFC rate framework

Gopalaswamy J

Unlike commercial banks, which

Third, accounting variations under

4 |5 6

he Reserve Bank of India’s move

to harmonise the interest rate

framework on advances across
all regulated entities — announced by
Governor Sanjay Malhotra on August 5
—is awelcome step towards
transparency and consumer
protection.

Notably, the Governor clarified that
the proposal will not force
Non-Banking Financial Companies
(NBFCs) to adopt the external
benchmark-linked lending rate (EBLR)
regime used by banks; the immediate
intent is narrower — standardising
operational practices such as day-count
conventions and benchmark reset
dates.

This restraint is prudent. But as the
RBI drafts its final directions for public
comment, it must resist any future
temptation to extend uniform
benchmarking to the NBFC universe,
which resists a one-size-fits-all
template far more than the banking
sector does.

EASY

ACROSS

01. Give account of (8)

04. Draw out and twist into

thread (4)

08. A creek in Shetland, Orkney (3)
09. The children of a marriage (5)
10. ‘Detective’ (3)

11. His the Song of Songs (7)

12. Corruption, pollution (5)

DOWN

example (5)

country (7)

13. Extravagance, wastefulness (11)  patient (10}
17. Intuitive discernment (5)
18. Pawl engages with it (7)
20. Unit number (3)

21. Tall building (5)

22. Appearance, manner (3)
23. Moral obligation (4)

24, Exaggerated, insincere praise (8)

01. To scheme, contrive ()

02. Period of fine weather, for

03. Wide, open vessel (5)

05. One who loves and serves his

06. Delicate management (6)
07. Device artificially breathing for

09. Unrestrained, extravagant (10)
14. Chemical substance giving
characteristic reactions (7)

15. Bear the expense of (6)

16. Tempestuous (6)

18. Spiked wheel on spur (5)

19. Lift, with great effort (5)

draw on relatively low-cost Current
Account Savings Account (CASA)
deposits under uniform regulatory
rails, NBFCs are inherently
heterogeneous in liability structure.
They depend on a mix of bank term
loans, commercial paper,
non-convertible debentures, and
multilateral funding.

Anupper-layer housing finance
company raising long-tenor bonds at
competitive rates operates in a wholly
different cost environment froma
middle-layer microfinance institution
or a gold-loan company borrowing
short-term from banks. Were asset
pricing ever mechanicallylinked to an
external benchmark like the repo rate, a
lender whose wholesale funding costs
lag or remain fixed would face a
genuine Asset-Liability Mismatch the
moment vields fall — compressing Net
Interest Margins precisely when the
sector can least absorbit.

Second, the diversity of asset classes
drives risk-based pricing, which is the
lifeblood of non-bank lending. A loan

Ind AS complicate comparability
further. Differing Expected Credit Loss
provisioning models, derecognition
treatment on securitised assets, and
divergent fee-income recognition
policies mean headline profitability
across two NBFCs can be deceptive.
Comparing a vehicle financier with a
tech-led digital lending platform on
raw financial statements is comparing
apples with oranges.

The RBI’s calibrated approach so far
— harmonising operational
conventions without forcing EBLR
adoption — strikes the right balance.
As it finalises its draft directions, the
final framework should stay
differentiated by regulatory layer, asset
class, and liability profile, with
adequate spread flexibility preserved.
Transparency and consumer
protection are essential goals, but they
must be pursued without undermining
the structural viability of a sector that
reaches borrowers banks cannot.

REBL. The right call cerrv maces

secured against gold carries a
fundamentally different risk weight,
cost structure, and recovery profile
from unsecured credit to informal
micro-enterprises or long-gestation
infrastructure funding. This pricing
flexibility is what allows NBFCs to
serve unbanked and subprime
borrowers that banks routinely bypass.
Any future move towards rigid reset
timelines or benchmark caps, however
well-intentioned, risks choking credit
flow to exactly these vulnerable
segments.

The writer is a retired senior finance professional

NOTSO EASY

ACROSS

01. How Deb cries in order to tell one how it is (8)

DOWN

01. Work out a way of getting it sieved (&)
04. Top action doctored to give it aslant (4) 02. It may be a trick, to name the letters (5)
08. Some come overland, returning to a creek in Orkney (3)
09. If use is made of it, publish it (5)

10. It’s quite convenient, having a gumshoe inside (3)

03. As it appears in the wine store, one may wash in it (5)
05. By Jingo, he's to part one from it (7)

06. Critical subtlety, etc, one found in New York (6)

07. Art, violent as it can be, may be used to introduce
fresh air (10)

09. Excessive term media might use about nothing (10}

11. Wise man takes the Sun, which upsets the moon (7)
12. It's not in slang that corruption occurs (5)

13. Wasteful extravagance : do pity a girl who gets it
wrong (11)

17. A natural aptitude sounds as if it will blaze forth (5)
18. A one-way device the cart is adapted for (7)

14. Chemical test substance turning green at
mixing it (7)

15. Manage to pay for fad perhaps (&)

20. An individual who is in the money (3) 16. Violent as tempest at end of February (6)
21. Take this building over to be markedly superior (5)

22. Song that starts after it's recorded (3)

23. It is one’s proper business to be collected by customs (4)

24, | eft tray around with the soft soap (8)

18. Wheel on spur has its role to play around the
West (5)
19. A strong pull needed to get one out of the

avenue (5)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2708

ACROSS 1. Archangel 5. Sea 7. Rook 8. Conveyer 10. Buttered 11. Stow 13. Tippet 15. Fox-cub 18. Ruse 19. Antibody 22. Gracious 23. Giro 24. Due 25. Prevalent
DOWN 1. Acrobat 2. Clout 3. Grower 4. Live 5. Styptic 6. Arrow 9. Lever 12. Folio 14. Postage 16. Boycott 17. Endure 18. Rigid 20. Olive 21. Limp
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Why UPI Needs
Transaction Fees

Preserves its edge, ensures sustainability

Taxation and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill 2026, passed
by the Lok Sabha on Thursday, sets out the legal basis for
UPItransactionstoallow amerchantdiscountrate (MDR),
a processing fee merchants pay to banks for transacti-
ons. In the absence of this provision, there was no scope
to introduce transaction fees on the platform, which are
vital for the development of the digital instant payments
system. Over 95% of UPI transactions conducted are for
less than 2,000, and are likely to remain exempt. The re-
maining, which account for more than 2/3" of UPI trans-
actionvalue, could benefitfrom the introduction of MDR
by enabling the growth of value-added credit services.
Thisisthe next stage in the growth of any digital payme-
ntsplatform, and UPIshould notsurrender itsenormous
early lead to potential rivals in the pipeline.

This requires transparent and competitive pricing of
transactions conducted over UPIL The
scale of UPlallowsbankstooperate at
low MDR levels compared with credit
card networks. So, its intrinsic advan-
| tage is unlikely to be lost. Since UPI

8% will have to link up with an internati-

d onalnetworkof digital payments plat-
forms —most of which charge fees —
tofacilitate cross-border transactions, a cap on MDR will
create an effective moat. Additional revenue streams from
credit services will also act as adragon transaction fees.
In its next avatar, UPI will have to compete on costs and
services. The Bill just passed addresses both emerging
realities while preserving the core strength of UPI by be-
ingfree for small-ticket transactions.

The timing of the legal change i1s important, because
around 100 countries have deployed, or are developing,
their own instant payments platforms. It is time India
switched to the majority approach of these platforms be-
ing built and managed through transaction fees, while
holdingon tothe benefits of UPI's publicly funded digital
infrastructure legacy, and ensuring its long-term finan-
clal sustainability and global competitiveness.

No Fear or Favour, a
Unitorm Legal Code

West Bengal government has struck arefreshing note of civic
discipline. By replacingloudspeakersthat breached noise-pol-
lutionnorms, they havereminded citizens thatthelaw isnota
suggestion but a standard. In a country where decibel excess
has been normalised — from azaans and jaagrans to political
rallies that weaponise sound — this enforcement was over-
due, and is welcome. Such amove must beemulated across the
country without fear or favour.

The principle here is not anti-religious. On the contrary; it is
pro-rights. The Supreme Court has long held that freedom of
religion doesnot extend todisturbing others’ peace. Yet, across
India, many religious rituals routinely flout exactly that, em-
boldened by political indulgence and the
fear of offending ‘sentiment’. Theresultis
a culture where illegality or flouting rul-
1 esmasquerades as tradition, whether it’s
| | pollutingrivers by immersions, or setting
up encroachments in the name of shrines.
A pushback on this kKind of ‘normalisati-
on’isnotconfined toreligion, never mind
areligion, buttocivil society atlarge. The law must be applied
uniformly—auniformlegal code, if youwill. Processionsthat
hijack publicroads and make windows shake, and rallies that
destroy the peace, especially of theelderly, the sick and animals,
need to be unhitched from ‘“tradition’.

Noise pollution is only one example of India’s tolerance for
‘normalised’ infractions. Traffic violations, firework excesses,
wayward garbage disposal... the list is long, the task is chal-
lenging. To restore civic order, enforcement must be consist-
entand community-agnostic. Let India’sstatesensure that the
law is not drowned out by the loudest voice, but amplified by
fairness, and theregularly dismissed rule of law.

\ .fJUS'r IN JEST

The most stylishly invisible generation
goes unheralded, as it should

Gen 0, Revolutionary
For the Status Quo

Indiaiscurrently obsessing about the chronological coho-
rt represented by the last letter of the English alphabet as
pronounced by Americans. But any news of Gen O, the de-
mography defined by opacity, oblivion and okra ki sabzi?
Alas, Indiaisunlikely toseetheir power —or even their vi-
sible existence —any timesoon. Foronething, Gen Oistoo
busy tryingto catchup with GenZcode and vibes. Well-ver-
sed inunderstanding the semiotic value behind emojislike
‘alienface’ +‘eggplant’, Gen Oisraringtogo. Butthey won't.
Because whilethey’re gettingthe hangof bhajan clubbing,
kirtan jamming and gawwali Fridays, most of the other
stuff remains skibidifor them.

Gen O’s fondness for ‘safe spaces’ doesn’t help them to
stand out — or, rather, help them to blend into the bling
wallpaper. Gen O may have vague notions of dismantling
patriarchy. But after a brief look around, it usually figures
out that it is the patriarchy. Economically, too, their power
1sspectral. Theyaspireto ‘quietquitting’ inacountry whe-
re most jobs are quiet, and quitting is something people of
their generation still try to do with oil, sugar and pan ma-
sala.Inshort, Gen OisIndia’smoststylishly invisible gene-
ration: slouching tiger, doing-as-is-bidden dragon, and is
destined to be remembered not for changing thenation but
for maintaining status O.

Gol's warning to Meta was timely, but making rules effective and fairly applied is yet to start

OOPS! TE&Y DID IT AGAIN

Subimal Bhattacharjee

w9 orafewhoursinlateJulyone

lI L | of the most-watched persons
-~ in the world vanished from
J' ~ twoof the world’s biggest plat-
<~ forms. Narendra Modi had
put up a vertical video on July 23, his
first real attempt to talk to Gen Z 1n 1ts
own 1diom, addressing protesting stu-
dents during the 36-day churn over the
NEET-UG 2026 mess and promising
harder lawsagainst paper leaks. Meta’s
machinery took it off Facebook andIn-
stagram. Then putitback on. The com-
pany attributed the temporary pull-
out to a technical error. Nobody in Gol
bought it.

Therow that hasfollowed 1snotreal-
ly about the 5-6 hrs that the video clip
staved down. It’s about a bill of griev-
ances that has been piling up for a whi-
le. Meta’s global team was called in this
time. The parliamentary standing com-
mittee on IT gave the company three
daystoapologise, orfaceareviewof its
safe harbour; a legal provision that
protects internet and social media plat-
forms from being sued for things their
users post, provided the platforms re-
move illegal content when told
todoso.

An apology did come
from Meta's global affa-
irschief Joel Kaplan, on
the company’s behaltf,
though there are reports
of Mark Zuckerberg
himself conveying it.
Theregret, Inany case,
stretched past the Mo-
di clip: to child sexual
abuse material surfa-
cing on Meta's plat-
forms, unlabelled de-

The Gol-Meta row’s never
really about the 5-6 hrs
that the PM’'s video clip
stayed down. It's about a
bill of grievances that had
been piling up for a while

Time to stop acting dumb and dumber

epfakes and morphed videos (some ai-
med at Modi himself, which has now
resulted in an FIR in Telangana), and
to what officials politely called ‘opera-
tional lapses’.

But betore we reach for our pitch-
forks, it helps to pull 3 tangled things
apart; what these algorithms actually
do; what the law actually demands;
and where the blame actually belongs.
® The machinery Obviously, nobody
at Metasat inaroom and decided tode-
lete the Indian prime minister’s post.
Atthisscale, billions of postsaday, mo-
deration 1s done by software that as-
signsaguiltscore, and moveson. Ithas
no idea what it is looking at.

That is precisely why the same sys-
tem has, over the years, killed breast-
cancer awareness posts, throttled art
photographers, refused ads carrying
nude paintings that have hung in gal-
leries for ages, and quietly buried plus-
size and activist accounts. Meta’s own

~ Oversight Board keeps
=2 flaggingit.

The howler 1s boring-
ly consistent: art, health,
y. dark skin and any lang-
uage the model reads
badly. And it is glo-
riously non-parti-
san — the same
‘oops’ filter once
buried the #Re-
signModi1 hashtag
in 2021. A filter

that mistakes a Renaissance nude for
pornography is possibly not plotting
against anyone. It 1s just bad at 1ts job.
Which rather deflates the charge that
pulling Modi's video was a conscious
editorial act by a ‘publisher’.

But if that lets Meta off one hook, it
hangsitona worse one. Choosingtore-
feree a market of a billion-plus people
almostentirely through dumbautoma-
tion isa decision, not amishap. ‘Theal-
gorithm did it’ explains the mess, but it
doesn’t excuseit.

The point Meta keeps sliding past is
not malice but foreseeability. A compa-
ny this clever knows itsfilters strangle
art, and mislabel the harmful. It knows
deepfakes outrun its labels. It knows
that wrongly nuking a head of govern-
ment'saccountisasystemicrisk,nota
rounding error. Not building for the
failure you can see coming is negligen-
ce, never mind the intent.
® The law Which brings us to the law,
and a question sharper than the shout-
Ing suggests. Information Technology
Act 2000, and Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and Digital
Media Ethics Code) Rules 2021, hand
out safe harbour on terms: do your dili-
gence, run a grievance system, pull 1l-
legal content fast.

The whole idea assumes a neutral
pipe carrying whatever users pour in.
But a platform that ranks, recomme-
nds, boosts and, as Gol alleges, takes
money to push certain content, 1s no

pipe. It'schoosing what you see. Immu-
nity was never meant to cover that act
of choosing.

So, thefix isto separate the plumbing
from the editing. Let safe harbour stay
strongfor genuine intermediary work,
and bolt on real duties wherever plat-
forms amplify: open moderation logs,
takedown records that can be audi-
ted, hard clocks for the truly illegal
like child sexual abuse material
(CSAM), compulsory provenan-
ce tags on synthe-
tic media, and a
proper appeal #
with a human JJ]
at the end —

A company this
clever knows its
filters strangle art,
and mislabel the
harmful. Not building
for the failure you
can see coming is
negligence, never
mind the intent

thesame onefor a prime mini-
ster and for a protesting citizen.
® The blame Where an algo-
rithm makesthe editorial call, the
rule should attach to that conduct, not
to the platiorm’s mood of the moment,
or of the complainant. A wider consul-
tation would help draw the line cleanly;
so that the big amplifiers cannot keep
crossing it while genuinely compliant
intermediaries are not throttled for so-
meone else’s sins.

Zuckerberg'sreported apology shou-
ld close the news cycle for now. But it
settles nothing that actually matters.
The video 1s back up now. Everything
hard about scale, opacity and who gets
to police the police of speech sitsexact-
ly where it did before the brouhaha.

Gol's warning was timely But the
real work — of making the rules both
eftective and fairly applied — has bare-
ly even begun.

The writer is a commentator on
digital policy issues

Flex Reflections
From Brazil

KumKum Dasgupta
S —.

AsIndia debates the ethanol-blending
mandate, Brazil's Proalcool program-
me is being invoked as the holy grail
of alternative energy. The narrative
1s seamless: a developing nation frees
itself from the tyranny of global oil
shocks by turning its vast sugarcane
fields into a domestic fuel pipeline.

But this version of history isin-
complete. Environmental historian
Jennifer Eaglin's Sweet Fuel: A
Political and Environmental History
of Brazilian Ethanol provides clues as
to why. Eaglin pulls back the curtain
on the Brazilian model. n ourrushto
copy Brazil's homework, let’s not read
only thefirst chapter of the Proalcool
textbook. It's imperative to also
examine the second half: the late-1980s
crisis, when Brazil's ethanol-only
fransport model unravelled under the
pressures of falling oll prices, rising
sugar prices and supply shortages.

Tech triumphalism suggests that
once you build distilleries and man-
date the blending, energy security is
locked in. But reportsreveal the
friction of tying a national transport
grid to volatile agricultural cycles.

Recent kharif crop coverage data
shows a drop in national maize acre-
age —down nearly10% nationwide,
with steep declines in key producing
states like Karnataka (-34%)and UP
(-37%). Because maize had emerged
as a primary pillar for grain-based
ethanol, this crop setback 1s forcing
distilleries to scramble for alternati-
ves. With sugarcane stocks tight, the
industry is once again pivoting tow-
ard rice to plug the shortfall.

Recently, Gol informed Parliament
that between June 2025 and June 2026,
FCIdispatched 6.35 MT of rice to eth-
anol distilleries at ¥2,250-2,320 a quin-
tal —roughly 40% below its average
acquisition cost of ¥3,720-3,889. To
keep the ethanol pipeline flowing
amid farm shortfalls, the state isab-
sorbing fiscal losses by selling food-
grains procured at high MSP to fuel
distillers at discounted rates.

Eaglin proves that such vulnerabi-
ity 1s systemic, not accidental. By
1985, Proalcool looked like a miracle.
Over95% of allnew carssold in
Brazil ran exclusively on pure
ethanol. Then, the biological and
economic traps snapped shut.

In the late1980s, two shocks broke
the system. First, global crude o1l
prices crashed, stripping ethanol of
its artificial economic edge. Second,
global sugar prices spiked. Brazil's
agro-industrial elites diverted the
harvest away from fuel pumps and
toward international ports. The
sugarcane barons of Sao Paulo
successiully repackaged themselves
from feudal landlords into ‘green
energy producers’.

Ethanol itself did not disappear:
Blending mandates remained. But
publicfaith in the fuel as a stand-
alone transport fuel collapsed. Only
with the advent of flex-fuel vehicles

in the early 2000s did Brazil rebuild
consumer confidence.

India’s sugar lobby —anchored by
powerful cooperative and private
mills in Maharashtra and UP—
wields systemic leverage. For years,
Golused ethanol-blended petrol
(EBP) programme to bail out these
mills, providing subsidised capital,
and fixing high procurement prices
to help them clear cane dues owed to
farmer vote banks.

But when 1n 2023-24 erratic monsoon
rains threatened domestic sugarcane
yields, Gol placed restrictions on div-
erting sugarcane juice for ethanol.
Predictably, the sugar lobby pushed
back. In 2025-26 marketing year, Gol
lifted those quantitative restrictions.

When India relies on agricultural
fuel, 1ts transport sector 1s no longer
just exposed to West Asian geopolitics,
but it’s also tethered to vulnerabilities
of the domestic crop cycle, localised
droughts, groundwater depletion, and
profit-maximising whims of mill
owners who will always pivot toward
whichever geographic market or
derivative product — be it domestic
ethanol, exportable sugar or potable
alcohol — yields the highest price.

Sugarcane requires staggering am-
ounts of water. Furthermore, as Eag-

Rajiv Kumar
|

While debates continue to swirl
about the safety and efficacy of
E20, India putting flex-fuel vehicles
(FFVs)ontheroad and opening
retail sales of E85 in June went
almost unnoticed. Beyond the din,
this development deserves a pati-
ent hearing.

Blending went up from under1.5%
n 2013-14 to 20% 1n 2025-26, by-now
famously 5 yrs ahead of schedule.
Ethanol procurement went from
about38crlitres in 2013-14 to 1,040 cr
litres today. Production capacity
grew nearly 5x. Thatrepresentsa
decade-long steady progression,
nota hurried experiment.

An FFV runs on anything bet-
ween E20 and E100. That single
capability opens a market for
ethanol far larger than what blen-
ding alone can reach. Blending is
capped by what an ordinary engine

lin highlights, the indus- can tolerate, while a
try creates highly toxic - flex engine isn’'t so
ecological byproducts, Etha I'IOI'Blend ||'|g constrained.

which, in Brazil's Gol estimates

case, plagued the co-

that if even 50%

untryside for deca- of new 2-and
des. For every litre 4-wheeler sales
of ethanol produced shifted to FFVs,
from sugarcane additional etha-
molasses, Indian nol demand
distilleries generate would run into
roughly 8151 of this 311.8 cr litres, put
highly acidic, an extra12,403 cr
foul-smelling liquid intofarming
byproduct. communities,
Central Pollution g i | and cut 66.41akh
Control Board Instil blender’s pride meftric tonnes of
(CPCB)has in- CO.. Against

stituted a strictlegal mandate: zero
liquid discharge (ZLD). To comply,
mills must deploy expensive engineer-
Ing fixes. This pushes smaller cooper-
ative mills to financial limits. So, ‘by-
pass dumping —releasing the toxic
slop into local streams —is rampant.

Across most major ethanol-pro-
ducing countries —the US, Canada,
Thailand, Brazil and France —
governments mandate minimum
blending levels, but preserve consu-
mer choice through multiple fuel
grades or flex-fuel vehicles (FFVs).
India is unusual in making E20 the
default petrol, while offering motor-
1sts virtually no lower-blend or eth-
anol-free alternative.

The takeaway from Eaglin’s work 1s
not that India should abandon bio-
fuels, but that 1t must be aware of the
dark second half of Proalcool. Also,
that 1t could explore the option of less
water-intensive crops like sugar beet
—which, unlike sugarcane, allows
harvests in four months and can be
Intercropped with sugarcane in the
Rabi season — for ethanol production.

India must plan its energy roadmap
to butier against these biological vul-
nerabilities, Or it risks swapping a
foreign oll trap for adomestic agri-
cultural cage.

kumkum.dasguptawtimesofindia.com

annual passenger vehicle sales of
nearly 37 lakh units, even a partial
shift multiplies the programme’s
Impact several times over.

E85 has been identified as the
single fuel standard for FFVs
under BIS specifications. It will
commence with an initial rollout
of 50-100 ready outlets across
Delhi-NCR and Mumbai-Pune-

Nagpur corridors. The planisto

scale 1t up to around 500 outlets by
this December and to about 5,000 by
end-2027 — Infrastructure laid out
corridor by corridor, slightly ahead
of demand.

Much of the recent anxiety has
centred on the claim that higher
blends such as E25 are being impo-
sed without adequate testing of the
possible impact higher ethanol
contentmight have on the engines
of vehicles. But the evolving natu-
re of ethanol use in combination

Consumers
deserve clarity
on pricing

L support, road

) tax concessions
and warranty
treatment

Scrutiny Isn't
Suspicion

with petrol 1s testimony to the
cautious stance of Goltowards
mixing increasing amounts of
ethanol in gasoline.

The process started 1n 2003 with
mixing only 5% of ethanol in select
states, followed by anational
rollout in 2005. It wasraised to15%
1n 2023, 19% through 2024, and 20 %
from 2025. Each increase in etha-
nol-blending was introduced only
after testing with vehicle manufac-
turers and technical institutions.
This is surely sufficient evidence
that Gol's intention was not to
move fast and deal with the conse-
gquences later.

In fact, one could conclude that
Gol was not moving fast enough in
adopting a technology solution
that was proven, and would signifi-
cantly reduce itsreliance on ener-
gy imports. The strongest evidence
In support of the solution, however,
1s not procedural. It 1s the fleet.

Over 20 cr 2-wheelers and 3 cr petrol
cars have run on E19-E20 fuel for
more than two-and-a-half years.
2-wheelers, with their smaller engi-
nes and simpler fuel systems, would
have expected to suffer and show
damage due to higher ethanol blen-
ding. But there has been no recall, no
service advisory and no warranty
rejection wave from any 2-wheeler
manufacturer. Hero MotoCorp and
Maruti Suzuki, the largest manufac-
turers, have not reported any adver-
se results from users.

None of this means that all ques-
tions have been satisfactorily
answered. Instead of coming down
on concerns, Gol should assuage
them. Consumers deserve clarity
on pricing support, road tax conces-
sions and warranty treatment as
the flex-fuel ecosystem scales. Gol
would do well to put out a set of
responses to frequently asked
guestions and address the concerns
of the consumers, rather than see
them as politically motivated.

NITI Aayog’s classification of
FFVsrunning high ethanol blends
as ‘zero-emission vehicles' isa
claim that deserves scrutiny and
proper explanation. It is asserted
that use of E85achieves ‘near
complete elimination’ of particula-
te emissions. A technical and in-
dependent ratification of thisclaim
by Automotive Research Associa-
tion of India (ARAI)or one of the
OTs will help improve
public confidence and
build a positive narrative
for ethanol-blending.

Scrutiny does notamo-
unt to suspicion, and
Informed disagreement 1s
not a viral panic. With
Hero flex-fuel motorcycles
and a Maruti flex-fuel car
already on the roads, the country
has entered anew phase of clean
mobility builton more thana
decade of tested, incremental
policy. The question is not so much
whether the programme can be
trusted, but whether the public
narrative around it can catch up
with what has already been suc-
cessfully built and operationalised.

The writer is former vice-chairman,
NITT Aavog

THE SPEAKING TREE

Popeye Meets
Ubuntus

SHIBANI BELWALKAR

Popeye the Sailor, the classic car-
toon character known for his good
heart and bulging forearms, fam-
ously declared, 1 yam what [ yam,’
celebrating self-acceptance. Yet,
he seemed to leave the sentence
unfinished. Centuries earlier; the
ancient African philosophy of
Ubuntu had already completed
it, ‘Tam because we are." Ubuntu
reminds us that our identity is
notmerely self-acceptance or an
isolated possession but a relation-
ship, continually shaped by those
we love, serve and belong with. It
1s aphilosophy of interconnect-
edness, shared humanity and col-
lective responsibility.

Ubuntu is beautifully captured
in thelegend of African children
who, Instead of racing one ano-
ther to a basket of fruit, joined
hands, reached it together and sh-
ared 1t equally, asking, ‘How can
one of us be happy if the others
are sad?’ Theilr instinctive res-
ponsereflects a deeper truth: no
one truly flourishes while anoth-
er is left behind. While Ubuntu
speaks to the nature of our being,
the Gita extends the conversation
to the purpose of our doing thro-
ugh the ideal of Lokasamgraha.
‘Loka’, meaning world, and ‘sam-
graha’, meaning holding togeth-
er, weave a vision of humanity
flourishing when we embrace
collective responsibility for one
another. Shielding the vulnera-
ble, serving those in need and
standing in solidarity with one
another are expressions of both
Ubuntu and Lokasamgraha.

Maybe if Popeye were tosail into
today’s world, he might still pro-
claim, ‘I yam whatIyam, only to
add, ‘.. .because of whoweall are.”’

Afterall, the finest philosophies
donotreplace old truths—they
simply complete the sentences we
never realised were incomplete.

% ALGO OF
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Biting Into Fresh,
Warm Toast

It's bread, yes. But transform-
ed into a crisp declaration of
intent. Bite into a fresh, warm
slice of toastand you hear the
faint crackle of rebellion aga-
Inst sofiness, a crunch that an-
nounces breakfast has arriv-
ed with authority. The butter;
melting with indecent haste,
seeps Into the golden pores
like a scandal whispered at
the table.

Toast is the culinary equi-
__________ valentof awitty rem-
S eeee ark:brief, sharpand

0 impossible

Baki .40 toignore.lt
OB isboth hum-
P Sl bleandauda-
Wi/ M8 clous,apea-
g sant’ssta-
: st pleelevated
to hnurgems ritual.

Thefirst bite 1sa paradox:
the crustresists, the crumb
vields, and together they cons-
pire toremind you that life’s
pleasures are best when they
flirt with contradiction. No
croissant, however buttery;
can match the stoic charm of
toast. No idli, however fluffy;
canrival its crisp sincerity;

Toast is the breakfast states-
man, diplomat of the dining
table, equally at home beside

jam,eggs or marmalade, And
when it is warm, fresh from

the toaster; it’s hardly a food
Item but a manifesto: that simp-
licity, when toasted, becomes
sophistication.

UPI-Wise,
MDR-Mulish

Apropos the news report, ‘No De-
cision Yet on Merchant Discount
Rate on UPI Deals’ (Aug6), on one
hand, the government wants to
formalise the economy, and, on
the other, the biggest enabler of
UPI-based payments towards
that is likely to take a big hit with
MDR levies. The costs involved
in electronic payment mechani-
sm surely get more than compen-
sated by this formalisation, alo-
ng with the savings on printing,
reprinting, disposing, carrying
and storage of currency, notto
mention the savings on the man-
power at banks that otherwise
would have had to handle such
currency for the customers. Do
we want to deprive the opportu-
nity of being self-employed with-
out having any backup of secu-
rity for the millions of Indians
who are currently in a position
toavail loan on the basis of au-
dit trails in their UPI accounts?
Prasad Ambadas Kulkarni
Mumbai
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Short of expectations

New closing system in stock exchanges must be reviewed

The “closing auction session” (CAS) mechanism, meant to be a better closing price-
discovery system for eligible derivatives stocks than the older system of volume-
weighted average price (VWAP), has fallen short of the benefits it was hoped to
deliver. Atleast, that is the experience thus far. Even though some market watchers
argue that it istoo early to conclude, there is little doubt that the CAS has left many
market participants puzzled. Started on August 3 by both the BSE and the National
Stock Exchange, the initial response to the CAS also suggests that merely following
globally recognised systems may not always be a good proposition unless they
factor in Indian conditions.

The CASisanauction-based mechanismtoarrive at a fair closing price for stocks
eligible for futures & options (F&O) trading. Its introduction was also aimed to benefit
passive funds and other institutional investors. Prices are based on bids by market
participants during a special 20-minute trading window (from 3:15 pm to 3:35 pm).
This special window starts after the closing of the cash-market segment for these
stocks at 3:15 pm. Introduced by the market regulator, the Securities and Exchange
Board of India, the CAS replaced a nearly 26-year-old system in which the last 30
minutes of continuous trades were considered to arrive at the closing price of a stock
based on the VWAP. Nothing has changed for securities outside the CAS — their clos-
ing-price discovery remains under the VWAP mechanism. The key reason Indian
markets shifted from thelast traded price (LTP) system tothe VWAPwas that the LTP
was vulnerable to end-of-day price manipulation, wherein even a small transaction
in the last few seconds could skew the official closing price of a stock.

Inthe CAS, atthe end of the auction, the buyer and seller interests are matched.
The price at which the maximum volume is executable becomes the closing price.
The results are there to see. While individual stocks have seen sharp moves after
trading atthe cash market ends at 3.15 pm and the CAS starts for F&O-eligible stocks,
ithasaffected the closing value of the Nifty 50, which has been visibly different than
the closing value of the BSE Sensex on each of these days. Sharp price differences
between exchanges for frontline stocks are creating unnecessary price asym-
metries. Some market participants have argued that for systems like the CAS to
deliver the desired results, it isessential that the ecosystem is diverse and large, with
participants across the spectrum providing sufficient liquidity. For the CAS to suc-
ceed inIndia, it will require wide and regular participation from institutional inves-
tors such as domestic mutual funds, insurance companies, pension funds, family
offices, sovereign wealth funds, foreign investors, along with high-networth indi-
viduals, arbitrageurs, market makers, and the like. Wide participation along with
high liquidity will help minimise price diversions across exchanges and market seg-
ments. Thus, it is possible that the system will stabilise in the coming days.

However, if the CAS is unable to deliver the desired results despite its global
acceptability, the regulator and stock exchanges must not shy away from acknowl-
edging the shortcomings, and take appropriate corrective action. It is possible that
the Indian market is not yet prepared for the transition and the idea can be
revisited after areasonable gap. It isimportant to ensure that the legitimate inter-
ests of market participants are not compromised. Volatility in closing prices of
F&O stocks has meant that investors, including those who purchased mutual-
fund equity schemes owning these F&O stocks on or after August 3, have taken
some hit or gained at the cost of others because of market anomalies. Such out-
comes have an impact on real-money transactions. Friction and uncertainty in
price discovery are not desirable in the stock market.

A fix for the future

Digital-payment architecture must be sustainable

The Lok Sabha on Thursday passed the Taxation and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill,
2026, which, among other things, proposes to amend the Payment and Settlement
Systems Act, 2007. This will give the Centre the powers to decide which modes of
electronic payment will remain free and which may attract charges. Although the
Bill does not specify any fee, rate or timeline, it creates the legal flexibility to revisit
the zero-merchant discount rate (MDR) regime and could potentially pave the way
forintroducing the MDR on certain Unified Payments Interface (UPI) transactions.
The proposal has revived the debate over whether India’s digital-payment infrastruc-
ture, one of the best in the world, can continue to operate indefinitely under a zero-
fee model. Since January 2020, UPI and RuPay debit cards have been exempt from
the MDR to encourage digital adoption. UPI currently processes nearly 660 million
transactions every day, enabling seamless payments for everyone from street ven-
dorstolarge retailers, and has become the backbone of India’s digital payments.

However, while digital transactions are free for users and merchants, they are
not free to operate. Banks, payment-service providers, payment aggregators, and
the National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) continue to bear the costs of
maintaining, upgrading and securing the infrastructure. Thus, the sustainability
issue is difficult to ignore. The 32nd report of the Standing Committee on Finance,
presented earlier this year, pointed out that the government’s incentive scheme
covers only 11 per cent of the industry’s actual costs and 14 per cent of the revenue
that a normal MDR regime could generate. While the Union Budget allocated
32,000 crore thisyear to promote low-value UPI and RuPay transactions, the indus-
try estimates that operatingand expanding the payments ecosystem requires much
more than that. As UPI is expected to add more users, continued dependence on
government subsidies may constrain long-term infrastructure investment. This
has prompted industry bodies and analysts to advocate a calibrated MDR, limited
tolarge merchants and high-value transactions. Analyst estimates suggest that an
MBDR of 15-30 basis points (bps) on UPI transactions above 32,000 could generate
annually I5,000 crore-10,000 crore by FY28.

Notably, transactions above 2,000 constitute only 4-5 per cent of the transac-
tion volumes but nearly 70 per cent of the transaction value, suggesting that a tar-
geted MDR could improve financial sustainability without affecting most users.
International experience also suggests that zero-MDR is not the only path to digital
paymentsuccess. Brazil’s Pix and China’s real-time payment systems, for example,
have operated with merchant charges of 30-40 bps, allowing payment providers to
recover their cost while continuing to expand digital payment adoption. Besides, it
is worth noting that nearly 90 per cent of the UPI transactions are routed through
justtwo third-party payment apps, creating a near-duopoly. A sustainable business
environment in terms of revenue will increase competition and bring more oper-
ators. Atabroader policy level, it will be important that the future MDR framework
remain simple. The policy priority should be to ensure continued investment in
India’s digital payments infrastructure, which will help keep transaction costs low
and not discriminate against low-value transactions.

The secondary sex

ceived. Asawoman working in the
police force, she observes that a
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KYC: A safeguard, not a barrier

An effective KYC programme can make banking casy
for genuine customers

For many customers, the Know Your Customer
requirement or KYC, as it is commonly known, has
come to be associated with providing elaborate docu-
mentation for opening a new account or periodically
giving updated records. There is growing commen-
tary, particularly around repeated requests for docu-
ments and difficulties in resolving seemingly minor
discrepancies. There are also instances of some cus-
tomers losing access to their accounts for want of
updated KYC. Such experiences can
indeed be exasperating.

Yet, the purpose behind KYCisimpor-
tant, both for the integrity of the financial
system and for the protection of cus-
tomers themselves.

Why KYC matters

KYC is not simply about collecting
documents. At its core, it enables a
bank to establish the identity of the
person prior to starting an account rela-
tionship. Periodic updating ensures
that information collected earlier
remains current and useful.

BANKING &
BEYOND

ILLUSTRATION: AJAYA MOHANTY

rorism by identifying and preventing transactions that
help move proceeds of crime through the legitimate
financial system. Such criminal acts are facilitated
through accounts opened using false identities or
accounts operated on behalf of others (mule
accounts). Establishing the identity of customers and
understanding the nature of their financial activity,
therefore, becomes essential to safeguard the banking
system from being used for such wrongful purposes.

Customer profilingis now core activity
Proper KYC helps a bank understand a
customer’s usual transaction profile —
the nature and broad level of activity
ordinarily expected in an account. Tech-
nology can thenbe used toidentify trans-
actions or patterns that deviate
significantly from this profile and gener-
ate alerts for closer examination. An
incomplete or incorrect profile may also
result in routine transactions being red-
flagged or suspicious transactions failing
to generate any alerts.

SWAMINATHAN )

Banking has become increasingly
digital, instantaneous and intercon-
nected. Accounts can be opened remotely, funds can
move across several entities within minutes, and
fraud can be perpetrated online. Decades ago, life
was much simpler for branch managers like me, as
customers were known more by their names and less
through the documents!

KYCisatoolto prevent crimes
KYC also forms a critical part of the framework for
combating money laundering and the financing of ter-

KYCisin the customer’s own interest
Proper identification and up-to-date
contact details enable the bank to reach out to the
customer quickly when suspicious activity is
detected. Outdated KYC information could result in
alerts being sent to the wrong mobile number or
bank statements to the wrong address, undermining
the very purpose.

Keeping KYC information accurate and current
should, therefore, be seen not merely as meeting a
regulatory requirement, but as an important part of
safeguarding one’s own financial identity and safety.

Gettingthebalanceright

Atoneend ofthe spectrum, KYC can become aroutine
form-filling exercise — documents are collected,
boxes are ticked, and the process is treated as com-
plete. Butan effective KYC programme requires banks
to understand the customer relationship, keep rel-
evant information up to date, and use it meaningfully
for risk assessment and transaction monitoring.

Evolving regulations
While much of the KYC framework flows from the Pre-
vention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), the
Reserve Bank has been pragmatic in its approach by
laying down guidelines that are proportional. Simpli-
fied rules exist that enable customers to complete peri-
odic updation through a self-declaration without
having to resubmit documents, where there is no
change in KYC related information or there is a mini-
mal modification like a change in address. Channels
such as business correspondents and video-based
KYC enable customers to complete re-KYC without
having to visit the bank branch.

Taken together, these measures seek to preserve
the rigour of KYC while reducing avoidable inconven-
ience for customers.

Making KYC work for customers

Regulations can provide the framework and technol-
ogy can widen the channels available. However, the
customer’s experience of KYC is ultimately shaped by
how well it isimplemented.

Notevery deficiency carries the same risk. A minor
spelling difference or difficulty with biometric auth-
entication for a senior citizen should not be treated in
the same manner as deliberate concealment of ident-
ity or suspicious activity. Good implementation
requires judgement as well as compliance.

For many customers, the bank staff are in the best
position to help. They should clearly explain what
information is missing, why it is required, and how it
canbe provided in asimpler way. Documents received
should be acknowledged, completion of updation
should be communicated, and an effective escalation
mechanism should be available where problems
remain unresolved.

Ashared responsibility

Customers, too, have a role to play. They should pro-
vide accurate information, keep key details such as
theiraddress and contact number current, respond to
genuine communications from theirbank and remain
alertto fraudsters who misuse KYC as a pretext to seek
passwords, PINs or OTPs.

The real test of KYC is whether it makes the finan-
cial system harder to misuse while remaining easy for
legitimate customers to access. That requires sound
judgement, proportionate processes and an empa-
thetic approach.

A sound KYC programme requires both com-
pliance and compassion.

The writer is Deputy Governor, Reserve Bank of
India. The views are personal

The new battlefield is the human mind

Much of the discussion on information warfare focuses
on fake news, deepfakes and Al-generated content
designed to spread falsehoods. These threats remain
real, butincreasingly they represent yesterday’s battle.

Today, information warfare is evolving into more
sophisticated cognitive warfare, wherein the objective
is no longer just to persuade people to believe a false
narrative, but to shape how they perceive reality itself
by influencing what they pay attention to, whom they
trust, how they evaluate evidence and, ultimately, how
they make decisions. The battlefield is no longer
information alone. It is the human mind, and the cog-
nitive processes through which people

You” feed, where algorithms recommend content
based noton who created it but onitsability to capture
attention. Instagram Reels, YouTube Shorts and X
have followed the same model. This matters because
the human brain responds more quickly and emo-
tionally to faces, voices and moving images than to
text. Combined with infinite scrolling, auto-play, and
frictionless sharing, these recommendation systems
have transformed social networks into attention net-
works, making amplification faster, wider and more

powerful than ever before.
These innovations were introduced by the social
media platforms to maximise user

—
formjudgements. f engagement, not to enable information

Generative artificial intelligence (AI) warfare. Yet together they have created
has made creating convincing fabricated y: .a anunprecedented infrastructure for cog-
content inexpensive. But the real trans- Fi nitive influence. Content now spreads

i

formation is strategic rather than tech-
nological. Modern influence operations
increasingly do not invent falsehoods.
They identify existing social fissures
such as political disagreements, econ-
omicanxieties, or distrust of institutions
and amplify them, like a magnifying

OFF THE GRID

AJAY KUMAR

less because of who shares it and more
because algorithms predict it will hold
attention. Since outrage generates
stronger engagement than nuance, emo-
tionally charged narratives travel farther
than balanced ones.

Cognitive warfare goes a step further.

glass enlarging an existing crack.
Amplification makes one part of reality appear to
define the whole. The objective is not to create new
divisions, but to repeatedly direct public attention
towards existing ones and distort the sense of propor-
tion much like an optical illusion.

Amplification is far more difficult to counter than
fabrication because it builds on realities that already
exist. A fabricated claim can eventually be disproved.
In amplification, the facts remain the same, but
repeated magnified exposure of a part changes our
perception of what is important, representative or
urgent. Once that perceptual lensis shaped, every sub-
sequent event is viewed through it.

This shift has been reinforced by the redesign of
social media itself. A decade ago, platforms largely
connected people with friends and accounts they
chose to follow. Today, the platforms themselves
increasingly decide what users see. TikTok trans-
formed social media through short videos and its “For

While amplification seeks to dominate
attention, cognitive warfare seeks to degrade judge-
ment itself. The objective is no longer to persuade
people to accept a particular narrative, but to under-
mine their confidence in judging any narrative.
Imaginebeing exposed every day to an endless stream
of videos, expert claims, counterclaims, manipulated
images, genuine footage taken out of context, AI-gen-
erated content and fabricated fact-checks. Individ-
ually, much of it may be unconvincing. Collectively,
however, it creates confusion. Over time, people stop
asking what is true and begin asking whether anything
can be trusted. That shift is the strategic objective. A
population that trusts nothing is often more useful to
an adversary than one that believes a specific false-
hood, because it becomes far harder to mobilise,
reassure or unite during a crisis.

This is what distinguishes cognitive warfare from
traditional propaganda. Propagandasought toreplace
one belief with another. Cognitive warfare seeks to

undermine the ability to judge what is true. Consider
anatural disaster. Normally, an evacuation order from
the authorities would trigger immediate action. But
after prolonged exposure to manipulated videos
regarding imminent disaster, people may hesitate. Is
the warning genuine? Has the official account been
hacked? The delay itself can cost lives. The battlefield
isnolonger information. It is human judgement.

Al is accelerating this transition. It can produce
thousands of tailored messages, identify which nar-
ratives generate the strongest engagement, and con-
tinuously refine them for different audiences,
languages and emotional triggers. Influence operations
thus become adaptive learning systems rather than
staticcampaigns. The next step is agentic AL Instead of
human operators coordinating networks of accounts,
autonomous Al agents will conduct millions of person-
alised conversations, adapt to individual responses,
build credibility over time and subtly reinforce selected
narratives. Cognitive warfare will become continuous,
conversational and highly personalised.

Theimplications are huge. Public trust is a strategic
national asset, and the ability of citizens to distinguish
genuine public concerns from orchestrated amplifica-
tion influence a nation’s resilience during crises.

Technology, regulation and international cooper-
ation will all be essential. But none can keep pace with
thespeed and scale of Al-driven influence operations.
Just as previous generations built military resilience
todefend territory and cyber resilience to protect digi-
tal infrastructure, this era demands cognitive resil-
ience to protect democratic judgement.

The most durable defence liesin building cognitive
resilience: Teaching citizens how amplification works,
strengthening trusted channels of communication,
and encouraging respectful dialogue across differ-
ences. Finland’s model of media literacy could be
studied. Asinformation warfare evolves into cognitive
warfare, the first line of defence is no longer only the
border. It is the informed citizen. Pause before you
believe. Pause before you share.

The writer is Chairman, UPSC and former Defence
Secretary of India. The views are personal

erased,” she writes.

Saswati Bhattacharya
writes about how menstru-
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unable to fully close one of her
eyes. According to her, acid

fests in subtle yet systemic ways in
designs that often disregard women’s

BOOK
REVIEW

NEHA KIRPAL

A new anthology throws light on subtle,
everyday forms of gender-based condi-
tioning and violence that goes unno-
ticed. The essays in the book, by several
well-known personalities from diverse
fields ranging from culture to politics,
law, academia, sports, art and media,
dwell on the experiences of its contribu-
ting authors. Through the compendium,
Priyadarshini Bhattacharya aims to talk
about violence that hides in plain sight.
She writes as abureaucrat on the mar-

gins, “one who watches from the
peripheries, listening to the stories that
slip through the cracks of reports and
policy briefs”.

Seema Anand narrates several stories
that reiterate the idea that a woman’s
worth is tethered to a man’s, no matter
how flawed or undeserving he may be.
“Misogyny isn’t political radicalisation. It
isan inherited poison, seeded in the
stories you hear as a child,” she writes.
Payal Hathi and Kanika Sharma write
that women'’s health has long been
defined by anyone but women them-
selves. Sukriti Paul Kumar explains that
the failure to listen, see and acknowledge
has been a fundamental problem within
patriarchy. “To decode humour, to
decodessilence, to decode the everyday
violence that slips unnoticed into lan-
guage - requires awakening,” she writes.

Shraddha Pandey writes that impor-
tant tasks are often not given to women
at work, because of how they are per-

woman’s career is often challenged by
personal milestones that are seen as lia-
bilities. “Any skill, expertise or potential
she brought to the table was summarily
dismissed, overshadowed by a bias that
reduced her to her biological func-
tions,” she writes.

Deepa Mehta says women have his-
torically been marginalised in the arts.
“Their entry into cinema hasbeen a
slow but silent revolution,” she writes.
Ratna Pathak Shah recalls a song from
her childhood about the importance of
abrother, and a special fast she had to
keep that would guarantee her a good
husband. Even though she grew up in
the company of independent, strong-
minded women, and girls in her family
were educated, marriage was seen as
their ultimate goal. After marriage,
Kiran Rao felt as though her individual
identity was lost. “It is a blatant marker
of patriarchy that our identities are
defined by our forefathers, while our
mothers’ names and identities are

ation is historically associated
with shame. Conversations
about women’s bodies or sex-
uality often remain stifled, she
points out. “While blood is
glorious in the battlefield and
atragedy in accidents, itis
shameful when it seeps from
the womb,” she writes. Girija
Borker writes about the
struggles that women and
girls face on their daily com-

mute. In her research, she Bhattacharya
found that across geo- Bubhshed by
graphies and modes of enguin

public transport, women
share a narrative of harass-
ment and fear. “The other
aspect of such fleeting violence is that
while it may last only minutes, its
impact lingers, sometimes for a life-
time,” she writes.

Even after undergoing 10 surgeries,
acid attack survivor Laxmi Agarwal is

Ashes to Light: Stories
of Hope Towards
Gender Justice

by Priyadarshini

463 pages 3599

attacks lead not just to physi-
cal scars but lasting emotional
injury. “For we have been
deprived of love and accept-
ance by asociety that priori-
tises physical beauty above all
else,” she writes. In 2006, Ms
Agarwal filed a public interest
litigation addressing acid
attacks in the Supreme Court.

While relating various inci-
dents and observations from
his childhood, Pushpesh Pant
talks about inequalities in the
treatment of women and girls
in matters related to food and
the kitchen. He also highlights
the endless ritual fasts pre-
scribed for women for the long
life of their husbands, the welfare of their
children or the prosperity of the house-
hold. “The growing girl child was never
fed like aboy,” he adds.

Preeti and Kabir Vajpai explain how
gendered violence in architecture mani-

needs. In their practice, they have often
observed how men dominate decisions
about spaces primarily used by women.
They further add that the erasure of
women’s voices in urban planning is
devastatingly evident. “Architectural
design and planning that disregards
women’s needs have profound conse-
quences on their emotional, physical
and psychological well-being,” they
explain. The authors also provide
actionable solutions for gender-
responsive architecture.

Mary Kom writes that despite the
obstacles she faced, she set out to prove
that motherhood and ambition could
share the same stage. Through Rugby
India, Rahul Bose explores the role,
participation and importance of
women and girls in sports. “A level
playing field doesn’tjust appear, it has
to be built,” he writes.

The reviewer is a New Delhi-based
freelance writer
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CONTRAPUNTO

Modesty is invisibility. To be seen - to be seen-is to
be...penetrated. What you must be girls, is impenetrable

- MARGARET ATWOOD, The Handmaid’s Tale

Of Bosses & Judges

HC sentence for Tejpal shows how grievously
trial courts can misjudge rape cases
In 2013, ayoung colleague accused Tarun Tejpal of rapingherina

hotellift. This was the first high-profile case under the Criminal

Law Amendment Act passed that year. The post-Nirbhaya
legislation aimed to punish sexual offences against women more
dependably and strictly. In 2021, a Goa trial court acquitted Tejpal.
It was a terribly controversial judgment, not for its conclusion
per se,butfor the way itgot there. Yesterday, Bombay HC’s Goa bench
set that acquittal aside, and sentenced Tejpal to 10 years’ rigorous
imprisonment. It has called out the trial court’s findings as “directly
contrarytotheevidenceonrecord” and “perverse”. Forall the other
rape survivors navigating the courts, it may be some comfort that
justice was only delayed here, not denied. But because the tendencies
Bombay HC identified in one trial court are shared with countless
others, this comfort is cold.

One such tendency is relying on “stereotypical assumptions
about how an ‘ideal’ victim should
physically resistor emotionally react”.
Another is weaponising her sexual
history to “discredit her evidence”,
while granting “the benefit of the
doubt to the respondent where none
reasonably existed”. Basically, when
‘men in power’ abuse their authority
in the workplace, all too often their
social advantage outside the court
continues inside it. Another case
this week, Brij Bhushan Singh’s, has
played out similarly in another trial court. It remains to be seen
whether an HC willflip the acquittal here too.

It’s a strange thing that between the start and ‘close’ of the
Tejpal case, #MeToo moment both gained ‘virality’ and lost it.
This speaks to how non-urgently the legal system continues to
takerape cases, nomatter how dire these feel to the survivors. And it
also resonates with how much has, or hasn’t, changed in India’s
workplaces. Compliance with Vishaka guidelines remains uneven.
Accusers can yet be met with institutional hostility, while the
accused is protected. By Tejpal’s own account, when reminded
that he was her boss, he replied, “That makes it simpler.” What
is the simple thing here? That, without proper checks, without
employers and courts that care, workplace hierarchy greases
sexual harassment. Because it can take away not just promotions,
assignments, references, but one’slivelihood itself.

Moon Shot

SpaceX rocket’s lunar crash teaches a valuable
lesson: don’t skimp on filling up the tank

art of a SpaceX rocket crashed into Moon early on Wednesday.

While scientists pore over data from this “unintentional”

experiment, the most important takeaway for the rest of us is
to always tank up before starting on a long journey. You see, that
rocket upper stage could have become a satellite of Sun, had SpaceX
fuelled it more generously. Alas, call it private contractor miserliness
or whatever, SpaceX put just enough fuel in the tank to get the job
done. Which was to deliver two landers — one American, the other
Japanese —to Moon last year. Once the rocket upper stage ran out of
fuel, it became uncontrollable space debris, until Moon'’s gravity
pulled it in,and wham!

How could Musk, who’s spent
years addressing range anxiety of
Tesla buyers, allow this? Luckily,
no harm was done. The 4-tonne
projectile hit Moon at 8,690kmph
and, scientists are guessing, left a

* crater 60 feet wide and 15 feet deep.
They aren’t sure because no satellites were positioned to capture
the moment. A ground-based telescope captured the dust plume,
revealing traces of sodium and lithium. But don’t start planning
a moon mining mission for lithium yet. The lithium likely came
from the rocket itself. As for sodium, we have enough of it here,
and too much in our junk food-fed bodies.

Truthis, thisMoon strike isnothinglike Nasa’s “intentional” hit
in 2009 that revealed the presence of ice in Moon dirt. That’s why
Wednesday’s hit was treated with minor scientific interest. More
interesting than the hit itself was the way independent astronomers
tracked the rocket stage, calculated its trajectory and predicted
the spot where it would strike. Plus, there’s a valuable lesson for the
future-nottobe careless withrockets around Moon. Nasa’s Artemis
programme aims to set up a Moon base that astronauts will visit
routinely. So, rockets randomly falling out of the sky could be
disastrous. Nasa and SpaceX are goingto talk this out. But the solution
isobvious: when fuelling rockets, embrace range anxiety.

Cockroaches and Gup

An old-style schoolmaster would have made
common cause with today’s Gen Z protesters

Jug Suraiya

I remember Mr Peterson and think of what he would have
made of Cockroach Janta Party Affectionately nicknamed
Gup by his students, Mr Peterson taught us English and
History at La Martiniere Calcutta. He was one of the best
teachersI'veeverhad.

We called him Gup because the word has two meanings.
Asa verb 1t means to talk, and as a noun it means not exactly an untruth but
embroidery to enliven the drab fabric of the strictly factual.

Gup was a past master of both. He talked a lot, with a low-toned eloguence
all the more compelling for its soft-spokenness.

In History class he would flesh out the bare bones of dates, and names, and
battles won and lost, through mimesis. He would crouch, vigilant sentinel ona
rampart, hand shielding watchful eyes from the glare of the sun, ears attuned

to therolling thunder of oncoming cavalry.

\ Mesmerised, we soaked in the long-ago past brought to present
@ ) life. That was the art that Gup had, of making the act of learning

N J not a chore with which to pass an exam but an enjoyment more

funthan fun itself.

- ——— In English class he would ask us to write a review of
lug ularvel I’l our favourite film. As we replayed movies on the screen
———— of ourminds, they came morealive for us in intensity of
colour and sound, sharpness of image, than they’d been as mere pastime.

1 think Gup was so good at teaching because he was so good at learning,
learning from us what would spark interest in us, what would not just hold our
attention but grip it like a Hitchcock thriller.

Teaching and learning were the twin sides of the coin of education that for
Gup wasa lifelong mission. Had he been around today, Gup Peterson would, for
once, have been bereft of words by the tragic travesty that rampant corruption
and cheating have made of what was his cherished vocation.

The Cockroaches? Gup would have applauded their passionate protest against
the defilement of that to which he had dedicated his life. And that’s no gup.

an IPOs Change India?

A record number of startup founders will ring the market bell in the next two years.
Will they create wealth at scale and help create the next generation of business leaders?

Amit Anand

As of mid-2026, 236 mainboard IPO
proposals sit in Sebi’s pipeline with
nearly Z3Lcrready to beraised. And 25
startups have already filed draft red
herring prospectuses (DRHP) this year:
The next two years will bring more
Indian founders to that bell than any period before.

Thiscomes on the back of somethingremarkable. In
2025, 18 new-age tech companies went public, raising a
record %41,248cr. Meanwhile, Demat accounts crossed the
20cr mark. Individual investors now own18.5% of India’s
equity market, a fivefold increase since 2020.

In 2025, investors could not get enough. Dozens of
issues attracted subscriptions of more than 50 times.
In early 2026, the same market cooled. Macro
headwinds, geopolitical uncertainty, and a more
cautious global appetite played their part. Most startup
debuts landed flat or at a discount. One issue was
subscribed just 0.97 times.

But inside that broader shift, a more fundamental
question has surfaced. Public investors have begun asking
notjusthowacompany has performed, but where it intends
to go. Which is harder to answer than it sounds.

A quiet crisis | There’s a crisis that often follows great
success, and it almost never makes headlines. You
survive the brutal early years, scale the mountain,
and finally list. The adrenaline fades. Founders
burn out and teams lose momentum. It feels natural
to believe the finish line has been crossed. For years,
identity, energy, and ambition have been consumed
by a single goal: reaching the summit. But what if we
have misunderstood the purpose of the peak?

Indianow has nearly 2L DPIIT-recognised startups.
Fewer than 150 — roughly 0.07% —have ever listed. That
is a statistical anomaly, not a rite of passage. Scale is
not merely an achievement. It is a privilege, a rare
alignment of effort, execution, and perhaps something
more that defies easy definition.

Once a company achieves meaningful scale, rules
change. Talent flows towards you. Capital becomes
cheaper and brand trust compounds. The goal is not
toleave that platform behind but to use it.

Public stewardship | Right now, somewhere in India,
a first-generation investor is watching a listing price
on a screen. They have carefully saved money into a

company whose founder they will never meet, on a
conviction they could not explain to their family. There
isno word in any DRHP for that kind of faith.
Goingpublicis themoment ownership expands beyond
the original circle. A schoolteacher’s SIP, a retired clerk’s
savings, a family investing for their children, these
people are now partners in something a founder spent
their best years building. The public company is one of
humanity’s most important inventions precisely because
it enables community ownership and democratised
wealth creation at scale.
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Too often that gets lost in compliance obligations
and quarterly earnings pressure. But public shareholders
arenotadistractiontomanage. They are thecommunity
afounder has been chosen toserve.

Dhirubhai Ambani understood this. He seeded an
equity culture that turned 4mn ordinary Indians into
shareholders. Ratan Tata argued with investment
bankers over a pricing band, insisting on terms that
would benefit retail investors. Their IPOs were not
exits, but opening bids on alonger obligation.

Today’s new economy founders are writing their
own versions. When Flipkart closed the Walmart
deal in 2018, the first announcement was a 100%
buyback of vested employee stock options. Around
3,000 employees were suddenly on their way to becoming
dollar millionaires. Globally, Jensen Huang built
Nvidia with equity distributed through every layer
of the organisation, creating an estimated 27,000
millionaires among engineers who joined early and
stayed. These were not gestures. They were commitments
made in boardrooms and balance sheets.

Creating owners | This brings us to what is ultimately
the deepest responsibility of scale. It is not to generate
returnsbut to create owners.

Public companies have a unique ability to expand
participation in prosperity. Employee ownership,
profit sharing, long-term incentives, and public
markets are not merely financial tools. They are
mechanisms that allow more people to share in the
value they helped create.

Indian companies spent 15,000cr on ESOP programmes
in FY25, up 30% year on year. Engineers who built
the product, operators who scaled it, frontline teams
who served customers when the company was a
nobody, they deserve to share in what their work
created. So do early vendors, long-term shareholders,
and customers who trusted a founder when they were
still unproven. When a company succeeds, rewards
thatflow back through thisentire ecosystem transform
abusiness intoan institution.

Value creation and value sharing are not opposing
forces. They reinforce each other. A shareholder holds
paper. An owner holds stake. The best companies know
their job after listing is not to manage shareholders.
Itistocreate owners.

Infinite beginning | An IPO is not the completion of
entrepreneurship. It is the beginning of stewardship.
The scale you fought so hard to build is now ready to
compound. The ownership you once held tightly can now
be shared more broadly, to uplift those who believed in you
and the many more who are only just beginning to.

True work begins when success stops being about
what you can build for yourself, and starts becoming
about what you can build for the world. The responsibility
of scaleisalsoits greatest privilege.

The writer is founding partner of Jungle Ventures, a VC
firm

Britain Has A NEET Problem. Solution Relevant For India Too

With more than a million 16-to-24-year-olds Not in Employment, Education or Training, Andy Burnham’s
UK is turning to vocational training. The move could have influence beyond British borders

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Britain, like India, has its own NEET
problem. Unlike the homophone, both
problems are not neat but messy and
resistant to ready solutions. Some see
the leaked exam papers of National
Eligibility cum Entrance Test as a
Columnist sign of mismanagement of the Indian
based in London education system as a whole. As for

Britain, it has a large and growing
problem of young people who are Not in Employment,
Educationor Training.

The latest data shows more than a million
16-to-24-year-olds as NEET, which means 1 in 8 of
that cohort belongs to a uniquely passive sub-class
of under-utilised minds and bodies. In five years,
Britainmay havelin 6 NEETs.

The costsarehigh, in terms of money, mental health
and social impact. NEETSs are costing Britain roughly
£125bnayear inlost GDP and long-term skills development,
as well as direct state support. Less than half of today’s
NEETs are even actively looking for work.

Now, PM Burnham’s Britain wants to ace the NEET
test. It is seeking to move away from the idea that the
mortar board is superior to the hard hat.

Ambitious school curriculum reforms would offer
14-year-olds the chance to study technical subjects,
alongside core ones such as English and math. Out
would go the conceit, in Burnham’s words, that “there’s
only one route to success: university, a degree, adesk”. In
will come the idea of raising your child to be a technical
specialist, with deep and abiding knowledge of machine
parts, U-bends, gas meters, drywall etc.

A real-life role model exists, namely Hannah Spencer,
35.Havingleftschool at 16, she took a vocational course,
became a plumber and later went on to qualify as plasterer
and gasengineer as well. The only reason we know about
‘Hannah the plumber’, as she is now widely described,
is her triumphant win in a parliamentary election
earlier this year. In so doing, she became the Green
Party’s first ever MP in the north of England, and one

of roughly 65 MPs without a university degree. That’s
just10% of the UK House of Commons.

‘Hannah the plumber’ is an interesting case study,
but not because of her rise to the dizzying heights of
national politics. She shows that technical specialists,
just as much as university graduates, can be credible
leaders and thinkers on issues as diverse as upcycling,
recycling, wealth inequality, the war on Gaza, and
opposition to greyhound racing.

But is it even possible to establish parity of esteem
between the technically and academically trained?
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Education systems have t1ad1tmnally been well
schooled in their disdain for the technical trades.
Plato's ideal state was organised around strict
roles — guardians or rulers, auxiliaries or soldiers and
producers. The three classes were said to be composed
of different metals — gold, silver and bronze. Bronze
artisans were earmarked for apprenticeships to
learn their trade, while the gold and silver others
were educated more rigorously.

The British Raj hewed to much the same concept,
though it leaned heavily upon technical expertise for
real-world problem solving. Sir Arthur Cotton isa case

inpoint. His mid-19th century irrigation engineering work
in the Godavari district, helped turn it from a famine-
stricken region to the rice bowl of Andhra Pradesh.
Yet, he only studied military science, mathematics, and
some engineering as al5-year-old officer cadet.

1t’s been some 170 years since industrial tycoons in
Britainbegan sendingtheir offspringtobe gentrified at
exclusive public schools. There, they train to be potential
prime ministers, or at least, principal secretary in the
civilservice, rather than pipefitters. They goonto college
and emerge encrusted with a sense of exceptionalism
and expectations of amatchingjob.

But those aspirations are increasingly dashed by
the weak graduate jobs market, declining graduate
premium, and therise of Alacross white collarsectors.
Some 700,000 graduates are currently out of work,
and1in10 British NEETs has a degree. Unsurprisingly
then, a third of people in England pronounced a
university education as simply not worth the time or
money, according to the latest annual survey of British
social attitudes. New research by a tradesman-focused
company shows thatunder-25s are increasingly considering
plumber, builder, or electrician jobs, citing earning
potential and job stability.

This can only rise, with AT's onslaught on white
collar jobs, even though professional rather than
technical labour was once thought to promise comfort,
affluence, and status.

And given Britain’s influence in education, its
move to amore technical, vocationally-focused system
may be influential beyond its shores.

The debate over hard hats vs graduation caps isnot
over. But a reckoning may perforce be on its way. In
any case, there may be new appreciation of Thomas
Hardy's tragic hero Jude. A stonemason’s apprentice,
Jude tried to teach himself Greek and Latin in hopes
of becoming a scholar at Christminster, a fictional
portrayal of Oxford. It symbolised the view of university
learning as a chance to slip the straitjacket of birth. It
was the 1890s and Jude never got there. A 21st-century
Jude in Burnham’s Britain might wonder why he
eventried.
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Robert F Kennedy

Walk For Shiv: True Essence Of Kanwar Yatra

Anup Taneja

T he spiritual meaning of the
kanwar yatra isrooted in Hindu
mythology, specifically the
ancient legend of the ‘Samudra Manthan’,
or the churning of the ocean. During
this cosmic event, a catastrophic poison
called ‘Halahal’ emerged, endangering
the entire creation. To safeguard the
universe, Shiv consumed the toxin and
trapped it in his throat, turninghis
throat blue and bestowing upon him

the name Neelkanth Mahadev.

To soothe the intense burning from
the venom, his followers poured sacred
Gangajal over him. Today, kanwariyas
carry Gangajal to Shiv during the holy
month of Shravan to show their appreciation
and deep devotion, while praying for his
divine protection, well-being, and success.
Fetching Gangajal represents a spiritual
rebirth; carrying it without letting it
touch the earth teaches the ultimate yogic
wisdom: unshakeable awareness. It turns

the fragile human body into a walking
temple, keeping the mind anchored
solely on Shivamidst the din.

Indeeper spiritual interpretation,
kanwar, the bamboo pole, represents the
most important yogic ‘nadi’, ‘Sushumna’
that extends from muladhar, base of the
spine tosahasrar, crown chakra. The
two pots of water hanging on either

endrepresent the balancing .,§§uﬂ

of dual cosmicenergies:Ida,
feminine/moon, and Pingala,
masculine/sun. <
Balancing the kanwar
perfectly while walking

focusing it exclusively on the Divine
Light that constantly emanates
from Shiv’s Third Eye, Ajna Chakra,
within the ‘Sushumna’.

This arduous and gruelling journey
that often spans hundreds of kilometres
barefoot under the scorching sun or
torrential rain, represents a deep-rooted

tradition of ‘tapasya’, penance. This

%0 intense self-discipline is believed

to burn away past negative karm
and purge themind of all sorts
of impurities. Sadhguru
Jaggi Vasudev says, “When
yousubject your body to such

reflects the yogic philosophy THE SPEAKING TREE vohmtary suffering for a higher

of finding absolute mental

equilibrium amidst worldly distractions.
Walkinglong distances barefoot witha
delicate, sacred cargo requires unbroken
concentration. Every single step must be
taken with utmost care. This intense focus
actsasaform of active chankramanam,
meditation, withdrawing the mind
from outer materialistic desires and

urpose, your focus shifts away
from the xmmedlate comforts of the self
to something far greater. It cleanses the
individual ego, forces self-discipline,
and transforms a casual walk intoa
profound, moving meditation.”

The kanwar yatra thus transcends a

mere yearly religious gathering; it rather
stands as a vibrant tradition embodying

true devotion, strict discipline, and a shared
community spirit. Moving participants
beyond familiar material comforts inspires
aprofound internal journey of self-reflection
and spiritual connection.

The echoing chants of ‘BolBam’
along streetsand highways and the
organisation of bhandaras, community
feasts, by local communities to provide
free food, water and medical care represent
more thana prayer to Shiv. They serve
asauniversal reminder for humanity
tolive peacefully in a spirit of harmony,
help others selflessly, and honour the
sacredness of life’s journey.

Swami Chidananda said, “When the
pilgrims constantly chant ‘Bol Bam’,
they are not just shouting a slogan; they
arealigning their inner consciousness
with cosmic energy, purifying their own
lives while bringing the holy, cooling
energy of the Ganges to soothe the
worldly poisons around them.”

The writer is a senior academic fellow,
ICHR
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IN THE NEWS

BRICS ADOPTS
SOLAR ENERGY
ACTION PLAN

INAMAJOR
push for
clean energy
manufactur-
ing and tech-
nological
cooperation, BRICS
member nations have
formally adopted a
structured action plan on
the photovoltaic industry.
Finalised during the 10th
BRICS Industry Ministers'
Meeting in Jaipur, the
agreement establishes a
concrete framework to
scale up solar energy
collaboration, technology
exchange, and supply
chain resilience across
member economies.
Addressing the meet,
Commerce and Industry
Minister Piyush Goyal
stressed that BRICS
countries must translate
shared aspirations into
practical outcomes. To
support emerging tech
ventures, India proposed
launching a BRICS
Incubator Network
alongside a BRICS Startup
Innovation Fund.

Deadline for duty
concessions under
UK FTA extended

THE LAST DATE for
submission of

- online
applications
seeking quota to avail duty
concessions under the
India-UK trade pact for 2026
has been extended till
August 9 this year,
according to a public
notice. Under the pact,
which came into effect from
July 15, New Delhi has
extended quota-based duty
concessions for goods like
passenger cars.

Delhi's electricity
on rising demand
DELHI'S

<+) TRANSITION is
being tested by a
and-night demand peaks,
shrinking local generation,
potential and slow progress
in smart metering, a study by

challenges mount

ELECTRICITY
combination of rising day-
untapped rooftop solar
IEEFA and Ember said.

Coal supply for
power sector

comfortable

THE GOVERNMENT ON
Thursday said domestic
coal supply for the power
sector remained
comfortable in July, with
total stocks of about 148
million tonne — enough to
meet roughly 62 days of
consumption.

FE BUREAU & AGENCIES
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CENTRE BETS BIG ON WASTE-TO-WEALTH ECONOMY

Cabinet okays ¥23,731-cr
scheme to boost biogas

SAURAYV ANAND
New Delhi, August 6

THE UNION CABINETon Thurs-
day approved a X23,731-crore
national circular bioenergy
scheme, offering compressed
biogas producers assured pur-
chases,anadministered price of
32,110 per MMBTU forat least
10 years and capital assistance
toscaledomesticoutput nearly
tenfold and reduce dependence
onimported natural gas.

The GOBARdhan scheme, to
be implemented from FY27 to
FY36, seeks to address the via-
bility and financing hurdles
that have constrained com-
pressed biogas projects despite
India’slarge availability of agri-
cultural residue, cattle dung,
press mud and municipal
organicwaste.

Citygasdistribution compa-
nies will procure CBG in line
with the mandatory blending
obligationof 3%inFY27,4%in
FY28 and 5% from FY29
onwardsinthe compressed nat-
ural gastransportand domestic
piped natural gassegments.The
assured-demand framework is
intended to improve capacity
utilisation and give lenders and
developers greatervisibility over
project revenues.

Eligible greenfield plantswill

CLEAN ENERGY PUSH

m The GOBARdhan
scheme will be
implemented
from FY27 to FY36

B The scheme to provide
capital assistance to
scale domestic output
nearly ten-fold

W Govt is offering an administered
price of 2,110 per MMBTU for at

least 10 yrs to biogas producers

u Clty gas distribution
companies will procure
CBG in line with the
mandatory blending
obligation of 3% in FY27

g T

receive capital assistance of up
to X2 crore per tonne per day of
installed CBG capacity. Brown-
field projects adding capacity
willalso qualify.The supportwill
cover core plant equipment,
feedstock aggregation, organic
manure processing and value-
addition infrastructure.

“The X23,731-crore GOB-
ARdhan package has the
potential to do for India’s bio-
gas sector what the PLI
scheme did for solar manufac-
turing, transforming policy

TS

intentinto bankable projects,’
said Sanjay Ganjoo, director
general of the Indian Federa-
tion of Green Energy.

India generates nearly 500
million tonne of agricultural
residue annually, much of
which continues to be burnt in
fields,contributing toair pollu-
tion. Ganjoo said feedstock
availability was not the princi-
pal constraint for the sector.

“The real bottlenecks have
been assured offtake, stable
pricing, evacuation infrastruc-

RESERVOIR STORAGE
ACROSS the country
improved by 19% in a
week to 53% of capacity
on Thursday, up from

L4 L% reported a week
ago, thanks to 'normal’
monsoon rains since early
July. However, overall
water storage across all
166 major reservoirs was
26% below the level from
ayearago and 2.9%
below the normal or 10-
year average level,
reports Sandip Das.
According to the Central

levels in 53 major dams in
the western region —

Water Commission, water

RESERVOIR LEVELS UP 19% IN A
WEEK, STILL BELOW 2025 MARK

Reservoir water levels (% change )
mm From last year @ No. of dams 4" From 10 year average
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Joshi: India crosses 300 GW
non-fossil fuel capac1ty

SAURAV ANAND
New Delhi, August 6

INDIAHAS CROSSED 300 GW
of installed non-fossil fuel-
based power capacity, up from
around 81 GWadecade ago,as
renewable energyinstallations
accelerated during the first half
of 2026, Union Minister for
New and Renewable Energy
PralhadJoshisaid on Thursday.

The country added 30.58
GW of renewable energy capac-
ityduringJanuary-June,a 25%
increase over the correspond-
ing period last year. Solar
accounted for 26.34 GW of the
additions, while wind con-
tributed more than 4.2 GW,
Joshi said at the 7th CII Inter-
national Energy Conference
and Exhibition.

The milestone comesas the
government looks to reduce
project costs,expand domestic
manufacturing and address
transmission and technology
bottlenecks that could con-

strain the next phase of renew-
able energy expansion.

“This achievement belongs
to developers taking invest-
ment decisions,manufacturers
expanding factories, financial
institutions providing capital,
and thousands of engineersand
workers executing these pro-
jects on the ground,”Joshi said.

The minister said the reduc-
tion in the Goods and Services
Tax (GST) on renewable energy
devices and manufacturing
components from 129% to 5%
is expected to lower utility-

scale solar project costs by X20-
25 lakh per MW. A 500-MW
solar park could save more than
%100 crore,while annual pro-
curement savings for distribu-
tion companies are estimated
at2,000-3,000 crore.

Forhouseholds,the costofa
typical 3-kW rooftop solar sys-
tem has fallen by ¥9,000-
10,500, while a 5-HP solar
pump is now cheaper by
around ¥17,500. If 1 million
such pumps are installed, the
cumulative savings could reach
nearly 1,750 crore. Joshi
added that the PM Surya Ghar:
Muft Bijli Yojana has crossed 5
million beneficiaries.

The government has
extended the basic customs
duty exemption on capital
goods used for lithium-ion cell
manufacturing for battery
energy storage systems until
March 31, 2028.The move is
aimedatreducing dependence
onimported battery packs, par-
ticularly from China.
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dams in Southern India
| are currently filled to
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ture and efficient feedstock
aggregation,’he said.With only
about 216 CBG plants commis-
sioned against ambitious
blending targets, projectviabil-
ity has been affected by insuffi-
cient coordination between
production facilities and city
gas networks, he added.

The scheme will support
cluster-based and standalone
pipelines connecting CBG
plantswith trunk pipelinesand
city gas distribution systems.
The infrastructure is expected
to lower evacuation costs,
expand market access and
enable higher utilisation of
domestically produced gas.

A dedicated credit-guaran-
tee mechanism will share part
of the lending risk for eligible
MSME projects,improve access
to institutional finance and
reduce collateral requirements.
The government expects this to
widen participation by cooper-
atives, women entrepreneurs,
first-time developers and rural
businesses.

The scheme will also estab-
lisha CBG Ecosystem Challenge
Fund to support district-level
feedstock mapping, aggrega-
tioninfrastructure,technology
adoption, manure value addi-
tion,capacitybuildingandlocal
project planning.

Millers seek to
advance cane
crushing torein
In sugar prices

SANDIP DAS
New Delhi, August 6

TO BOOST SUPPLIES and
curb priceriseahead of the fes-
tive season, the sugarindustry
hasrecommended that crush-
ing of sugarcane this seasonbe
started 10-15 days earlierthan
usual and sought financial
support from the government.
It stated that early com-
mencement of crushing inthe
2026-27 season (October-Sep-
tember) is expected to bring
fresh sugar into the market
sooner, particularly ahead of
the festive season, thereby
strengthening availability,
enhancing market confidence
and contributing to price sta-
bility without imposing any
undue burden on consumers.
“Early commencement of
crushingisexpected toresultin
lower sugar recovery and
reduced cane yields, thereby
affecting the operational effi-
ciency and financial viability of
mills,” industry bodies said in a
communication to the food
ministry. Usually sugarcane
crushing begins by the end of
October and early November.
The average retail price of
sugar was 8.6% higher at
X¥50.14 akgon Thursday,com-
pared to the year-ago period.

Coal India enters iron ore
mining,wins Odisha block

SAURAVY ANAND
New Delhi, August 6

STATE-RUN COAL INDIA has
entered the iron ore mining
business after being declared
the preferred bidder for the
Gadadharpuriron oreblockin
Odisha, marking a significant
expansion beyond its core
coal operations.

The Odisha government
awarded the block through an
auction at a premium of
114.05% of the value of min-
eral dispatched, payable to the
state, Coal India said in a stock

exchange filing.
Located in Odisha’s
Kendujhar district, the

Gadadharpur block is a G3-
stage exploration asset with
estimated iron ore resources
of 288 million tonne (MT).
The award gives the country’s
largest coal miner its first
foothold in iron ore, a key raw
material for steel production.

The move is part of Coal
India’s strategy to diversify its
long-term portfolio by lever-
aging its expertise in large-
scale mining, project execu-
tion and mineral evacuation.

IN PIVOT MODE

m CIL has been declared the preferred bidder
for the Gadadharpur iron ore block in Odisha

B State govt
awarded the
block via
auction ata
premium of
114.05%

of the value of
mineral
dispatched

B Gadadharpur
blockis a
G3-stage
exploration
asset with
estimated iron
ore resources
of 288 MT

The company has been
steadily expanding beyond
coal into critical minerals and
other mining segments.

Underthe termsof theauc-
tion, Coal India is required to
fulfil the conditions for
becoming the successful bid-
derwithin a year.

Thereafter, the mining
lease deed must be executed
within three years, according
to the regulatory filing.

The preferred bidder status
marks the first step towards

India mustlead in
applied Al: Nilekani

POULOMI CHATTERIJEE
Bengaluru, August 6

INDIA SHOULD FOCUS on
becoming a global leader in
applied artificial intelligence
rather than competing in the
capital-intensive race to build
Al infrastructure, Infosys Co-
founder and Chairman Nan-
dan Nilekani said on Thursday,
adding that the country’s
strength liesin deploying Al at
population scale through its
digital publicinfrastructure.

Speaking at the NCAER
India Policy Forum 2026 in the
Capital, Nilekani said that
while global technology com-
panies were investing billions
of dollarsin data centres, chips
and computing power to build
larger Al models,India’s oppor-
tunitywas to make Al work for
millions of people through
practical applications.

Describing Al as a general-
purpose technology compara-
ble to electricity or railways,
Nilekani said India could repli-
cate the success of its DPI stack
by making AI accessible and
inclusive.Akey priority,hesaid,
should be expanding voice-
based AI across Indian lan-
guages, regional dialects and
colloquial speech patterns such
as Hinglish to bring more peo-
pleinto the digital economy.

“Making AI inclusive by
enabling people to speak in
their mother tongue or their
nativelanguage via voice inter-
action will dramatically
expand access to technology.
That alone can lead to signifi-
cant value and productivity
benefits,” he said.

NANDAN NILEKANI,
CO-FOUNDER &
CHAIRMAN, INFOSYS

Large companies
will probablybe net
joblosersin the
comingyears

India needs to
rethink how
employment
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Al era

Nilekani also said that Al
could fundamentally reshape
white-collar employment, with
large companies likely to face

greater job displacement
because highly structured tasks
are easier to automate. “Large
companies will probably be net
joblosersinthecomingyears,’he
said,adding thatIndianeededto
rethinkhowemploymentwould
becreated inthe Al era.

Instead of relying on a
handful of large employers, he
said futurejob creation would
increasingly come from
millions of small businesses
and startups.India has grown
from fewer than 10,000
startup foundersa decadeago
to around 150,000 startups
currently.

® AASTHA GUDWANI, CHIEF ECONOMIST, BARCLAYS INDIA

securing mining rights.

Development of the block
will commence after comple-
tion of the prescribed auction
formalities and execution of
the mining lease.

The Gadadharpur block
will enable Coal India to estab-
lisha presence in the domestic
steel raw material value chain.
Its estimated resource base
could also support the coun-
try’s growing iron ore require-
ment as steel production
capacity expands.

Investments,
savings key to
Viksit Bharat
journey: Lahiri

INDIA MUST FOCUS on boost-
ing savings, investment and
entrepreneurship while
undertaking structural
reforms to sustain long-term
economic growth, Niti Aayog
Vice Chairman Ashok Lahiri
said on Thursday.

Addressing the NCAER’s
India Policy Forum 2026,
Lahiri stressed that economic
growth depends on expanding
productive capacity.

“Much of newtechnologyis
embedded in machines.Appli-
cation of additional capital is
critical forreaping the benefits
of modern technology and
supporting growth,” he said,
citing the high investment
rates maintained by Japan,
South Korea, Singapore, and
Chinaduring theirrapid devel-
opment phases.

Comparing India’s perfor-
mance with East Asian
economies, Lahiri noted that
while India’s gross fixed capi-
tal formation has remained
below 30% of GDP for most
years, the country has used
capital relatively efficiently.
However,he cautioned against
complacency, saying, “The
Incremental Capital-Output
Ratio (ICOR) is a crude mea-
sure of efficiency and has sev-
eral deficiencies.”

Highlighted the impor-
tance of domestic savings in
financing investment, he said,
“the solution is not in saving
less, but in saving more, and
efficientlyintermediating that
saving to the most promising
sectors”. —FE BUREAU

'‘Q1 GDP growth could be higher than 7%’

The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) on Wednesday has
raised its GDP growth fore-
cast for the April-June quarter
by 40 basis points to 7%, say-
ing that several indicators
suggested the Indian econ-
omy performed better
than expected in Q1.
Barclays India Chief
Economist

Aastha Gudwani
believes that growth
in the Q1 could be
even higher. In an inter-
view with Shubham Rana,
she says that the RBI’s Mone-
tary Policy Committee is
unlikely to raise interest rates
in 2026, and it may take place
inearly 2027. Excerpts:

What were your main take-
aways from the RBI Policy?
The things that really stood
out to me were the MPC’s
dedication to the 4% infla-
tion target. Time and again,
the RBI has clearly stated

epaper.ﬁnan{:iaiexpr&ss.cnr.. .

that it understands inflation
isrising, but the composition
of inflation and when it will
peak also matter.

The second point was on
the stance.A change in
stance will be delivered when
there is some certainty
regarding the next rate

move,which is not
there at the moment.

Barclays sees arate
hike in February.
What is the reason
behind this, given that
inflation would have
already peaked by then?
The inflation reading will
have less noise by then and

THE TARGET FOR THIS

our FY28 retail inflation
forecast is about 4.7%.And
with thereporateat 5.25%,1
think we should hike rates by
about 50 basis points

in total to offera 1% real
rate, given the year-ahead
inflation forecast.

Recent PMI data
suggestsa
sharp slow-
down in the
manufac-
turing &
services
sectors.
Doyou
think this is
a point of

YEAR IS NOT THE FISCAL

DEFICIT-TO-GDP RATIO
AT 4.3%, BUT THE DEBT-

TO-GDP RATIO AT 55.6%

CHENNAT /KOCHT

concern?

If youlook at the other high-
frequency indicators that
we track, 15 out of 20
performed better in June
than in May.

The indicators for which
July data is available are also
rather strong.

I think the April-June
GDP number,which the
central bank revised to
7% on Wednesday,
could be higher than
the expectations.

India has received
over $40 billion till
July 31 from the
various schemes
., announced in
June.Doyou
® haveanesti-
1 mate of how

schemes
| can gather
,y by the

end of

September?

We expect about §70 billion
of total inflows in FY27 from
FPI investments in Indian
government bonds, ECBs,
OFCB,and FCNR.

Do you think the govern-
ment will be able to

meet the 4.3% fiscal

target for FY27?

The target for this yearis not
the fiscal deficit-to-GDP
ratio at 4.3%,but the debt-
to-GDPratio at 55.6%.

The government can
achieve the debt-to-GDP tar-
get,even with a modest fiscal
slippage of 10-20 basis
points due to a shortfall in
excise duty revenue and
additional fertiliser and fuel
subsidy requirements.

At the same time, divest-
ment proceeds will be in line
with the target,if not more.
Government will probably
reduce some of its non-com-

| mitted revenue expenditure.
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Striking the right balance

A stable tax regime has immense benefits, but
govt should not compromise revenue goals

ESPITE TAX REVENUES being stagnant relative to the gross
domestic product (GDP) for the last five years, the government
has chosen to continue using tax breaks to promote investment
and consumption. Concerns that the already weak aggregate
demand may become more susceptible to external shocks — which are
nowthe normrather than the exception —are apparently forcing its hand.
After deep cuts in taxes on corporate profits, personal income, and the
goodsand services tax (GST), the liberal approach has now extended to cap-
ital gains tax, which has emerged as a faster-growing source of govern-
ment revenue in recent years. This amounts to a subtle change from an
earlier policywhere shifting the tax burden away from companies to indi-
vidualswas touted asa strategy thatisat once pro-growth and pro-equity.

The first instance of this shift was the waiver of capital gains tax as
well as the tax on interest income for foreign portfolio investors in G-
secs.Thiswasannounced in June against the background of a persistent
weaknessin India’s usually strong capital account.The latest set of mea-
sures, proposed in a Bill, maintains this direction and comprises long-
term tax holidays of 15 to 20 years for various entities along with
improved clarity onwho can avail these tax benefitsand how.The direct
and indirect beneficiaries of the largesse include not just global Big Tech
firms and offshore funds operating out of India but also Indian compa-
nies,domestic data centres,as well as retail and other investors seeking
to grab a piece of economic growth and India’s real estate and infra-
structure boom. The government expects these incentives will provide
animpetustojob creation and household income.The resultant demand
creation is expected to more than offset the fiscal hit from the giveaways
in the medium- tolong-term.

While the government’s intent is appreciated, it is a fact that any
grand bargain between tax concessions and long-term economic
growth trajectoryis replete with risks. Structural improvement of the
economy and raising its growth potential will require not just reforms
and deregulation,butalso much larger publicinvestments in physical
infrastructure and in improving the lot of the common people. Such
investments playa crucial role in demand creation, bolstering human
capital,and increasing economic competitiveness.To be sure, past tax
reliefs haven’tyielded the intended results.The revenue foregone from
the 2019 corporate tax cut was a massive I5.4 lakh crore in the five
years through FY25.Yet, gross fixed capital formation doesn’t seem to
have accelerated. Nor is it proven beyond doubt that the personal
income tax reliefs unveiled in Budget FY26 orlastyear’s GST rate cuts
can boost consumption durably.

Ratherthan the extent of concessions or outright tax holidays,whatis
more commendable about the current tax Bill is that it accords priority to
clear, stable, and predictable tax treatment. This will doubtless reassure
investors. But the government should not lose sight of a recommended
objective to lift combined tax revenues of the Centre and states from
nearly 18% of GDPnow toaround 25%.For the Centre, the ratio rose from
10% in FY20 to 11.5% in FY22 thanks to improved tax administration
efficiency,butithassincelingered around thatlevel. Benign tax rates are
the right policy, but the role of tax as a redistribution tool should not be
compromised either.

The algorithm says sorry

Algorithms, unlike politicians, bureaucrats, or journalists, rarely hold press confer-
ences. They do not explain themselves, issue clarifications, or blame the copy desk.
They simply dowhat they are designed to do, until one day they do something spec-
tacularly inconvenient. Then, suddenly, humans reappear to explain that the algo-
rithm did not quite mean what it did. That, in many ways, sums up Meta’s latest
encounterwith the Indian government.

The company apologised after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Facebook post
brieflydisappeared from the platform,attributing the episode toan AlI-powered auto-
mated system.The explanation sounded familiar.In the age of artificial intelligence,
the algorithm has become the perfect corporate colleague. It works round the clock,
processes billions of pieces of content, and, every now and then, becomes the desig-
nated recipient of all blame.

One can almost imagine the scene inside a technology company. A dashboard
flashesred. Someone says,“Who removed the Prime Minister’s post?”There is an awk-
ward silence before everyone turns to look at the algorithm. The algorithm, being a
software, says nothing. The communications team, however, says plenty.

Theironyisthatalgorithmsare nolongersilent backroom tools.They decidewhat
trends,what disappears,what goesviral,and,increasingly,what peoplebelieve every-
one else is talking about. Social media companies often describe themselves as neu-
tralintermediaries, mere highways onwhich information travels.Yet these highways
appear to come with trafficlights, express lanes,and occasionally even VIP corridors.

If a platform merely hosted content, there would be little debate. But today’s dig-
ital platforms do much more. They recommend videos, rank posts, personalise feeds,
amplify trends, and, as governments across the world increasingly highlight, shape
public discourse itself. The invisible editor is no longer sitting in a newsroom. It sits
inside millions of lines of computer code.

That is perhaps why the government’s point over
intermediary status deserves more attention than the
temporarydisappearance of asingle post.Thereal ques-
tion is notwhether an algorithm made a mistake. Soft-
ware inevitably does. The larger question is whether
companies can simultaneously claim enormous influ-
ence overwhat billions of users see while insisting they
are merely passive hosts whenever accountability
comes knocking.

Technology companies, of course, are hardly alone
in discovering the convenience of automation. Every
sectornowhasitsversion of“the system”.Airlinesblame
computer glitches. Banks blame server downtime. E-
commerce firmsblame technical errors.Somewherein
every organisation there appears tobe a mythical creature called “the system”,which
takes difficult decisions without consulting anyone and politely disappears before
the inquirybegins.Artificial intelligence has simply upgraded that excuse.

Tobe fair,moderatingbillions of postsacross hundreds of countriesisno easy task.
Perfectionisimpossibleand mistakesareinevitable.The challengeisnotwhethererr-
ors occur but how platforms respond to them and whether the rules governing those
decisions are sufficiently transparent.

Ironically,Al is becomingbetterat creating content than explaining why it remo-
ved it.Ask a chatbot to write a sonnet and it probably can.Ask an algorithm why one
post stayed while another vanished,and the answer often resembles a weather fore-
cast: something happened somewhere because multiple factors were involved.

The debate is unlikely to end with one meeting in Delhi or one apology from Sili-
con Valley. Governments everywhere are asking similar questions about algorithmic
accountability, paid amplification,and online safety. Platforms,meanwhile,continue
tomaintain thatinnovation requiresflexibilityand that excessive regulation could sti-
fle the digital economy.

Perhaps the only undisputed winner in all this is the humble apology. It remains
the smallest button in the technology ecosystem, pressed only after the much larger
buttonslabelled “Remove”,“Boost” and “Recommend”have already done theirwork.

Maybe futureversions of artificial intelligence willbecome so advanced that they
willnot only decidewhat deservesattention butwillalso draft theapologybefore any-
one asks for it. Until then, humanswill continue to explain the algorithm.

RISHI RAJ

rishi.raj@expressindia.com
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Not so ‘me

HE RECENT %9,813-CRO-

RE (~$1-billion) IPO of SBI

Fund Management was

oversubscribed 41.66 times.

Despite being a 100% offer
for sale (OFS),with no money going to the
company, investors committed I2.98
trillion (~$31 billion). The committed
amount for this one medium-sized issue
was a trillion rupees more than the total
amount of ¥1.95 trillion mobilised
through IPOs in 2025. This underscores
theextent of liquidityavailablein the mar-
ket and what the investors are willing to
commit for IPOs.

Irving Fisher’s famous exposition of
“money illusion” — the tendency of peo-
ple to consider nominal numbers rather
than theinflation-adjusted,real numbers
—isacenturyold. However,many people,
including some economic/financial writ-
ers, still seem to be in love with nominal
numbers forinter-temporal comparisons.
Reporting/writing on financial and cor-
porate matters involving nominal num-
bers should be top candidates for using
realnumbers sincereal values dictate sev-
eral important discourses and decisions.

Ironically, many a times nominal
numbers take precedence over the real
numbers, masking the reality to some
extent. Take the example of two signifi-
cantupcoming IPOs: that of the National
Stock Exchange (NSE) and Jio Platforms.
The size of these issues are reported tobe
tothetuneof330,000 croreand ¥40,000
crore respectively. Hence, most of the
reports, both in the print and visual
media, call these issues the largest-ever
and mega IPOs. It happened in the past
too,wheneveran IPO of a significant size
came out, as in the case of Hyundai
Motors, LIC, Paytm, Coal India, Reliance
Power,and many more.

EachIPOissignificantin manyways.
It is the prerogative of the board of each
company to decide on it, subject to the
rules and regulations. However, a real
value test as well as juxtaposing growth

GLOBAL COOPERATION, ALREADY
weak, became more fragile with the West
Asia conflict,creatinga serious energy cri-
sis.That shock pushed countries towards
self-reliance over shared solutions. The
energytransitionisshifting fromanarrow
focus on cutting emissions to a broader
mandate of resilience,security,and conti-
nuity. Conflicts in Ukraine and West Asia
have exposed how fragile concentrated
energy supply is, even as demand has
surged. With disrupted supplies and ris-
ing demand, the energy transition is now
about building systems that are not just
cleaner,but also secure.

In response to recent conflicts and a
wider geopolitical risk, a clear two-track
approach is emerging across emerging
and advanced economies. On the one
hand, it makes a strong strategic case for
diversifying energy systems and acceler-
ating domestic renewables. On the other,
it increases the reliance on fossil fuels in
the short run. Governments have learned
the hardlesson that the transition cannot
succeed if countries face gas or oil short-
agesand blackoutsat home.

Demand hasbeenrisingduetoavarie-
ty of reasons: growing global economies,
increased demand from electrification of
vehicles, heating,factories switching from
oil and gas to electricity,and data centres
driven by AL. Though solar and wind are
expanding fast, fossil fuels remain the
grid’s backup in the absence of adequate
transmission upgradesand large-scalest-
orage.Also,owing to lower plant load fac-

MONEY ILLUSION
INTER-TEMPORAL COMPARISONS MUST BE IN REAL TERMS & WEIGH DYNAMICS OF GROWTH, STRUCTURAL CHANGES

CKG NAIR

Former Member, Securities Appellate Tribunal, and
former Director, National Institute of Securities Markets

in incomes, investment opportunities,
investor population, etc. on those nom-
inal amounts is necessary to really
decide which are the mega and the
largest IPOs over time.

Reliance Petroleum came out with a
publicissueof 8,100 crorein 2006.The
current value of this amount is about
329,000 crore.The 2008 Reliance Power
IPO was for ¥11,563 crore.
In current prices, this
would amount to about
%35,500 crore.The IPO by
the Coal India in 2010 was
to the tune of 315,199
crore.Thisisabout 340,000
crore today. The LIC IPO in

=

Big companies 2014.

going for medium-
sized IPOs in real
terms and small-

for using inflation-adjusted numbers
rather than being under money illusion.
Globally, the largest-ever IPO is the
recent issue of $75 billion by SpaceX.
That too was oversubscribed 3.5 times,
showinginvestorinterest of about $250
billion. In nominal terms, the next big
issuesare: Aramcoin 2019 for $25.6 bil-
lion (29.8 billion including the green
shoe option); $21.3 billion
by Softbank in 2018; and
$21.8billionbyAlibabain
However, the
$17.1-billion IPO by NTT
in 1998, which is worth
$35 billion in current
prices, is second to the

2022,0f321,008 crore, is sized by global SpaceX IPO inreal terms.

now about ¥25,000 crore. standards, that India today is different
TheIPObyHyundaiMotors o0 amidst robust  from the India in the first
Indiain 2024,at 27,870 . decade of this century. In
crore, is about ¥30,000 econon.“f: 2008,India’s GDPwas only
crore in current prices. opportunities, %43 trillion; today it is
While Hyundai’s is the reveals constrained aboutI350trillion,though
largest-ever IPO innominal mindset the base-year change twice

terms till today, in real
terms it is clearly much
belowthat of Coal Indiaand
Reliance Power.

Interms of the US dollar,the Coal India
IPO was equal to $3.33 billion at the
exchange rate of the time. And the
Reliance Power IPO was of $2.7 billion.
Thus,inreal terms, Coal India followed by
Reliance Power are the top two IPOs in
India in the last two decades both in INR
and USD terms. That is the power of real
balancing, a term popularised by econo-
mist Don Patinkin to emphasise the need

JANAK RAJ

Senior Fellow, Centre for Social and
Economic Progress, New Delhi

tors of renewables, producing the same
amount of power would require more
than doubletheinstalled capacityrelative
tofossil fuel-based sources.Arecent study
that I co-authored showed that installed
capacity of renewablesin nine G20 emer-
ging market economies has been surging
andis projected tomore than double from
about2,100Gwin 2023 toover4,300 Gw
by 2030. However, installed capacity of
fossil fuel energy is still projected to rise
from 1,800 Gw to 2,300

makes real value calcula-
tions challenging.To partly
offset it,the GDPincreased
from $1.1 trillion to $4.15 trillion from
2008 to 2026.Retail investor population
has increased from about 20 million to
200million duringthis period.Intuitional
investment has also grown by more than
ten times. Moreover, 2009-10 was the
period of the global financial crisis.In such
a situation, the fact that Coal India could
come up with an IPO equivalent to $3.3
billion then was remarkable — that too
with an OFS of 10% of its total equity,
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@® ENERGY PRIORITIES

Union Minister HD Kumaraswamy

India should not merely become one of the world's
largest consumers of clean energy technologies. India
must become one of the world's leading producers of
the equipment, materials and technologies that will
drive the global energy transition

ga’ [POs

without seekinganyregulatoryrelaxation
on the public holding rules. This was in
yesterday’s India. Today’s India should be
able to access the market at much larger
scales. The GDP of Saudi Arabia was only
$1.47trillionin 2019 when Aramcowent
public with an IPO of about $30 billion,
including the green shoe option. The
Japanese GDPwas $4.15 trillion (equal to
India’s current GDP) in 1998 when NTT
issued the $17.1-billion IPO.

Liquidity for the Indian IPO market is
clearly evident from the magnitude of
oversubscription in some of the large
public issues. The Reliance Power issue
was oversubscribed 73 times in 2008.
Coal India’s IPO was oversubscribed 15
times. There have been several instances
of mid-size and large IPOs getting over-
subscribed more than fifty times.

Therefore, given the increased inco-
mes, expanded investor participation,
bigger size of the economy,and resulting
investment opportunities the question
is why Coal India’s 2010 IPO still shines
asthelargest-everissue.Whatisholding
back thebig companies from mobilising
“mega” sums through publicissues?Why
should big,healthy companies take shel-
ter under the very liberal and granular
public holding rules? Is it a lack of suffi-
cientinvestment options or the absence
of big,ambitious plans? Orisitascheme
for keeping the brute majority of the
promoters intact?

Theboard of directors of such com-
panies are the best equipped to answer
these questions. Whatever the rea-
son/s, the tendency of big companies
going for medium-sized IPOs in real
terms and small-sized by global stan-
dards, that too amidst robust eco-
nomic opportunities, reveals a con-
strained mindset that is misaligned
with the changing domesticand global
dynamics. That stance is neither in
tune with the growing strength of the
Indian economy nor does it help India
achieve its ambitions.

The transition across countries is likely to be
driven not only by climate goals, but also energy

record coal production of 1,047.5 MT in
2024-25 and approved a ¥37,500-crore
scheme this year to fast-track coal gasifi-
cation, citing energy securityamid supply
risks.While coal gasification isless carbon-
intensive than direct coal combustion, it
nevertheless emits CO2.

Overall, while most nations are accel-
erating renewables to meet climate targ-
ets, the instability has reinforced reliance
on traditional sources like coal since they

are domestically available

Gw. Thus, although solar " and insulated from ship-

and wind are being added
rapidly, fossil fuel use con-
tinues to expand,albeit ata
slower rate than before.
After Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine, Germany’s coal
phase-out,originally set for
2030 as a political target,
could be delayed after up-

Countries will likely ping chokepoints. Security

secure supply
chains for critical
minerals before
significantly
reducing reliance
on fossil fuels

is overriding emission con-
cernsinthenearterm.
How things evolve is
hard to say, but the dual
track in energy transition
islikely to continue.Onthe
one hand, countries may
feel more secure with coal

coming reviews.Germany m————meesw 25 the backup. When oil

has placed long-term en-
ergysecurityat the heart of itsenergy pol-
icy,concluding that rapid phase-out plans
have become unrealistic. Japan has lifted
operatinglimits foroneyeartoallowolder
coal plants to run at full capacity.Italy is
setto postpone the permanent shutdown
ofitscoal-fired plantsby 13 yearsto 2038.
South Korea haslifted an 80% cap on coal-
fired generation capacity.

Evenas Chinaleadsinrenewables,itis
set to commission 85 new coal units in
2026,adding 55 Gw (86% of all new coal
power expected globally). India achieved

THE EDITOR

Calibrated prudence

Apropos of "Waiting it out” (FE, Aug-
ust 6), the RBI's decision to abstain
from policy rate hike is judicious, as
inflationary pressures remain fragmen-
ted rather than pervasive. Elevated
prices are predominantly confined to
select food commodities and trans-
ient supply-side disruptions, while
core inflation continues to exhibit
relative moderation. Premature
monetary tightening would unnecess-

arily elevate borrowing costs, supp-
ress consumption, deter private capit-
al expenditure, and impede economic
momentum. Central banks must dist-
inguish episodic price volatility from
entrenched inflationary spirals. By pre-
serving the prevailing policy stance,
the RBI demonstrates calibrated prud-
ence, safeguarding macroeconomic
stability while retaining adequate
policy flexibility to counter any future
broad-based inflationary resurgence.
—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bangalore

and gas supplies get tight,
many regions quickly fire up coal plants
to keep the grid stable. If storage and
clean powerdon’t scale fast enough, that
short-term fix can lock in higher emis-
sions foryears.At the same time,afteran
energy shock, the focus shifts back to
fossil fuel infrastructure (pipelines, LNG
terminals,and gas plants).
Conversely,countries mayalso expand
renewable rapidly to reduce vulnerability
from dependence on oiland gas. However,
it hinges on critical minerals — lithium,
cobalt, nickel, and rare earths. The Inter-

Digital inclusion cost

The proposed merchant discount rate
on UPI transactions risks stalling Ind-
ia's digital inclusion. While high-value
transactions comprise a small share of
total volume, imposing a fee on merc-
hants threatens adoption among
small vendors. Adding extra monthly
operating costs multiplying what
many now pay for soundbox subscrip-
tions will create friction where seam-
lessness matters. UPI's success rests

security as a result of geopolitical tensions

national Energy Agency has estimated
thatdemand for critical mineralswill need
totreble by 2030 and quadruple by 2040
tohitnetzero.The clean energytransition
for many countries depends on global
value chains,notjust critical mineralsbut
also new technologies. However, the sup-
ply chains are becoming a new source of
geopolitical power.China dominatesboth
mining and processing. If countries
weaponise critical mineral exports or fight
over mines, theyrisk trading dependence
onoilfordependence on critical minerals.

Thus, the challengeisnot onlytoaccel-
eratethe transition,but manageitsinher-
ent flaws of overdependence.This means
designing energy systems that are clean,
and also resilient to shocks and aligned
with a country’s resources. Dependence
on fossil fuels is unlikely to end anytime
soon. Countries will likely secure supply
chains for critical minerals before signifi-
cantly reducing reliance on fossil fuels.
Renewed hostilities between the US and
Iran may furtheraccelerate this dual-track
approach — maintaining fossil fuel secu-
ritywhile building clean energy capacity.

The energy transition isnowexpected
to continue on a dual track, more so than
in the past. It will no longer be driven just
by climate goals, but also by energy secu-
rity. Because of that, the transition will
continue, but fossil fuel use will fall more
slowly than it would have without geopo-
litical tensions.

Views are personal

on zero-friction public infrastructure.
Rather than shifting system mainten-
ance costs onto payment acceptance
layers, the government should preser-
ve statutory exemptions and continue
funding operational costs through
public budget allocations. Taxing
digital velocity risks driving business
back towards cash handling, reversing
hard-won financial formalisation.
—Vijaykumar HK, Raichur
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{ OUR TAKE }
Partitioning a
party’s legacy

The top court should catalyse the formation of
rules on defections and determining majority

tthe heart of the many dubious political

manoeuvrings that have blighted India’s

democracy in recent years is the question —

what s the real political party in case of a
defection or a split, and who gets to lay claim to the
original name and symbol? Unfortunately, a lack of
clearly defined parameters has encouraged multiple
controversial ad-hoc decisions affecting the futures of
major parties such as the Shiv Sena (more than once),
the Nationalist Congress Party and, possibly, the
Trinamool Congress. Now, the Supreme Court appears
poised to intervene and clarify this confusion. A bench
comprising Chief Justice of India Surya Kant and
justices Joymalya Bagchi and V Mohana observed that
there must be clearly defined criteria to determine the
majority in a political party when rival factions stake
claim to its name and election symbol, indicating that
such disputes cannot be resolved solely on the basis of
the numerical strength of legislators.

This is welcome. The court is correct in noting that
there should be defined criteria to determine the
concept of “majority”, needing a more nuanced and
thorough examination than merely counting
legislators. Such guidelines can come either from a
political party’s constitution itself, or evolve through
wide consultations held by the ECL. After all, despite
multiple defections and splits, the concept of a
majority has not been adequately clarified, leading toa
situation where respective speakers or chairpersons of
Houses have massive discretionary powers. As a
result, adjudication on splits and defections is now a
politicised affair, leading to Opposition allegations that
the ruling dispensation always has an upper hand.

HT has noted repeatedly that a toothless anti-
defection law has done little to stem the tide of political
defections. At the same time, many political parties —
run as personal fiefs and tightly controlled by families
or personalities —have throttled internal democracy
and ensured that party committees and constitutions
are mere rubber-stamps that exist to further the
agenda of the party supremo. Unfortunately, India’s
sharply polarised polity doesn’t hold out much hope of
a consultative process where parties can collectively
come up with such guidelines. The Supreme Court
should consider stepping in at the earliest and catalyse
the formation of uniform and transparent rules to
govern defections, the determination of a majority,
and the adjudication of the recipient of party names
and symbols. Such a step can dispel some of the chaos
engulfing India’s political system today.

Trust in E20 fuel
needs transparency

omplaints about E20 petrol, mandatory at Indian
Cfuel pumps since April, have run for months. The

disquiet has been largely on social media, butin
recent weeks, two industry letters have given it
technical weight. On July 24, petrol pump dealers
wrote to the Centre saying they can test dispensed fuel
only for density and water paste —alluding to an
inability to test for humidity that has become a unique
Achilles heel for fuel stocks that can spoil. Days later,
the Society of Indian Automobile Manufacturers
(SIAM) flagged chloride and moisture contamination
as damaging vehicle components, then withdrew the
letter within hours of it becoming public, citing a need
to authenticate the readings. The government has
answered by pointing to monitoring already in place
— monitoring both letters describe as inadequate.

Criticism of ethanol-blended fuel has long centred
on ethanol itself — that it drops mileage, saps power,
and corrodes internals. The new letters make a
different case. Ethanol is not the problem; the supply
chain from distillation to storage may be introducing
contaminants the specification does not screen for and
the retail chain cannot detect.

Ethanol blending has a real case on energy security
and forex savings. The gaps deserve engagement, not
deflection. The signals in the two industry
communications — even in withdrawal —are serious
enough to warranta closer look at the programme’s
specification and its retail chain. Some of the political
framing around E20 is opportunistic. That does not
answer the questions the disclosures now raise:
whether the E20 specification is adequate to what
millions of vehicles are now being asked to run on;
‘whether the retail chain, limited to density and water-
paste testing, can catch what the specification does
not; and why an industry body wrote a technical letter
one day and walked it back the next.

Large language model
developers would be well
advised to proceed with
caution and to not violate
copyright protections on
the basis of misconceived
interpretations of the
Delhi HC's interim order
in ANIvs. OpenAl

he Delhi High Court's

interim order in ANI

Media Pvt. Ltd. v. OpenAl

OPCO LLC (2026) refus-

ing injunctive relief, may

be a precursor to recast-

ing India’s copyright laws and inter-
preting existing laws in light of evolv-
ing technologies, to ensure transpar-
ency and effective balancing of
owner rights with that of public
interest. Further appeals and devel-
opments on this order are inevitable.
This, being an interim order, does
not decide rights of all large language
models (LLMs), but its impact in
evaluating the legality of usage of
copyright-protected content in train-
ing and reproductions by LLMs can-
not be disputed. This being an
interim order, itwould be premature
for LLM developers to rejoice or
assume unfettered usage of publicly
available data. For the public, sans
technicalities, the relevance lies in
continued availability of technology-
enabled conveniences. For the copy-
right owners, this is a wake-up call to
strengthen their rights through stat-
utory upgrades and use of technology

to protect their publicly shared pro-
prietary content.

A copyright owner’s rights over
proprietary content restrict third par-
ties from reproducing and communi-
cating to public such content without
consent of the owners. Section 14 of
the Copyright Act, 1957 (lhe Act)
explicitly restrains “storing” of such
data without owner consent.

The question of LLMs being

trained using copyright pro-

tected content scraped from

the web, without consent of

the owner of such data, cuts

to the root of protections NS
afforded under the Act.

In ANI v. OpenAl, the
Delhi High Court delves
into copyright and LLM fundamen-
tals, and upholds ANI's copyright
claims to its news content, along
with the reiteration that “original lit-
erary works” that are available free
of cost and publicly accessible are
nevertheless entitled to copyright
protection. This is critical to combat
rampant plagiarism.

However, where the Delhi High
Court based its refusal of injunctive
relief is the factual comparison of
AANT's claims of violation with actual
reproductions by ChatGPT. The HC
found the commonalities to be inade-
quate. The issue of whether LLMs
memorise and regurgitate to an
extent that can be considered
infringements of proprietary content
is left open to a decision in trial.
ANTs failure to demonstrably show
substantial reproductions that war-
rant restrictions on OpenAl is a fac-
tual finding and will not impact cases
where copyright owners are able to
show substantial infringement. If the
reproductions are identical or

Nappi

No news content for Al

substantially similar to the copy-
righted content, injunctive reliefs
will follow, as was the outcome in
GEMA v. OpenAl, decided in the
Regional Court of Munich.

The remaining issues framed and
decided at a preliminary stage are the
legality of storing proprietary data
and “fair use” exemptions. The find-

ings here are most likely to
form the basis for an appeal
by ANI and any other copy-
right owner to distinguish
from this interim order.
‘Trends across jurisdictions
point to both restrictions on
nai misuse of publicly available
data, as in the GEMA case,
and permissibility under fair
dealing, including the three-factor
test formulated by the HC. Critically,
while extensive submissions were
made interpreting “derivative” and
“transformative” works, the same
does not form the basis for the final
conclusion of the Court.

Copyright protection under the
Act is ringfenced by exemptions
under Section 52. Under Section
52(1)(a), “fair dealing of any work”,
among other things, for “private or
personal use, including research”
would be non-infringing, The Expla-
nation further qualifies that “storing”
in any medium for the purposes in
this provision would not amount to
infringement. Section 14, which
restricts storing by third parties
without licence from owners, has
been read with Section 52(1)(a) by the
HC to hold that while, in general,

“storage” of copyright-protected data
is an infringement, it would not be so

AﬁnaldeclslonmAMv OpenAlwould goalongway inlaying down

Jjurispr
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ety of Upper Canada, while liberally
interpreting the “private or personal
use including for research”. The
court does emphasise that the
“research is at the behest of humans
and for the benefit of humans”, but
then fails to clarify how training of
non-human technology would qual-
ify under this exemption.

On “fair dealing”, the Court formu-
lates a three-factor test of whether
OpenAl used ANI's data only for
training its LLMs, whether the out-
come causes actual or potential dam-
age to the business of ANI, and
whether the functions performed by
ChatGPT serve public interest. On
these, the Court holds that ChatGPT's
outputs are distinct from those of
ANI and that extracts cannot harm
the business prospects of ANL With
respect to the first test, the Court
relies on factual findings to hold that
Open Al has only used the data for
training. The Court’s stand with
respect to the third test remains ten-

when it falls within th
The HC follows the Supreme Court of
Canada in CCH Canadian v. Law Soci-

uous as has been con-
fused with public interest. The need
to clarify primacy of ownership

rights over convenience, therefore,
still remains to be tested by judicial
review. Public interest lies in having
access to copyright-protected con-
tent and not in infringement thereof.
Such access can be assured even
through licensing, including compul-
sory licensing in case of hoarding of
knowledge.

Itremains to be seen which among
the many grounds for rejection of
injunctive reliefs will sustain further
judicial review. A final decision in
this case would goa long way in lay-
ing down jurisprudence on the inter-
section of Al and copyrights. Mean-
while, developers would be well
advised to proceed with caution and
to not violate copyright protections
on misconceived interpretations of
the HC judgment. Copyright owners
need to tighten their technology ena-
bled protections, while battling for
clarity in statutes.

NS Nappinai s senior advocate,
Supreme Court, and founder,
Cyber Saathi. The views
expressed are personal

FIXING EXAMS: SYSTEMICOR
CONSTITUTIONAL REFORMS?

{ SRIDHAR RAJAGOPALAN } EDUCATION ENTREPRENEUR

Move from testing memory
to testing understanding

minister — after student protests over
NEET and“CBSE |rregu)armes lhe Cen-
a

by Infosys co-founder Nandan Ni ﬂekam toover-
haul the country’s education system. While
deploying advanced technology and tightening
logistics are essential steps, we risk missing the

wood for the trees.
The ongoing criis is nota sudden failure of
fa

lose on the heels of Dharmendra Prad-
‘ han resigning as the Union education

but
fundamentally broken architecture. Leaked

papers, markin; and the
desperation of millions are symptoms ofan edu-
at has prioritised isa-

tion over cognitive development for decades.

Tactical interventions such as elite commit-
tees, harsher punitive provisions, and bureau-
cratic shuffling only address the perimeter, not
the core. To address the latter, the political class
must confront deep-seated resistance and over-
haul how we assess our children.

From primary school to secondary board
exams, our system rewards the accurate
retr ieval of textbook |nfor|nauon rather ﬂ\an

of concepts. What h
over the years — at a glaclal pace — is the
acceptance that this is the problem. But our
exams and our classroom pedagogy have not
changed in tandem.

A sxgmﬁcant percentage of smdems m our

toacquire

<
Tactical
interventions such
as elite committees,
harsher punitive
provisions, and
bureaucratic
shuffling only
address the |
perimeter,

not the

design exams where a student must genuinely
understand the material to pass, the incentive to
cheat or rely on coaching factories will remain
insurmountable. We must also benchmark our-
selves for improvement by participating in
international assessments such as PISA.
Implementing multi-tiered assessment
architectures: The logistical challenge of
securely testing millions of anxious can-

and numeracy Even in our elite pri
‘when we assess for deep understanding, our stu-
dents perform Delow the international avemge

didates puts the entire
system under serious strain. A univer-
sally accessible, basic qualifyi gexaml-

‘There s a belief that
and exams are unfair to those who are soclally
or economically challenged; this has led to the
system “compensating” by lowering the cogni-
tive demands of exams, setting in motion a cycle
that teaches less and expects less.

This pedagogmal gapis directly lmked tu the

that fuels exam

valuate i com-
petencies. Only those who clear this
benchmark should proceed to
advanced, high-stakes competitive
exams, This would meaningfully reduce
the administrative burden on testing
agencms and diffuse the anxiety that currently

exam season.

paper leaks. When an y u,mfallstﬂ

i i  stu-
dents are left entirely dependent on a narrow
bottleneck of competitive exams. Furthermore,
because (he exams test memory mther than

i le learning data: We must
deploy large-scale learning data tools to track
student comprehension long before they reach
Class 12 or university entrances. By rigorously

ing item response and diag-

paper
beforchand guarantees success. If our exams

nostic metrics astudent’slifecycle,
we can identify and remedy learning gaps early.
Re]ecnng rushed implementations: We have

utilising Item Response Theary and

seen major such as the CUET,

research on w] find more

with haste. assess-

and less difficult— even a leaked paper would
be oflittle use to a student who lacks the under-
lying conceptual framework.

While moving NEET to a multi-stage, com-
puter-based testing format is an obvious recom-
mendation, to truly resolve this crisis, the newly
formed task force and policymakers must look
‘beyond cybersecurity and logistics. We need the
following structural reforms.

Transforming board examinations: Our board
exams must move away from being memory
tests. We need a definitive shift toward assess-
‘ments where questions are designed to test
understanding. Today, a student can achieve

‘ment reform is a complex scientific endeavour
that requires extensive operational strategy,
pilot testing, and rigorous evaluation of parame-
ters. Rushing these changes risks failure and
could further erode public trust.

The anger of our youth is entirely under-
standable. They deserve a system that sets them
up to succeed.

A secure exam that tests the wrong things is
still only a partial fix. True reform will require
expending significant political capital to work
through the resistance that any deep change
inevitably meets.

HT
DEBATE

{ P WILSON } LAWYER

Centralised education policy
can’t deliver true reforms

tion, but in the name of raising the stan-

dard of education, they are making the

examinations so impossible and so severe that

ities which itherto

not had the chance of entering the portals of Uni-
versity are absolutely kept out.”

The progressive shrinking of states’ space in
education policy did not begin yesterday. It
began with the National Policy on Education of
1968, adopted by the Union Government in the
‘wake of the Kothari Commission, which formal-
ised the three-language formula. Even before
that policy took full shape, CN Annadurai, then
Tamll Nadu chief minister, spearheaded a hlS-

in January 1968 in th
rejecting the three-language formula and affirm-
ing a two-language policy (Tamil and English).
‘That resolution was the institutional expression
of a people’s determination to protect linguistic
identity and educational opportunity. Tamil
Nadu has adhered to this policy, delivering high
literacy and strong higher-education outcomes.
However, the constitutional reordering

rBR Ambedkar once said. “Examination
D is something quite different from educa-

A 4

If the states’ space
for policy-making in
education continues
to shrink, even with
so-called reforms, we

riska homogenised
system that
serves neither

tofilea suit beiore the Supreme Court challeng-

effected by the 42nd — which
transferred education from the State List to the
Concurrent List — denuded the states' legisla-
tive competence. The exclusive domain of the
states became a shared field, which the Union
increasingly dominated. This set the
stage for successive national frame-
works that have steadily eroded the
autonomy of states to shape education
according their realities.

The National Education Policy 2020
has revived the same pressure under a
new guise. Its three-language formula,
however flexible it claims to be on
paper, is experienced in non-Hindi-
speaking states as an instrument of lin-
guistic imposition. When national
boards and funding mechanisms push three
languages as the default, states that stand by
their two-language policy are portrayed as
obstructionist. Uniformity is preferred over gen-
uine federal accommodation.

The

ing the of assent by the President of
the state’s NEET Exemption Bill. A private mem-
ber’s Bill in the Rajya Sabha to make NEET
optional for states, introduced by me, awaits
meaningful consideration.

The protests at Jantar Mantar in New Delhi
and across the country brought the failures of the
national examination system into sharp public
focus. The agitation saw young people demand
accountability and systémic reform. It under-
:mredum just i umalso

testing, which is not confined to one region.
These developments form part of a larger
pattern. National testing frameworks, model
curricula, and conditional funding increasingly
determine what is taught, how admissions are
conducted, and which languages are pnv:leged
is reduced to aft
fact consultation. When states assert their con-
stitutional space, they are accused of parochial-
ism. When the Union centralises, it is celebrated

as national i This asymmetry is
tralising logic. Tamil Nadu’s public health sys-  unsustainable.
tem long depended on medical graduales Education policy that ignores regional lan-
guage, local systems and state-spe-

selected througha
process that prioritised local needs and social
justice, while also fulfilling its constitutional
mandate of maintaining public health. Tamil
Nadu took the litigation route to keep NEET
away since its inception (through regulations
promulgated by the Medical Council of India);
only in 2016 did the Union government make
NEET compulsory nationwide, from 2017.

quity concerns prod Ifthe
space for policy-making by states continues to
shrink, even with so-called reforms, we risk a
homogenised system that serves neither excel-
lence nor equity. The Union must respect the leg-
islative and executive competence of states in the
concurrent domain. National frameworks must
remain gu(dmg not binding. Tamil Nadu will

Asingle con-
ducted in a format that privil

[ fend its two—]anguage policyand its
i notoutof

cally disadvantaged rural and underprivileged
students. The ‘Tamil Nadu assembly has twice

right
defiance, but out of fidelity to the consmunonal
promise of a diverse Union and the prospect of
real refnrms The space for srates in educauon

passed ion seekin; from

NEET. The delay in presidential assent and the

Umnn s refusal to amend the National Medical
Act that whil

protected Anything less dlmmlshes the future of
our children.

by
past papers and textbook answers. Until we

Sridhar Rajt is co-founder,
Initiatives. The views expressed are personal

may legislate, the Union retains an effective
veto. The Tamil Nadu government, in fact, had

P Wilson is a senior advocate and member of
Rajya Sabha. The views expressed are personal
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Assam floods: A
national calamity

Floods play havoc in Assam every year, but the
scale of this year’s devastation calls for a robust
and effective flood management strategy

Six more deaths on Wednesday pushed this monsoon'’s toll in
Assam to 95, with over 1.6 lakh people affected across 563
villages in fourteen districts now on high alert. Embankments
have breached in seven places. Nearly 17,000 hectares of
cropland lie submerged. Relief camps have opened and the
Centre has released emergency funds. All of it is necessary.
None of it is new. That is the real story of Assam'’s floods: not
that they happen, but that they happen on schedule. Last year
the toll stood at 26 dead and 6.3 lakh affected. In 2022, the
Brahmaputra submerged 32 of the state’s 35 districts and
displaced three million people. Each time, the same script plays
out - rescue, relief, condolence, forgetting — until the next
monsoon revives it.Some of this is geography. The Brahmaputra
carries one of the heaviest silt loads of any river on Earth,
steadily raising its own bed and narrowing its capacity to hold
water. Assam'’s fifty-odd tributaries, fed by intense upstream rain
in Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland, can turn flash floods into
disasters within hours, as Upper Assam districts unused to
flooding at this scale discovered this year.But much of it is
policy. Assam'’s chief flood defence remains nearly 4,800 km of
embankments, of which the state’s own water resources
minister admits over 60 percent need repair.

Roughly 330,000 crore has been spent on this approach
over six decades, and by the water resources department’s own
admission, no long-term flood or erosion mitigation measures
have ever been implemented - only short-term patchwork,
rebuilt and re-breached every year. Wetlands that once
absorbed excess water have been encroached upon for
construction, including in Guwahati, where poor drainage now
produces urban flooding on top of riverine flooding. And India
still manages its most consequential upstream relationship,
with China, through ad hoc hydrological data-sharing
arrangements rather than a binding treaty, leaving early-
warning systems partly blind upstream. There are signs of a
better direction. Delhi approved 3692 crore last October to
restore two dozen wetlands across nine districts, explicitly
framed as a shift from embankments toward natural flood
buffers. Multilateral lenders have committed several hundred
million dollars more toward a genuinely integrated, basin-wide
approach. These are the right instincts. But they remain add-
ons to a system still built around embankment contracts and
annual relief cycles, not replacements for it. A real water policy
for Assam would make basin-wide planning - flood control,
irrigation, wetland restoration, urban drainage - the
responsibility of one empowered authority, not scattered
departments. It would zone floodplains against construction,
fund flood mitigation as permanent infrastructure rather than
emergency spending, and give riverine and char-dwelling
communities, who have read these rivers for generations, a

real seat in planning them. Assam does not lack rainfall
warnings or relief funds. It lacks the political will to treat
flooding as a governance failure as much as a natural one.
Ninety-five deaths later, that is the reform actually due.
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A peacock perches on a wall near Varun

Sagar Lake in Ajmer district, Rajasthan.
PHOTO: PTI
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SPACEX MOON CRASH OFFERS VALUABLE
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH OPPORTUNITY

An out-of-control rocket stage
from Elon Musk’s SpaceX has
crashed into the lunar surface at
a speed of nearly 8,960 km/h.
According to NASA, the impact
poses no threat to Earth.

The object was the upper
stage of a SpaceX Falcon 9
rocket launched from Florida in
January 2025 to carry three
lunar landers from Japan and
the United States into space.
After completing its mission, the
rocket stage remained in orbit,
gradually drifting under the
gravitational influence of the
Earth, the Moon and the Sun
before eventually colliding with
the lunar surface.

While the incident may
appear alarming, it presents a
unique scientific opportunity.
Unlike natural meteorites,
whose size, speed and
composition are usually

unknown before impact,
scientists already possess
detailed information about this
rocket stage, including its
weight, dimensions and velocity.
This makes the event especially
valuable for research.

By studying the newly
formed crater and the dust
ejected by the impact,
researchers can gain deeper
insights into the Moon'’s surface,
impact processes and the
geological evolution of celestial
bodies. Such observations may
also improve our understanding
of how the Moon and the wider
Solar System formed billions of
years ago.

The incident highlights how
even an unintended space event
can contribute significantly to
scientific knowledge and future
lunar exploration.

YASHASWI BAIRAGI | UJJAIN

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

Handloom weaving the future
of Viksit Bharat

As India marks the 12th National Handloom Day, it is time to view handloom as a strategic sector
that values sustainability, authenticity and resilient supply chains
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The making of a developed nation is not
defined by technology alone. Itis shaped by the
ability to transform enduring strengths into
engines of future growth. As India advances
towards Viksit Bharat 2047, we are investing in
frontier technologies, strengthening manufac-
turing and building globally competitive indus-
tries. Yet one of our greatest strengths has been
with us all along — our handloom tradition. On
August 7, as India marks the 12th National
Handloom Dayi, it is time to view handloom as
a strategic sector for a world that values sustain-
ability, authenticity and resilient supply chains.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s vision of
Viksit Bharat 2047 is built on prosperity, self-
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clusters, over 1.24 lakh improved looms, skill
upgradation for nearly 97,000 artisans, and ini-
tiatives such as Producer Companies, Gl tagged
products, the Handloom Mark, India Handmade

reliance, inclusivity and cultural confidence. EVERY HANDLOOM certification, Urban Haats and Design Resource
lt-lamgtI]OO? g{nbodi?jg this vit§ion br)]/_lbrciin.gi_ng PRODUCT WE BUY Cent!'gs. Todd?y, 2% Weaverts;hServic;tCe_ngres
women led development, rural entreprencur. _AND WEAR bpskilling design development, raw materia
ship, livelihoods and global competitiveness. STRENGTHE,NS A assistance and market linkages, while the 11

In the Vijay Rath discourse, Lord Rama WEAVER’S Indian Institutes of Handloom Technology are
teaches that lasting victory is built not on power, LIVELIHOOD, be[ng strengthened to exp_and advanced
but on values. Those very values have sustained PRESERVES A training and develop niche, high value hand-
India’s handloom tradition for centuries. Eve loom products. These initiatives mark a shift
handwoven fabric reflects the courage to pr?f TIMELESS from slzlpporting handloom as a welfare activ-
serve tradition, the patience to perfect every TRADITION AND ity to building it as a globally competitive cre-
thread, th_e integrity of honest craftsmanship CARRIES INDIA’'S ative industry. The fprthcoming Nationgl
aqd the Wlsqom passed down Fhrough gener- STORY TO THE Handloom and Handicraft Programme _W|ll
ations. That is why handloom is not merely a WORLD. BY strengthen 1,800 clusters across 500 districts,
craft, but one of India’s greatest civilisational CHOOSiNG benefit 65 lakh weavers and artisans, and

strengths. From the Indus Valley Civilisation,
where cotton was first cultivated and woven,
to the eighteenth century when Indian textiles
dominated global trade, India set global bench-
marks in textile excellence. Bengal’s legendary
muslin, so fine that a 25 metre length could pass
through a ring, along with Banarasi silk,
Kanchipuram weaves, Pochampally Ikat and
countless regional traditions, earned India
worldwide admiration. Today, as the world
turns towards authentic, sustainable and hand-
crafted products, we have a historic opportu-
nity to reclaim that leadership. Our next hand-
loom revolution must export not just textiles,
but craftsmanship, heritage, innovation and
trust, making every handwoven product an
ambassador of Brand India.

Handloom is India’s largest cottage industry,
supporting the livelihoods of more than 35 lakh

HE

HANDLOOM, WE
DO NOT JUST

HERITAGE — WE

FUTURE OF VIKSIT

establish Handmade in India as a globally
recognised brand. The forthcoming National
Handloom and Handicraft Programme will
accelerate this transformation by strengthen-
ing 1,800 clusters across more than 500 dis-
tricts, benefiting 65 lakh weavers and artisans
and establishing Handmade in India as a glob-
ally recognised brand.

Innovation has always been part of India’s
handloom journey. Mahatma Gandhi’s Ambar
Charkha made spinning easier, faster and
more efficient, advancing the vision of self-
reliance. More recently, Assam’s Maina Loom
and the Chitranjan Handloom developed in
Sivasagar have shown how better loom
design can make weaving easier and more
productive. Building on this legacy, the
Centre of Excellence for Handloom

WEAR OUR

LP WEAVE THE

BHARAT
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the Centre, the Handloom 4.0 initiative uses
digital tools and Artificial Intelligence to
monitor productivity, quality and mainte-
nance, and is being piloted on 100 looms
before expanding across the States.
Technology should empower the artisan,
not replace the artisan. Platforms such as
VisioNXT can help forecast demand, identi-
fy design trends, authenticate genuine hand-
loom products and connect weavers direct-
ly with global markets. At the same time,
product diversification into premium silk,
natural fibres, sustainable fibres and innov-
ative blends can create high value products
and unlock new markets. Combined with
better branding, value addition and direct
market access, these innovations can signif-
icantly enhance weavers’ incomes. Our vision
is to enable every weaver to earn a dignified
and aspirational income, with the ambition
0f 350,000 per month in the years ahead.
The future of handloom depends as much
on mindset as on markets. Our weavers are
not merely a workforce. They are entrepre-
neurs, innovators and creators of value. By
enabling them to build brands, move up the
value chain and reach global markets, we can
transform handloom into one of India’s
most dynamic creative industries. This is also
a call to India’s youth to bring together her-
itage and technology, creativity and enter-
prise, to shape the next chapter of handloom.
On this National Handloom Day, let us cel-
ebrate our weavers not only as custodians of
our heritage, but as architects of India’s
progress. And let us make handloom a part
of our everyday lives. Every handloom product

weavers and allied workers, nearly 72 per cent
of whom are women. Over the past decade, the
Government has strengthened the sector through

The writer is the Union
Minister of Textiles

the Raw Material Supply Scheme, 797 handloom

Technology, established with the Indian
Institutes of Technology, is developing lighter,
stronger and easier to use looms that reduce
physical effort and improve productivity,
including for persons with disabilities. Under

we buy and wear strengthens a weaver’s liveli-
hood, preserves a timeless tradition and
carries India’s story to the world. By choosing
handloom, we do not just wear our heritage
— we help weave the future of Viksit Bharat.
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2ND OPINION

Attitude and behavior are woven into the fabric of daily
life. Research has shown that individuals register an
immediate and automatic reaction of good or bad
towards everything they encounter in less than a second,
even before they are aware of having formed an atti-
tude. Most of the people hold complex relationships
between attitudes and behavior that are further com-
plicated by the social factors influencing both. This
explains why two people placed in the same situation
often respond very differently. The present state of the
world, in which we live, is what it is because of certain
systems viz. social, political, economic, religious and
others, all these woven together into a complex struc-
ture, called society. These systems, in turn, are built on
certain attitudes and values which various nations, com-

munities or groups of people have come to acquire over
a period of time. When these attitudes remain unques-
tioned for long, they slowly turn into rigid beliefs. These
attitudes, in their turn, are based on the ideas, ideolo-
gies or beliefs which people have acquired, over a period
of time, from others or have learnt by first-hand expe-
rience.

Many of these beliefs were relevant in a different era,
butin a rapidly changing world, they now need re-exam-
ination. So, if we want to build a better world order, there
is no way to it except through attitudinal change or the
shift in values and that change or shift, as has been
pointed out earlier, cannot take place unless certain age-
old beliefs are changed. Let us, therefore, not forget that
the improvement in the self, betterment of our relation-
ships and the spirit of service of others would not be pos-
sible without Attitudinal Change, and in order to bring

about the attitudinal change, we have to give to the
society a new, convincing and inspiring ideal and also
the ideology necessary to achieve that ideal.

Most of our attitudes are built up in our family and
hence the deterioration first starts in the family and then
it penetrates into the society. So, in order to bring about
a better world, we must inspire people to make a better
family. Today, the family is disintegrating and so we find
that there is a tendency of separatism and fragmenta-
tion all over the world, as a result of which a country like
India that is known for its rich cultural heritage and family
values is now witnessing more and more nuclear fam-
ilies as compared to joint families which acted as a strong
support system for every member.

The criteria of every relationship today is “Give & Take”.
And when relationships become transactions, trust slowly
erodes.

We must remember a fact that a man who is dissat-
isfied athome, would spread dissatisfaction and tension
outside as well. So, before this erosion of values devas-
tates us, we should seriously think about changing our
attitudes and start building better families, for, better
families would make a better world. So, don’t wait too
long, adjust your attitude right now. You’d be surprised
how much you really can change the world just by chang-
ing your attitude.

( The writer is a spiritual teacher and a columnist j

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Public statements must be backed by
evidence

Apropos the recent statement by K Kavitha, the
founder of Telangana Rakshana Sena, alleging that
The Pioneer newspaper has been acquired for
approximately 3188 crore by KT Rama Rao or persons
connected with the BRS, without being supported
by verifiable evidence, has come as a surprise.

On the contrary, the publisher of the newspaper
has outrightly rejected the allegations and said that
no such transaction has taken place.

Political leaders have every right to raise questions,
but statements regarding the ownership and inde-
pendence of a longstanding media institution can
impact the employees, readers, advertisers and busi-
ness associates of the entity.

Public discourse must, therefore, remain factual
and responsible. Either credible evidence must be
placed in the public domain or the statement
should be formally clarified.

Unverified allegations when repeatedly circulat-
ed through digital platforms can cause lasting rep-
utational and commercial damage moreso
when such statements are made to settle political
scores.

SANJAY MISHRA | NEW DELHI

Media ownership is a matter of record

The controversy arising out of K Kavitha’s reported
statement regarding the ownership of The Pioneer
highlights the need for responsibility in political com-
munications. The statement that the newspaper has
been purchased for %188 crore has been categorical-
ly denied by the publisher.

The ownership and shareholding of a company are
matters capable of verification through official
records. Instead of allowing speculation to spread
through social media, the parties concerned should
place authentic documents before the public.
Unsupported claims can undermine the credibility of
both political leaders and media organisations.

Freedom of expression is essential but it must be
accompanied by accountability, particularly when the
statement has the potential to affect the reputation,
editorial independence and commercial

interests of a newspaper. Also, to raise questions
about bias in a media organisation is a serious
concern and must be corraborated by facts as it threat-
ens freedom of Press. The TRS leader must come clean
in her allegations, or else the reputation of over an
150-year-old publication is bound to be tarnished in
a game of political one-upmanship.

VIPUL SINGHAL | NEW DELHI

Politcal debate must not damage institutions

As avivid The Pioneerreader for generations, the state-
ment of K Kavitha that the newspaper was taken over
by KT Rama Rao or BRS came as a shock recently.
Having being based out of Allahabad, Lucknow and
New Delhi, the acquisition claims were absorbed with
a pinch of salt.

However, the newspaper’s promptrejection of the
claim came as a pleasant surprise.

Political leaders make statements to settle politi-
cal scores. But Kavitha’s statement raising doubts over
the credibility of a brand which has lasted over 165
years is a matter of serious concern.

By simply alleging that a change of ownership
would undermine freedom of press is a serious charge.
The Telengana leader must provide evidence substan-
tiating her sale remarks against the newspaper or
retract her statement with an apology. Such unfound-
ed statements on the social media impacts the busi-
ness entity severely, affecting its financies and cred-
ibility both.

Leaders must refrain from dragging business enti-
ties into their political maneouvres without any evi-
dence and stoip using social media to further their
intentional bias.

ASHOK KUMAR | LUCKNOW
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Why the Cauvery dispute needs
science, trust and ecological renewal

The immediate crisis may be managed through compliance and dialogue, but lasting peace in the Cauvery basin
will require far more than court orders. It demands transparent, science-based water management, real-time
hydrological data, climate-responsive water allocation mechanisms, and, above all, the restoration of forests

55 ‘The dispute between
' % Karnataka and Tamil
Nadu over the sharing of
Cauvery water is a
hundred years old. The

Cauvery Water
Management Authority
(CWMA) ordered

Karnataka on 28 July to
release 3,500 cusecs of
water every day for
fifteen days. Biligundlu,
a water-measuring
station in Tamil Nadu, records the outflow from
Karnataka. The CWMA was constituted by the Supreme
Court in 2018 to oversee the implementation of the
Cauvery Tribunal Award. The long-pending dispute was
resolved by the Supreme Court in 2018, allocating 404.25
TMC to Tamil Nadu, 284.75 TMC to Karnataka, 30 TMC
to Kerala and 7 TMC to Puducherry. In the same order,
the Supreme Court also recognised 740 TMC per year
as the drinking water requirement for Bengaluru.

Due to deficient rainfall during June and July this year,
Karnataka’s reservoirs were 65.6% below the 30-year
average level by the end of July. Karnataka moved the
CWMA again, arguing that releasing water at this stage
would jeopardise the water supply required for drink-
ing purposes up to June 2027. The State argued that Tamil
Nadu had already benefited from the earlier releases of
water and would soon receive the North-East Monsoon.
It further added that maintaining a flow of 3,500
cusecs would require a release of 7,000 cusecs from the
upper reservoirs, considering the dry conditions of the
riverbeds and transmission losses. Tamil Nadu opposed
the move and charged Karnataka with not sharing the
distress-sharing formula. The CWMA rejected Karnataka’s
submission and directed it to continue releasing water
according to the 28 July order. However, due to the
sudden revival of the monsoon in early August, the four
reservoirs, namely Krishna Raj Sagar, Hemavati, Kabini
and Harangi, in the Cauvery basin are receiving an inflow
of 81,000 cusecs of water a day. In view of this, the
Karnataka Government conducted a meeting of repre-
sentatives of all political parties and decided to comply
with the direction of the CWMA. Despite this, Tamil Nadu
is knocking on the doors of the Supreme Court.

The overall drought situation in Karnataka is quite
severe. Mandya farmers are protesting over water for
agricultural crops. Bengaluru is totally dependent on
Cauvery water. Karnataka must present relevant data
on the drought to the Central Government, concerned
ministries and authorities. Furthermore, MPs from
Karnataka should also raise the issue in Parliament. The
Government should aggressively bring the data into the
public domain and use back-channel communication
to explain the prevailing hydrological conditions
within the bureaucracy. A bilateral meeting between
the Chief Ministers of the two states would be a welcome
step, but it has been put off amid escalating tensions
over the Cauvery water-sharing dispute. It is hoped that
it materialises soon.

The crisis in Cauvery water sharing has been caused
by a steep rainfall deficit in the catchment during the
first two months of the south-west monsoon this year.
The IMD and WMO have forecast a Super El Nifio, which
may impact the rainfall pattern from August/September
onwards; however, the rainfall deficit during June and
July is attributed to local weather conditions. The IMD’s
forecast covered all regions of the country, but the
Western Ghats region of peninsular India has registered
a greater rainfall deficit compared with other parts of
the country. However, the WMQ'’s latest update predict-
ed the possibility of a positive Indian Ocean Dipole (I0D),
which could offset the impact of El Nifo.

El Nifo is a climatic pattern involving the warming
of surface waters in the central and eastern tropical
Pacific and is linked with a weak monsoon and relative-
ly harsher summers. The IOD is governed by the differ-
ence in sea surface temperature between the western
and eastern tropical Indian Ocean. A positive 10D helps
form stronger monsoon winds and can partly nullify the
influence of El Nino.

The Cauvery water dispute between Tamil Nadu and
Karnataka is a flashpoint in distress years, when reser-
voir levels are low and riverbeds are dry. In this opinion
piece, let me bring out some short-term and some long-
term solutions to deal with the issue.

Hydrologists are of the view that the principle
behind sharing water in distress years is to distribute
the shortfall proportionately between the states. In other

BK SINGH

A STREAM
ORIGINATES FROM
EVERY PATCH OF
SHOLA, CARRYING
WATER DOWNHILL
TO JOIN LARGER
STREAMS AND
TRIBUTARIES BEFORE
FINALLY FLOWING
INTO RIVERS. IT IS
THESE RIVERS THAT
FEED WATER TO THE
RESERVOIRS. THE
FLOW OF WATER IN
STREAMS
ORIGINATING FROM
THE SHOLAS
CONTINUES EVEN
AFTER THE END OF
THE RAINY SEASON,
CONFIRMING THAT
THE WATER REMAINS
STORED IN THE
ROOTS OF THE
TREES
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The writer is the retired Head of the
Forest Force, Karnataka

words, the water received in the basin should be shared pro-
portionately among all stakeholders. The principle is accept-
ed by all, but the difficulty arises when stakeholders ques-
tion the quantity of the rainfall deficit, reservoir storage,
inflows, drinking water requirements, or any other data pre-
sented by the other side. A third-party assessment of the data
may be acceptable to both sides.

Experts have flagged genuine issues and have called for
updated studies on siltation in major reservoirs, accurate live
storage of water, rainfall, and transparent real-time hydro-
logical data. Any formula worked out on the basis of these
data will inspire greater confidence among stakeholders and
would be more acceptable. They also add that climate vari-
ability has made droughts more frequent. The allocations
designed on a monthly schedule and based on a normal
monsoon do not work in distress situations. The allocations
must be made dynamic and should depend on science-based
temporal and spatial data, certified by a third party.

Among the several reservoirs in the Cauvery basin, Krishna
Raj Sagar, Harangi, Hemavati and Kabini are the main ones,
where gates are opened to release water to Tamil Nadu. The
catchments of these reservoirs were heavily forested, but,
with the passage of time, anthropogenic pressures led to the
degradation of forests in the catchments. As a result, large
quantities of silt come down through streams and tributaries
and get deposited in the reservoirs. The rate of siltation is
directly proportional to the loss of tree cover in the catch-
ments. Frequent desiltation of the reservoirs is not practical,
as dewatering of reservoirs during the summer season is often
avoided to save summer crops. A high proportion of the dead
storage in the reservoirs contains silt. Continuous deforesta-
tion in the catchments will have to be prevented so that their
water-holding capacity is not compromised.

The current tension between the two states can be resolved
by exchanging authentic data, but the long-term solution can
come only by preserving the landscape and avoiding changes
in the land-use pattern of the catchments. The Cauvery catch-
ments in Karnataka comprise good-quality forests as well as
shola forests interspersed with grasslands. Apart from the legal
and illegal cutting of trees to satisfy different interests, such
as land grabbing and the felling of valuable trees, the grass-
lands are set on fire every year. Although the fire does not enter
the sholas, it scorches all around their periphery. Every year,
the sholas shrink, and so does their capacity to hold water.

The roots of trees in the sholas act like a sponge and store
water during the rainy season. A stream originates from every
patch of shola, carrying water downhill to join larger
streams and tributaries before finally flowing into rivers. It
is these rivers that feed water to the reservoirs. The flow of
water in streams originating from the sholas continues even
after the end of the rainy season, confirming that the water
remains stored in the roots of the trees. As the sholas shrink,
the summer flow in the streams depletes. A special drive must
be undertaken to prevent fires and conserve the sholas, as
well as all other forests in the river catchments.

This year’s drought has also triggered a war of words
between the political parties of the two states. The Karnataka
Government is set to revive its Mekedatu Project on the River
Cauvery, planned to solve the drinking water problem of
Bengaluru city. Tamil Nadu opposes the project, fearing that
its share of Cauvery water would decline in future distress
years. In my opinion, this project would be an environmen-
tal disaster, as 5,000 hectares of dry deciduous forests would
have to be sacrificed. The loss of forests would make
wildlife homeless and increase human-wildlife conflict.
The population density of elephants in the area is quite high;
elephants straying into villages would trample people and
damage crops, creating an irreversible situation.

Green hydrogen needs a
climate finance architecture

India’s National Green Hydrogen Mission (NGHM) aims
to catalyse more than %8 lakh crore (over US$100
billion) of investment while developing an annual pro-
duction capacity of 5 million metric tonnes of green hydro-
gen by 2030. The ambition is not merely to decarbonise
hard-to-abate sectors but to position India as a global
hub for green hydrogen manufacturing and exports.
Yet mobilising capital at this scale will require more
than generous incentives or larger climate funds. It will
require a financial system capable of financing technolo-
gies that are commercially promising but have yet to

evolve into mature infrastructure assets. As the Reserve
Bank of India advances its climate risk framework and financial institutions increasing-
ly integrate climate considerations into lending decisions, the focus must now shift from
managing climate-related financial risks to building the institutional architecture that
enables climate investments themselves.

This explains an important paradox in India’s energy transition. Commercial banks
readily finance utility-scale renewable energy (RE) projects, yet green hydrogen, battery
energy storage and industrial decarbonisation projects continue to struggle to achieve
financial closure. The conventional explanation is that banks remain overly risk-averse.
That diagnosis, however, mistakes the symptom for the problem.

Banks are not unwilling to finance climate technologies; they are unwilling to finance
risks they cannot adequately assess or price. A 500 MW solar park today can comfort-
ably secure long-tenor debt, whereas an equally ambitious green hydrogen project often
struggles to attract financing. The difference lies less in the technology than in the pre-
dictability of future cash flows. Competitive auctions, standardised power purchase agree-
ments, payment security mechanisms, declining technology costs and experienced devel-
opers created stable revenue streams that lenders could underwrite with confidence.

Green hydrogen presents a fundamentally different proposition.

Despite the NGHM and significant public support, lenders continue to confront four
unanswered questions: Who will purchase green hydrogen? At what price? Under what
contractual arrangements? And for how long?

Similar uncertainties confront battery energy
storage, where revenues depend on evolving
ancillary service markets and capacity pay-
ments, and industrial decarbonisation projects,
where returns often arise from avoided costs &
rather than dedicated revenue streams. These @
sectors are commercially promising, but they |
have notyet developed the predictable revenue
models that conventional project finance
requires. These are not merely financing con-
straints. They are bankability constraints.

TThis distinction fundamentally changes the policy response. If capital scarcity were
the principal challenge, mobilising larger climate funds or attracting additional inter-
national finance would be sufficient. But where projects lack revenue certainty, investable
risk profiles and mature market structures, additional liquidity alone is unlikely to unlock
commercial investment. International experience points in a different direction. Germany’s
Carbon Contracts for Difference (CfDs) and H2Global programme reduce market risk
by providing long-term revenue certainty for green hydrogen and industrial decarbon-
isation. The UK’s Green Investment Bank demonstrated how specialised public institu-
tions can crowd in private capital into commercially nascent sectors. The common thread
across these models is institutions designed to convert uncertainty into investable oppor-
tunities. India’s next challenge is building the institutional architecture that makes emerg-
ing climate technologies bankable. Recent research by the Chintan Research Foundation
proposes a Climate Finance Architecture Framework in which emerging sectors become
investment-grade only when risks are systematically reduced as projects mature.

The first stage is pipeline creation. Institutions such as MNRE, SECI and state govern-
ments should move beyond production incentives towards project preparation facili-
ties, standardised long-term hydrogen purchase agreements, industrial demand aggre-
gation and common infrastructure within hydrogen hubs to create a pipeline of invest-
ment-ready projects with predictable contractual arrangements.

The second stage is early-stage risk absorption. Institutions such as the National
Investment and Infrastructure Fund (NIIF), sovereign-backed climate funds and multi-
lateral development banks should establish platform-level investment vehicles capable
of absorbing technology, construction and market risks across diversified portfolios rather
than financing individual projects. Such platforms can anchor private investment by
improving risk allocation.

The third stage is commercial debt mobilisation. Once project risks begin to decline,
specialised lenders such as IREDA and REC, together with commercial banks, should
provide long-tenor debt supported by blended finance structures, partial credit guar-
antees and risk-sharing facilities. Public finance should complement, and not replace,
commercial capital by addressing risks that private lenders cannot efficiently bear.

The fourth stage is financial intermediation. India requires specialised intermediaries
capable of aggregating projects, warehousing assets, standardising documentation and
refinancing operational portfolios. Individual green hydrogen projects may remain too
small or risky for institutional investors, but diversified portfolios can evolve into invest-
ment-grade assets capable of attracting pension funds, insurance companies and global
climate investors.

The final stage is capital recycling. Regulators, capital markets and institutional investors
must facilitate green bonds, securitisation, InvITs and other market-based instruments
that enable mature assets to be transferred from bank balance sheets to long-term
investors. Recycling capital is essential if commercial banks are to finance successive
waves of climate investments without stretching their balance sheets.

India’s renewable energy sector offers an important lesson. Solar parks did not become
bankable because banks suddenly became more willing to lend. They became bank-
able because institutions progressively allocated risks, standardised market practices
and created financing mechanisms aligned with lenders’ risk appetite.

Green hydrogen now demands the same institutional evolution. India’s leadership
in the next generation of clean technologies will ultimately depend
not only on technological innovation or larger financial commit-
ments, but on whether its financial institutions evolve as rapidly
as its energy ambitions. The next chapter of India’s energy tran-
sition will therefore be written not by capital alone, but by a Climate
Finance Architecture Framework capable of systematically convert-
ing technological promise into investable infrastructure.

The writer is a Senior
Research Consultant at
the Centre for Climate

Change and Energy
Efficiency, Chintan
Research Foundation
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Beyond ritual: Sawan as a catalyst for environmental responsibility

When the first
monsoon clouds
gather over the
Himalayas and
the fragrance of
rain rises from
the earth, some-
thing stirs deep
within India’s col-
lective memory.
Sawan does not
merely announce
the arrival of a
new season; it
awakens an
ancientrelationship between faith and nature.
Rivers begin to swell, forests regain their
emerald hues, and the land breathes again after
months of scorching heat. It is no coincidence
that this sacred month is dedicated to Lord Shiva,

GAURAV KUMAR
SHARMA

cipline, equality, and collective
service. Along the route, citi-
zens, voluntary organisations,
and temples establish bhan-
daras, medical camps, and
resting facilities, while local
administrations ensure sanita-
tion, healthcare, traffic man-
agement, and public safety.
Together, they create one of
the world’s largest examples of
community participation
inspired by faith. The Bhagavad
Gita captures the essence of
this spirit through Lord
Krishna’s timeless teaching-
Karmanye vadhikaraste ma
phaleshu kadachana-that duty
performed without expecta-
tion of reward is itself an act of

deeply rooted religious tradi-
tion can embrace eco-friendly
practices by reducing single-
use plastics, promoting
biodegradable alternatives,
ensuring effective waste man-
agement, and encouraging
community participation.
The Kanwar Yatra has the
scale to take this spirit even
further. Refill water stations
instead of disposable plastic
bottles, reusable steel utensils
in bhandaras wherever feasi-
ble, biodegradable alterna-
tives where necessary, and
responsible waste segregation
can together make the pil-
grimage an inspiring model of
sustainable public participa-

Areusable bottle instead of a disposable one, a
cloth bag replacing plastic, a sapling planted
along a pilgrimage route, or a wrapper picked
up instead of ignored may appear small. Yet, mul-
tiplied by millions of devotees, these simple acts
reduce waste, protect biodiversity, and preserve
the sanctity of pilgrimage routes. Environmental
conservation succeeds best when it becomes
part of culture rather than compulsion, and
Sawan provides precisely that opportunity.

As another Sawan unfolds, it offers an oppor-
tunity to every stakeholder-devotees,
Kanwariyas, temple committees, volunteers,
community organisations, local administra-
tions, and governments-to make one of the
world’s largest annual pilgrimages one of its most
sustainable as well. Cleaner pilgrimage routes,
environmentally responsible bhandaras, plastic-
free public spaces, and active citizen participa-
tion are not departures from tradition; they are

who bears the Ganga in His matted locks,
dwells amidst the Himalayas, and embodies the
eternal harmony between humanity and the
natural world. To worship Lord Shiva has always
been to honour the rivers, mountains, forests,
and every form of life that surrounds Him.
Perhaps that is Sawan’s deepest message-that
devotion reaches its highest expression when it
inspires responsibility towards the very creation
Lord Shiva represents.

This spirit comes alive in the Kanwar Yatra.
Millions of devotees undertake the pilgrimage
carrying the sacred Ganga Jal, transforming indi-
vidual faith into a remarkable expression of dis-

worship. Offering water to a
weary pilgrim, keeping the pilgrimage route
clean, protecting a river, or planting a tree are
not separate from devotion; they are devotion
in action.

India’s environmental consciousness is deeply
rooted in its civilisational heritage. The Vedas
revere rivers as mothers and forests as sacred
spaces of learning.

The concept of the Panchamahabhuta-earth,
water, fire, air, and space-reflects an ancient
understanding that humanity and nature are
inseparable. The Ramayana portrays forests as
landscapes of wisdom and coexistence, while the

Mahabharata reminds us that dharma sustains
the balance of the world. Long before sustain-
ability entered global discourse, Indian thought
had already recognised that human well-being
depends upon ecological harmony.

Today, this timeless wisdom finds contempo-
rary expression in Mission LiFE (Lifestyle for
Environment), which encourages environmental-
ly conscious choices through everyday behaviour.

Sawan offers an ideal opportunity to translate
that philosophy into practice. An inspiring
example already exists in Lucknow’s Green
Bada Mangal initiative, which has shown how a

tion. These practices do not
change tradition; they strengthen it by reflect-
ing the timeless Indian ethos of living in
harmony with nature, and they complement
other national initiatives such as the Swachh
Bharat Mission and Namami Gange, which have
reinforced cleanliness, responsible waste man-
agement, and river conservation through active
public participation. Their lasting success lies in
the partnership between government, commu-
nities, and citizens, demonstrating that sustain-
ability becomes truly transformative when it
evolves into a people’s movement.

One of Sawan’s greatest strengths is its scale.

a reaffirmation of the values that have always
defined it. This Sawan, let every prayer be
accompanied by a conscious act of conservation,
every bhandara become an example of sustain-
able seva, and every Kanwariya an ambas-
sador for nature. Among the finest offerings we
can make to Lord Shiva is the resolve to leave
behind cleaner rivers, healthier forests, and a
greener India for generations to come. In
serving nature, we honour Lord Shiva-not only
in faith, but in action.

The writer is a Media and Communication Officer with the
Press Information Bureau, Government of India
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Jobs First

conomic growth is often judged by headline numbers

like GDP, stock market indices, investment inflows and

corporate profits. Yet the true test of any growth model

lies elsewhere: whether it expands opportunities for
ordinary citizens. When growth ceases to generate enough
secure, productive employment, especially for educated young
people, the political consequences can be profound.

India has experienced this paradox for years. Liberalisation
and market reforms transformed the economy; lifted millions out
of poverty and created globally competitive industries. They also
produced a thriving entrepreneurial class and expanded the
country's economic footprint. But the pace of quality job creation
has not kept up with the aspirations unleashed by that very
success. This mismatch is no longer confined to rural India or the
informal workforce. It is increasingly visible among graduates
who invested years in higher education believing it would
guarantee upward mobility.

Rising educational attainment has not been matched by a
comparable expansion in formal employment. As a result, many
young Indians now face a labour market characterised by
temporary work, underemployment or prolonged job searches
despite possessing professional qualifications. That reality helps
explain why recent youth-led protests have resonated beyond
traditional centres of economic discontent. Farmers protesting
agricultural reforms, industrial workers demanding better wages
and educated graduates seeking employment may appear to
represent different constituencies.

In fact, they are responding to the same underlying anxiety:
the fear that economic growth is no longer translating into secure
livelihoods. Governments naturally respond to immediate
political pressures. Ministers may be replaced, recruitment
processes expedited or examinations rescheduled. Such
measures can ease public anger but do little to address the
structural challenge. India’s demographic advantage will remain
an advantage only if the economy consistently generates
productive employment at a scale matching the number of young
people entering the workforce every year.

This is not an argument against economic reform or private
enterprise. On the contrary, sustained investment and business
expansion remain essential to long-term prosperity. But growth
cannot be assessed solely through capital formation or corporate
performance. It must also be evaluated by the quality, stability
and accessibility of employment it creates.

A country aspiring to become a developed economy cannot
indefinitely rely on informal work, precarious contracts and the
hope that market forces alone will absorb an increasingly
educated labour force. The debate, therefore, should move
beyond whether India is growing to whether it is growing in a
way that broadens opportunity. Economic policy must place
employment alongside productivity, investment and fiscal
discipline as a central objective rather than a hoped-for
by-product. India’s growth story has been remarkable by many
measures. Its next chapter will be judged less by the size of the
economy than by whether young Indians once again believe that
education, enterprise and hard work are rewarded with
meaningful opportunities. That is the confidence policymakers
must now restore.

Fire without borders

urope’s worst wildfire season in decades is more than a

regional disaster. It is a warning that the age of climate

extremes has moved beyond scientific projections into

political reality. The question is no longer whether
governments accept the science of a warming planet. It is
whether institutions designed for a more stable climate can cope
with a future in which extraordinary disasters become
increasingly commonplace. For years, climate policy has revolved
around reducing carbon emissions. That remains indispensable,
but recent events across southern Europe expose the limits of
treating mitigation as the entire answer. Even the most ambitious
emissions cuts cannot reverse decades of accumulated warming
overnight. Communities must therefore prepare for the climate
that already exists, not merely the one they hope to create.

This requires a profound shift in public policy. Fire
management can no longer be viewed as an emergency service
activated after disaster strikes. It must become a permanent
element of environmental planning. Forests neglected for years
accumulate combustible material. Expanding settlements at the
edge of woodlands create new zones of vulnerability. Ageing
infrastructure and fragmented land management further
complicate prevention. Unless governments invest in controlled
burns, firebreaks, resilient infrastructure and early-warning
systems, firefighters will increasingly find themselves battling
blazes that are effectively unstoppable.

The implications extend far beyond environmental policy.
Insurance markets are already reassessing the risks of homes
and businesses located in fire-prone regions. Tourism-
dependent economies face growing uncertainty as peak summer
seasons coincide with extreme heat and evacuation orders.
Agriculture suffers from repeated droughts and smoke damage.
Public finances come under pressure as disaster relief and
reconstruction consume ever-larger portions of national budgets.

Climate change is becoming an economic and fiscal challenge
as much as an ecological one. Europe also illustrates a broader
geopolitical reality. Climate shocks rarely remain confined within
national borders. Smoke, disrupted transport networks, damaged
energy infrastructure and supply-chain interruptions ripple
across neighbouring countries. The European Union's shared
firefighting resources and disaster-response mechanisms are
valuable, but they were designed for occasional crises rather than
multiple simultaneous emergencies across the continent. The
frequency and scale of recent fires suggest that existing
capacities may soon prove inadequate.

The lesson extends well beyond Europe. Countries as diverse
as Canada, Australia, the United States and India have all
experienced increasingly destructive wildfires or prolonged
heatwaves in recent years. Geography differs, but the underlying
challenge is shared: governments are entering an era where
resilience must stand alongside decarbonisation as a central
objective of climate policy.

The greatest mistake would be to treat each catastrophic fire
season as an isolated anomaly. Extreme weather is not replacing
normality overnight, but it is steadily redefining the limits of
what societies must prepare for. Public policy cannot continue to
be organised around yesterday’s climate. The countries that
adapt early will reduce future losses. Those that postpone
difficult decisions may discover that the cost of preparation was
modest compared with the price of repeated catastrophe.
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Language links

Publicinstitutions becomemore
accessiblewhenthereisastrong
multilingualframework.Itcan
alsostrengthen cooperation
amongstates andwidersharing
of knowledge. Ouraimshouldbe
tocontinuestrengtheninga
multilingualframework that
connects peopleacross multiple
languages. It should alsorespect
India’sestablished official-
language arrangements

ndia’s linguistic richness reflects our
civilizational experience, constitutional
design and democratic character. Together,
these civilizational, constitutional and
democratic foundations support a layered
multilingual framework in which Indian
languages acquire wider public and academic
roles and English remains available for
international and specialised purposes. Such
a system must improve citizens’ access to
public services, make institutional
communication more inclusive and allow
knowledge to spread across languages.

This multilingual framework is grounded
in the Constitution. For example, Article
343 establishes Hindi in the Devanagari
scriptas the Union’s official language. Article
343(3) and the Official Languages Act permit
English to continue in addition to Hindi for
specified Union and parliamentary purposes.
Subject to Articles 346 and 347, Article 345
allows State Legislatures to adopt one or
more languages in use in the State, or Hindj,
for official purposes.

Alongside this flexibility for States, Article
344 requires due regard to the interests of
people from non-Hindi-speaking areas in
public services. Articles 350 and 350A
address grievance representations and
mother-tongue instruction for children from
linguistic minorities. Further, Article 351
directs the Union to promote and develop
Hindi. This constitutional balance also
reflects India’s longer history of multilingual
interaction.

Functional multilingualism is not new to
India. Across different periods, Indians used
several languages for administration, trade,
pilgrimage, literature, scholarship and
everyday communication.

It was during colonial rule that English
became established in administration and
education. It continues to perform functions
assigned by the Constitution and law. It is
also used in higher education, research and
administration.

Hindi and the official languages of the
States perform extensive official, educational
and public functions. India’s literary and

I The Korea Herald
Young people

outh Koreas government has recently

raised its economic growth forecast

for this year sharply to 3 percent

from 2 percent, citing booming
semiconductor exports and the effects of
an earlier supplementary budget.

If realized, the economy would record
its strongest annual expansion since the
post-Covid-19 pandemic rebound in
2021, when gross domestic product grew
by 4.7 percent.

Growth of that magnitude would far
exceed last year’s 1.1 percent expansion
and comfortably surpass the five-year
average of 2.5 percent.

Under ordinary circumstances, such an
upward revision from a ministry known
for conservative forecasting would be
expected to strengthen market confidence
and reinforce expectations that the economy
is regaining momentum.

Instead, the response was notably
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intellectual traditions provide a strong
basis for expanding knowledge creation in
Indian languages.

These languages can therefore assume
anincreasingly prominent role in academic
work and public life expanding the role of
Indian languages while maintaining access
to globally used languages.

The principal challenge is not the
intellectual capacity of Indian languages.
Continued investment in institutional
resources and opportunities for
sustained use will enable these languages
to realise their full intellectual and
professional potential.

With such sustained investment, India
can further develop a multilingual
knowledge society in which advanced
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in Indian languages.

Education and knowledge creation, however,
form one part of a wider multilingual
framework. This framework can be organised
through three connected layers. The first is
citizen access. Public services and digital
interfaces can gradually be made available
inlanguages that their users
understand. The same applies
to welfare information,
emergency communication
and examinations.

Citizen access can be
widened further through
authorised translations and
summiaries of laws and judicial
decisions. Their legal status
should be clearly identified,

MAMIDALA
JAGADESH KUMAR

subjects are taught in the languages of The writer is and the rules governing
the Eighth Schedule and other Indian  Chairman, Review  authoritative texts should
languages. Modern knowledge becomes Committee for be fully preserved.
more inclusive when learners can study NEP 2020, The second s institutional
it in several languages. Ministry of communication. Formal
Indianlanguages possessthecapacity ~ Education and exchanges between the Union
to express complex and specialised  Chairman, BoG, ~ and the states, and among
knowledge. Their technical vocabulary 1M Calcuttaand ~ states, must follow Article
and professional use grow when institutions was formerly 346, the Official Languages

investin textbooks, translation, teaching,
publication and regular use. Their public
standing, therefore, depends largely on
opportunities for use in education and
public institutions.

NEP 2020 provides animportant policy
foundation for this development by
encouraging multilingualism and the
development of stronger learning materials
in Indian languages.

Wherever possible, it also encourages
greater use of the mother tongue, local
language or state language as a medium of
instruction. Universities can build on current
multilingual initiatives.

They can develop bilingual teaching
resources, laboratory manuals, peer-reviewed
publications and incentives for original work

restrained. The benchmark Kospi rose for
two consecutive sessions, but those gains
were largely discounted because they
came after several days of sharp declines.

The won also showed little meaningful
appreciation against the dollar. That

Chairman, UGC

Vice-chancellor,
JNU. Views are

jobs. More troubling is that the weakness
is increasingly concentrated among
younger workers.

Act, the applicable rules and
and relevant State laws. Bilingual
documents and translations
can make these exchanges

personal more accessible. Translations
intoadditional Indian languages
can make the information
more widely available.

The third is knowledge exchange. Important
works of global scholarship should be
translated into Indian languages to meet
educational, scientific, and public needs.
Works produced in these languages should
also be made available in other Indian
languages and English.

Such two-way translation will allow this
scholarship to contribute to national and
globalunderstanding. Taken together, these

need jobs, not explanations

While the benefits of growth have flowed

largely to a handful of manufacturing
sectors, older workers and selected service

lukewarm reaction suggested
that the revised forecast was
not persuasive enough to alter
broader concerns about the
underlying direction of the
South Korean economy. The
most striking element of the
government’s announcement
was the weaker outlook for employment.

The government projected the creation
of around 150000 jobs this year,downgraded
from its previous estimate of 160,000.
That would mark the smallest annual
increase since the pandemic-driven
employment contraction in 2020 and fall
well short of last year’s gain of 190,000

Letters To The Editor | S<editor@thestatesman.com

Public role

Sir, To think that the culture of corruption
and extortion that has been politically
patronised for the last 15 years will
vanish overnight from society is unrealistic
~ “BJPleadership admits extortion persists,
warns party workers against misusing
power” (3 August).

Given the way a corrupt political culture
has destroyed the entire fabric of our society;,
itis impossible to reform it within a year or
two. Whatever stringent laws are brought
to control it,until and unless society’s reform
is done, some bad effects will always be
there in our society.

Itis promising that the new BJP government
is taking strict measures, showing its zero
tolerance for corruption and extortion. What
Panchayat Affairs Minister Dilip Ghosh has
said cannot be ruled out ~ that someleaders
within the party are becoming attracted to
the honey of extortion.

State president Samik Bhattacherjee has
also cautioned party workers against the
mistakes of the previous regime. He also
said that West Bengal needed to free itself

from excessive political interference in

public life if it was to achieve meaningful

governance and economic development.

All these are positive thoughts, but for
success, public support is essential.

Yours, etc., Mihir Kanungo,

Kolkata, 3 August.

Security

Sir, This refers to “Arsenal Gap” (July
31). Modern conflicts have shown that
military strength depends not only on
advanced weapons but also on the ability
to manufacture and replace them quickly.

Nations must therefore view industrial
capacity as an essential part of national
security. Investment in resilient supply
chains, domestic production, skilled manpower
and critical technologies should receive
sustained policy attention instead of increasing
only during crises.

International partnerships may help, but
excessive dependence on external suppliers
can create strategic vulnerabilities. Defence
preparedness should combine technological
innovation with long-term manufacturing
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in other administrative data. Employment
insurance enrollment among workers
under 30 has continued to decline in

industries, employment conditions
for young people have continued to
deteriorate.

According to data released in late
July, total employment rose by 63000
in June from a year earlier, and the
overallunemployment rate remained
stable at 2.8 percent. But the employment

rate for those aged 15 to 29 fell by 1.7
percentage points to 439 percent, while
the youth unemployment rate climbed
by 09 percentage point to 7.0 percent.

Thedivergence has become even clearer

capability and efficient logistics. Building
this foundation requires consistent planning
over many years. A strong industrial base
ultimately provides greater security than
temporary military advantages achieved
through stockpiled weapons alone.
Yours, etc., Abbharna Barathi,
Chennai, 31 July.

Lessons learnt

Sir, Apropos Harsha Kakar’s article
“Lessons from Delhi protests” ( August 4),
I would like to comment that students
cannot alone be admonished as many of
the present-day politicians are found using
abusive language. A plethora of instances
can be cited to show how the ruling party
atthe Centre showed disrespect to political
opponents by using abusive language. What
kind of morality is the youth expected to
learn from them? The ground reality is that
very few political leaders command respect
from the youth. As a result, students suffer
setbacks and their patience run dry.

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta,
Kolkata, 4 August.
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more accessible, facilitate cooperation among
States and promote the wider distribution
of knowledge. Technology can support
implementation across all three layers.
Building on current multilingual initiatives,
translation tools can further reduce the cost
and time of routine communication.

Their growing use can be supported by
appropriate human verification forimportant
legal, medical, educational and administrative
content. Continued collaboration among
subject experts, language specialists and
technology developers will further strengthen
accuracy, equivalence and clarity.

Publicinstitutions become more accessible
when there s a strong multilingual framework.
It can also strengthen cooperation among
states and wider sharing of knowledge. Our
aim should be to continue strengthening a
multilingual framework that connects people
across multiple languages. It should also
respect India’s established official-language
arrangements.

This expansion should be phased, sustained
and supported by clear priorities, capacity
building and regular review. States can
continue to strengthen the languages used
within their territories while protecting the
educational and communicative interests
of linguistic minorities. Policy support should
encompass all languages in the Eighth
Schedule and, as needed and feasible, extend
to other Indian languages.

These institutional and technological
advances can support India’s longer-term
linguistic vision as India looks ahead to its
centenary of independence in 2047.

Achieving this vision will require sustained
efforts to create high-quality content, scientific
research and professional education in
Indian languages. English can continue to
serve important global and specialised
purposes, while Indian languages acquire a
larger role in national life.

recent years, while several studies suggest
thatlarge corporations have reduced new
graduate hiring by between 30 percent
and 40 percent from a year earlier.

The government has promised tounveil
anew youth employment package during
the third quarter, including expanded
training programs
industries and the creation of more than
200,000 jobs.

The proposals, however, mostly appear
to reflect the perspective of policymakers
rather than that of young people searching
for their first stable careers.

Many graduates argue that regular
entry-level positions have declined rapidly
ascompanies abandon traditional recruitment
systems in favor of experienced hires and
more flexible recruitment practices. At
the same time, internships, temporary
contracts and dispatched work have
become increasingly common.

in advanced

Inspirational

Sir, The retirement of
Ajinkya Rahane marks
the end of an era defined
by grit, humility, and A
supreme sportsmanship. With over 8,000
international runs across 85 Tests, 90 ODIs,
and 20 T20Is, Rahane was a cornerstone of
Indian cricket, particularly excelling as a
red-ball stalwart in challenging overseas
conditions.

While his 5077 Test runs and 12 centuries
cement his technical legacy, his finest hour
remains the 2020-21 Border-Gavaskar
Trophy. Stepping in as captain, his calm
leadership and masterful Melbourne century
guided aninjury-ravaged team to a historic
2-1 series win in Australia.

Though his international career concluded
against the West Indies in 2023, his flawless
slip catching, dignified conduct, and reassuring
presence will be deeply missed. He leaves
behind an inspiring blueprint for future
generations.

AJINATA
AHARE

Yours, etc., M Pradyu,
Kannur, 31 July.
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Administrative records can

reshape polic

MEHAKK BHARADWAJ

very few years, India's official
statistical machinery
undertakes one of the largest
data collection exercises in
the world. Surveyors travel across
the country to record household
incomes, employment, health
outcomes, sanitation practices and
educational attainment.

These surveys, from the National
Family Health Survey (NFHS) to the
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS)
have long been the backbone of
evidence-based policymaking. Yet,
by the time the data are cleaned,
analysed and published, the country
they describe has often moved on.

Today, evidence about India is also
being generated continuously as a
by-product of routine digital transactions.
Every UPI transaction, GST return,
welfare payment, school enrolment
and hospital registration leaves behind
a digital administrative record.
Individually, these records exist to
deliver public services. Collectively,
they provide governments with a
continuously updated picture of the
economy and society.

This points to an important shift
within official statistics: the growing
use of administrative data as a
complement to surveys and censuses.
The Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation has described
administrative data as data generated
as a by-product of routine administrative
processes, offering granular insights
that help move governments towards
more continuous and comprehensive
data systems. Administrative data
should not replace surveys; it should
complement them. Surveys remain
indispensable for measuring outcomes
that routine government records
cannot capture such as perceptions,
aspirations, unpaid work and household
well-being. Administrative data,
however, offers something surveys
often cannot: timeliness, scale and
operational detail. Used together, they

can move policymaking from
retrospective assessment to real-time
governance.

Built on the Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile
(JAM) architecture, platforms such
as the Goods and Services Tax Network
(GSTN) and the Unified Payments
Interface (UPI) generate high-frequency
indicators of economic activity. The
high-frequency indicators tracked by
the Government include electricity
consumption, the Index of Industrial
Production (IIP), steel and cement
production, GST collections, e-way
bills, PMI manufacturing and services
indices, railway freight, air passenger
traffic, bank credit growth, port cargo
traffic,and merchandise exports and
imports, among others.

Rather than waiting months for
survey estimates, policymakers
increasingly rely on administrative
signals such as GST collections, e-way
bill generation and digital payments
to assess consumption trends, monitor
compliance and refine revenue forecasts.

The Covid-19 pandemic demonstrated
why this matters. Lockdowns disrupted
household surveys precisely when
governments needed timely evidence.
Administrative data fills that gap.
India's CoWIN platform provided
real-time vaccination dashboards,
while existing beneficiary databases
under the Pradhan Mantri Garib
Kalyan Yojana enabled rapid delivery
of food grains and cash assistance.

The lesson was clear: resilient
governance depends not on collecting
more data during a crisis, but on
using existing administrative records
effectively.

Building an integrated administrative
data ecosystem is an ongoing effort.
Education databases rarely connect
with welfare registries, labour records
often operate separately from health
systems, and departments continue
to collect similar information in
incompatible formats.

The Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation (MoSPI)
has been working actively to address

these gaps. Initiatives such as the
National Metadata Structure (NMDS)
and data governance guidelines are
important first steps towards common
standards and greater interoperability,
but much more remains to be done.

Fragmentation is not the only
challenge. Administrative records are
generated primarily to deliver and
administer programmes. Their statistical
value therefore depends on how well
they are harmonised, validated and
standardised for measurement, an
area where classification and metadata
standards make a significant difference.
They capture those who interact with
government systems while often
overlooking those who remain outside
them.

India's large informal workforce,
for example, leaves only a partial
administrative footprint. Similarly,
healthcare databases record those
who access services, not necessarily
those who need them. Without careful
validation, administrative data can
reinforce existing blind spots rather
than eliminate them.

The challenge, therefore, is not
simply technical but institutional.
Linking databases across departments
requires common identifiers, shared
metadata standards and robust privacy
safeguards. Equally important is
public trust. Citizens must be confident
that information shared for one public
purpose will not be misused for
another. In this regard, MoSPI has
also given directions on data
harmonisation. MoSPI is actively
handling the institutional gap, such
as listing unique identifiers, international
and national classifications/standards
among other efforts.

International experience offers
useful lessons. Estonia's X-Road
platform demonstrates how government
agencies can securely exchange
information while ensuring citizens
provide the same information only
once. Rather than replicating this
model, India should adapt its underlying
principles to its own federal governance
structure, building an interoperable,
privacy-preserving data exchange
architecture that enables departments

to work together while maintaining
clear accountability. The future of
official statistics is not a choice
between surveys and administrative
data. Surveys will continue to provide
representative estimates and measure
dimensions that administrative systems
cannot. Therole of surveys, however,
should increasingly shift towards
validating administrative records,
identifying coverage gaps and correcting
systemic biases rather than repeatedly
collecting information that governments
already possess.

India does not suffer from a shortage
of data. It suffers from disconnected
data. The next frontier of evidence-based
policymaking lies not in collecting
more information, but in connecting
the information already available
through secure, interoperable and
trusted public sources. That is how
administrative data can become not
just a record of governance, but a
foundation for smarter governance.

The writer is an Embark India Development Fellow
at the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation. The views are personal.

KARTIK PRADHAN

hen vyoung voices
gathered at Jantar Mantar
recently to demand
accountability and fair
recruitment, the spark resonated far
beyond the national capital. For the
youth of Odisha, that wave of student
assertion hits close to home. An entire
generation in the state is currently
caught in a tiring loop of administrative
blunders, delayed recruitment
notifications, and legal deadlocks.
What was supposed to be a journey
of higher learning and career building
has turned into a test of survival.

Look at the sheer number of
roadblocks hitting a young candidate
in Odisha today. The Sub-Inspector
recruitment exams have been rocked
by scam allegations. The Revenue
Inspector examination, handed over
to controversial testing agencies, faced
severe technical glitches that ruined
months of hard preparation for
thousands of rural aspirants.

For those aiming at academia and
teaching careers, the wait is even
more agonizing. Even for university
gold medallists, NET qualifiers, and
Ph.D. scholars who have proven their
academic merit, the path forward is

Crossword | No. 293544

Odisha’sGen?Z

blocked by procedural paralysis. The
State Selection Board lecturer recruitment
has been stuck in court for over two
years, leaving qualified candidates
waiting date after date while state
colleges run with massive faculty
shortages.

Similarly, thousands of teaching
aspirants find themselves stuck due
to legal and administrative delays
surrounding the Leave Training
Reserve (LTR) teacher recruitment
process. Compounding these issues,
the National Council for Teacher
Education recently issued show-cause
notices to 15 B.Ed colleges across
Odisha over alleged illegal faculty
appointments and eligibility violations.
When teacher training institutes
themselves fail basic compliance,
what kind of educators are we preparing
for the future? This carelessness is
not limited to higher education, as it
starts right in school. The recent
disclosure of 1,678 factual errors in
state school textbooks showed how
deeply quality control has slipped.
From primary school books to university
recruitment, administrative apathy
seems to be the common thread
running through the system.

Even when the government tries
tomodernize, the execution burdens

facesa

the students. The state launched a
unified HIMS portal for faculty
recruitment across universities, which
was supposed to simplify applications.
Yet, an applicant applying to four
different universities through this
portaliis forced to pay separate, heavy
application fees for each institution.
Adding to the frustration is the practice
of re-engaging retired faculty members.
While thousands of NET and Ph.D.
qualified young scholars sit unemployed,
re-hiring retired professors closes
doors for the next generation.

Because of these hurdles, Odisha's
youth are beginning to push back. At
VSSUT in Burla, students raised their
voices against rigid uniform rules
that felt disconnected from a modern
engineering campus. Across the state,
aggrieved aspirants of LTR teacher
recruitment and other stalled exams
are taking to digital platforms and
street demonstrations to demand
swift court resolutions and fair
recruitment schedules. These are not
isolated protests, as they show a
growing refusal among students to
accept administrative inefficiency as
normal.

Thereis also a glaring contradiction
in state policy. While the government's
fee waiver scheme from KG to PG is

reksall

a welcome initiative on paper, the
ground reality for self-financing
courses tells a different story. Students
in these programmes continue to pay
exorbitant admission and development
fees, turning higher education into a
costly burden for middle-class families.
This brings us to a crucial turning
point. As recruitment scams, court
stays, and administrative flaws pile
up, the question is no longer just
about fixing individual exams. It is
about the future of Odisha's youth.

Will Gen Z need an intellectual
revolution by building a clear, organized
demand for transparency, digitized
exam governance, and merit-based
hiring before a real change can happen
on the ground? Or will the youth allow
these systemic failures to quietly pass
by? The answer to that question will
decide not just the fate of our campuses,
but the future of the state itself.

The writer is a Gen Z scholar from Odisha and Gold
Medallist in M.A. Political Science from the Central
University of Punjab.

ACROSS by one member 23 Dull parent replaces 3 Reporter's still in Grand National

going too far contents of diary writing material? lottery?

8 River Test perhaps (4,3,3) (6) (10) (10)
associated with 16 Where Force acts 25 Glance through 4 Boring way to 15 American tortoise
certain types of also leads to second novel by describe Reading? jumped into water
plant violence and Kipling (4) (6-2-3-4) to get bird
(10) vandalism 26 Where fare- 5 Look to oust (10)

9 See1Down (6,2,7) dodger’s journey broadcaster’'s 17 Characterful piece

10 Where one might go 18 Approach case of ends? central position in given alternative
to mix and produce leprosy with (10) syndicate title, oddly
New Order treatment of (4) (8)

(6) dubious validity DOWN 6 Word used by 19 Damp and sticky like

11 Effete English rogue (10) unprincipled shellfish? (6)
gripped by 20 Show 1/9 Horny beast and genius 22 Struggle to breathe
depression embarrassment, colonist run off (6) when doctor rings
(8) ultimately going together 7 Publicist dashes (4)

12 Person who employs pink (4) (8) round entrance 24 Core component
American head of 21 Relatively unknown 2 Big Brother writer outside court deleted from
state (4) economist ran has cast actor for (4,6) Android's top-level

14 Explicit film German banks second half 13 Part of fence directory
stopping progress (8) (8) catching small rider 4)

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

MORTALITY statistics do not convey
accurately the incidence of sickness in a
town or country, for, of course, only a
proportion die of those takenill, and it may
happen that in an area where, and during a
time when, many more people than usual
have suffered from some disease, the mortality
statistics may even show an improvement.
Some of the forms of influenza prevalent in
India often put half the population of a
town into bed, but no signs of its prevalence
are to be found in the figures compiled by
health officers. In places like Calcutta, where
there are many and large hospitals in which
accurate registers are kept, it would not be
impossible for some one who had the time
and patience to compile a chart showing,
apart from the mortality returns, the seasons
and months in which sickness is most rife.
Pending the publication of such a chart
peopleinterested in the subject have to rely
on their own experience or on the statements
of medical practitioners and others. So far
as Calcuttais concerned the general view is
that three periods of the year are likely to
be unhealthy. January is the month for
colds and coughs, and April and September
for various unpleasant kinds of fevers. It
will be noted that the worst months of the
year from the point of climate, May and
June, when it is hottest, and July and August,
when it is dampest, are not included in
these periods.

News Items

INDUSTRIAL MISSION
TO AMERICA

EMPLOYERS AND
MEN REPRESENTED

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGRBY, AUG.

IT is understood that the Commission
which, with the approval of the British
Government will proceed to the United
States to enquire into industrial condi—tions
there, will consist of five members. Two
will be representatives of the trade union
movement, two will represent the employers,
and the Com—-mission will be headed by
Sir William Mackenzie, who has served on
many important industrial enquiries.

An official of the Ministry of Labour will
accompany the Commission.

The newspapers state that the two Trade
Union representatives will be Mr. Ernest
Bevin, General Secretary of the Transport
Workers’ Federation, and Mr. Kaylor, a
member of the Executive Council of the
Amalgamated Engineering Union.

Mr. Bevin is one of the chief Trade Union
leaders. His championship of the dockers
won him, several years ago, the title of the
Dockers’ Advocate. Mr. Kaylor was Industrial
Advisor to several Government committees
during the war.

The investigations of the delegation will
not be confined to the United States, but
will be extended to include Canada, and
every important industrial centre in the
two countries will be visited.

Ample facilities will be provided, both in
America and Canada for the work of the
delegation.

BIG NATAL FIRE

500 ACRES OF
SUGAR CANE
DESTROYED

DURBAN, AUG.

ONE of the most disastrous sugar cane
fires in the history of Natal has destroyed
500 acres of sugarcane along the Illovo
river. The fire spread for five miles along
the coast to Durban. It is believed that at
least twelve natives have been burned to
death. Three Europeans were trapped in
the blazing fields, but two escaped miraculously
by lying down and allowing the flames to
pass over them. The third was able to get
out of the path of the fire.—Reuter.
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OPINION

El-Sayed’s Detlected Bigotry

Michigan’s
Democratic
Senate  pri-
mary went
about as well
as it could for

UNRULY Replublic.an
REPUBLIC Dominee Mike
By Barton Rogers, and
Swaim about as

badly as it

could for the
country. An easy win by Ab-
dul El-Sayed, the Bernie Sand-
ers-endorsed anti-Israel left-
ist, might have forced so-
called establishment
Democrats—particularly
elected ones—to acknowledge
their problem.

That problem is of course
antisemitism. Mr. El-Sayed’s
single-point win over Rep.
Haley Stevens after leading
in the polls by an average of
10 points will allow normie
Democratic pols to assume
the antisemitic mania infect-
ing their party has begun to
fizzle out. He will likely lose
in November, and the party’s
moderately pro-Israel liber-
als can remain in their silent
placidity.

A brief refresher on Mr. El-
Sayed’s crankery. He has re-
fused to acknowledge the
Jewish state’s right to exist.
He has repeatedly, you could
almost say obsessively, criti-
cized Ms. Stevens for accept-
ing campaign contributions
from the American Israel Pub-
lic Affairs Committee, or
AIPAC. He damns terrorists
with faint praise, as when he
condemned the attack on a
Jewish school in West Bloom-
field, Mich., before excusing
the perpetrator with the
words “hurt people do hurt
people.” And of course Mr. El-
Sayed campaigns with Hasan
Piker, who, as a podcaster

The Big Midterm

By Karl Rove

s we approach Labor

Day—unofficial start of

the general-election
season—campaigns are ob-
sessed with money. In these
final months, good cam-
paigns worry over whether
there’s enough cash to run
ads, deploy organizers, un-
leash digital efforts, pay staff
and keep the candidate on
the move. This time around,
which party will have the fi-
nancial lead this fall is a big
question.

At a candidate level, Demo-
crats have the hard-money
edge in both Senate and
House races.

The most recent Federal
Election Commission reports
on the nine most competitive
Senate races show Democrats
outraising Republicans in
seven and with more cash on
hand in five. Of these races—
Alaska, Georgia, Iowa, Maine,
Michigan, New Hampshire,
North Carolina, Ohio and
Texas—Democrats must win
seven to take the Senate. Ex-
cluding Maine, where Demo-
crat Troy Jackson replaced
Graham Platner as a Senate
candidate less than two weeks
ago and has yet to report his
fundraising, Senate Democrats
told the FEC they’ve raised
$290 million, while Republi-
cans have brought in $196.8
million. More important, Dem-
ocrats have $117.3 million cash
on hand to the Republicans’
$85.3 million.

rather than political candi-
date, has the luxury of making
explicit his hatred for Israel.

Ms. Stevens, who spent
the campaign avoiding the
subject of Mr. El-Sayed’s not-
quite-spoken animus, last
week ventured a diagonal al-
lusion to it. “You want to
blame all your problems on
Jewish Americans,” she said
in an online post. But she
also vowed to support him in
the general election—a para-
dox that nicely captures her
party’s pusillanimity on the
Jewish question.

Democrats face a
choice: denounce

him for antisemitism
or remain silent.
|

Forget the Michigan race’s
narrow margin. Some 750,000
Midwestern voters pulled the
lever for Mr. El-Sayed and did
so at a time when violent as-
saults on Jews and syna-
gogues crowd the headlines:
another data point, for those
who need one, that the an-
cient bigotry spreads apace.
The mayor of New York has
spent his first months in of-
fice defaming the Jewish
state. The succession of pro-
gressives who’ve won Demo-
cratic primaries in New York,
New Jersey and Colorado
rode to victory on the
strength of their anti-Israel
tirades.

I haven’t forgotten the
right—top-rated podcasters
bedevil their listeners with
lies about Israel, the vice
president of the United States
refuses to distance himself
from one of them, and every-

The GOP can claim some
sort of fundraising advantage
in only four Senate races. Re-
publican candidates in Iowa
and Maine appear ahead both
in total fundraising and cash
on hand. Maine’s Mr. Jackson
has said he received $2 million
within three days of his selec-
tion and had raised $1 million
before the convention that
picked him. Republican Senate
candidates in Alaska and Mich-
igan were outraised overall but
have more cash on hand.

In the five other battle-
grounds, Democrats raised
more money and have more
cash on hand. The problem for
Republicans is acute in Texas
and Georgia. In the Lone Star
State, the Democrat raised
$68.6 million with $21.6 mil-
lion cash on hand, while the
Republican raised $9.2 million
and has $1.8 million in the
bank. The Peach State’s Demo-
crat raked in $98 million and
holds $42.6 million; the Re-
publican collected $7.4 million
and retains $2.1 million.

In the House, Republicans
are in slightly better shape. In
the 18 House races the Cook
Political Report considers
toss-ups, 10 Republicans out-
raised their opponents. Each
party has an equal number of
races—nine—in which it has
more cash on hand. In total,
Republican House candidates
in these contests have col-
lected $86.7 million while re-
taining $51 million, Democrats
$82 million with $41.6 million
in cash. (This includes the

where young, mostly male re-
actionaries dabble in theories
pinning America’s problems
on the Jewish state. But GOP
officeholders and conserva-
tive scribblers have mostly
found the nerve to speak up.

What explains Democrats’
urge to de-emphasize or ig-
nore it all? Leave aside cow-
ardice and self-interest. A
cartoonish ahistorical percep-
tion of antisemitism plays a
large role.

Bigotry among the tutored
and well-spoken almost al-
ways wears a costume. Read-
ing the history of medieval
and early modern Europe, I
wince, as a Christian, at the
intermittent pogroms and
bursts of Jew-hatred. The
Jews’ economic success, to-
gether with their cultural and
religious nonalignment, pro-
voked resentment among the
masses and hostility among
the clergy. The idea that Jews
deserved expulsion because
their forbears had killed Jesus
made little sense inasmuch as
(a) his death, according to
Christian doctrine, made sal-
vation possible, and (b) Jesus
and all his disciples were
themselves Jews. Weak argu-
ments gave permission to
atrocious behavior. That was
their point.

A great many Nazi political
leaders and military officers
didn’t think of themselves as
antisemites or bigots at all.
They felt compelled to perpe-
trate horrors against the
Jews—as ordinary Germans
and Austrians silently, if re-
luctantly, approved—because
a collection of allegedly scien-
tific theories about racial cor-
ruption made it all necessary.
Adolf Hitler himself thought
some Jews good people but
believed the hard realities of

race made this fact irrelevant.

Long have well-meaning,
enlightened Westerners as-
sumed that the liberal values
regnant in their democracies
would arrest any attempt to
revive antisemitism. Toss that
idea. Today’s antisemites in-
dulge in the oldest bigotry
precisely because liberal val-
ues demand it—so they tell
themselves and each other.
Hence the need to invent sto-
ries about the Israeli military
starving Palestinians and Is-
rael’s prime minister com-
manding the targeting of chil-
dren. These and a thousand
similar lies don’t cover 100%
of Jewry the way German ra-
cial theories did, but they go
a long way. Deflecting to Is-
rael, Benjamin Netanyahu and
AIPAC allows the modern pro-
gressive to deplore the over-
whelming majority of Jews—
the ones who won’t renounce
Zionism—while retaining pro-
gressive values. Why scorn Is-
rael? The principles of hu-
manitarianism! Jew-hatred
always finds a way.

The enlightened 21st-cen-
tury antisemite absolves him-
self by noting the existence of
anti-Zionist Jews—much in
the way late-medieval church-
men could remain complacent
in their unchristian hatred be-
cause, after all, Paul of Burgos
(1351-1435) and Johannes
Pfefferkorn (1469-1521), Span-
ish and German Jews respec-
tively, had converted to Ca-
tholicism and zealously
advocated the persecution of
Jews.

Elected Democrats would
do their party and their coun-
try a service by concluding
that Mr. El-Sayed will lose in
November and denouncing
him as the antisemite he is.
Or they can keep silent.

Question: Money

money of each party’s leading
candidates in Florida and Wis-
consin, where primaries are
coming.)

But Democrats can’t rest
easy—in super PAC, commit-
tee, national party organiza-
tion and large outside group
money, the GOP has big ad-
vantages. The seven largest
Republican PACs and party
committees have about $1.17
billion cash on hand. The
eight biggest Democratic ones
have roughly $494.2 million.

Republicans need
Trump’s help to
overcome Democrats’
candidate-cash lead.
|

While candidates can buy
television much more cheaply
than PACs and party commit-
tees under Federal Communi-
cations Commission regula-
tions, GOP groups’ mountain
of money could more than
wipe out whatever candidate-
money advantage Democrats
have.

But maybe not, because
$461.5 million of the GOP’s
advantage sits in the MAGA
Inc. and Never Surrender
PACs. Both are controlled by
Trump world, and the presi-
dent may decide he prefers to
keep the cash for his presi-
dential library.

The GOP House and Senate
super PACs said earlier this

year where they’ll spend their
dollars. They were signaling
the White House political shop
where its help was needed.
Trump money is needed in the
Texas and Georgia Senate
races, where the president’s
endorsement decided the pri-
mary and his picks are lousy
fundraisers. There are also
dozens of House seats consid-
ered “lean” or “likely” Repub-
lican seats that need financial
support.

If President Trump deploys
those dollars, it will matter if
he does so directly or through
Republican super PACs. The
former would mean “MAGA
Inc.” and “Never Surrender”
disclaimers on the ads, which
would bring harsh attacks
from Democrats. The presi-
dent’s low approval rating al-
ready hurts GOP candidates a
lot, so why not lower his pro-
file in ad campaigns?

Whichever party comes out
with a bigger pot of cash,
money is no guarantee of vic-
tory. Good candidates, appeal-
ing visions, voter enthusiasm,
capable organization and the
national environment will
each have a strong effect. But
in that post-Labor Day sprint,
money could tilt the balance—
and the president has plenty
of it.

Mr. Rove was senior ad-
viser and deputy chief of staff
for President George W. Bush
and is author of “The Triumph
of William McKinley” (Simon
& Schuster, 2015).

The Ohio Man Who Proved Hitler Wrong

By Bob Greene

inety years ago this
week—in the early days
of August 1936—a 22-
year-old American accom-
plished something majestic, to
be remembered as long as peo-
ple celebrate the idea that no
race or religion is inherently su-
perior or inferior to another.
A soft-spoken young man,
Jesse Owens was the son of
black Alabama sharecroppers.
Sickly as a child, he began
working in the fields when he
was 7, expected to bag 100
pounds of cotton a day. When
he was 9, his family moved to
Ohio, where in junior high
school it became evident that
he had a talent for running.
Did he ever. In Berlin in that
summer of 1936, Adolf Hitler
was host of the Olympic
Games. Hitler’s goal was to es-
tablish once and for all that
there was an Aryan master
race, symbolized by Germany’s
Olympians. Owens, by that

point a champion track athlete
at Ohio State University, was
on the U.S. team.

In a newly constructed
100,000-seat Olympic stadium,
the grandson of slaves showed
Hitler how wrong he was. Ow-
ens won the gold medal in the
100-meter dash. He won an-
other in the long jump. He won
a third gold in the 200-meter
dash. He won a fourth in the
400-meter relay. Each time he
stood with his gold medals on
the awards podium as “The
Star-Spangled Banner”
sounded through Hitler’s sta-
dium, the world received the
message loud and clear.

Few people alive today have
firsthand memories of Owens’s
triumph in Berlin. Many of us
born in central Ohio after
World War II didn’t know, be-
cause we were so young, of the
indignities he had faced when
he returned to a segregated
U.S. from the Olympics, after
the cheers had faded—the
trouble finding meaningful

work, the barnstorming, carni-
val-like tours in which he
raced against horses, motorcy-
cles and dogs to support his
family.

In the late 1950s and early
1960s, though, America was
beginning to change, and with

Ninety years ago in
Berlin, Jesse Owens
won one gold medal
after another.
I

that change Owens received
the respect he deserved. You
could see that respect in the
eyes of central Ohioans who
came out to see him speak
each time he, in middle age,
returned to his old college
town to visit; you could hear
the respect in their voices as
they talked about him. This
was the great Jesse Owens.
And he walked among us.

On summer days, it wasn’t
hard to sneak into an empty
Ohio Stadium and to step onto
the track that surrounded the
football field. My friends and I
were among the kids who oc-
casionally did just that, and
who, for fun, raced each other
on that cinder track. We could
have run anywhere, but we did
it in that stadium for a reason:
This was the track where Jesse
had once run.

What he did at those Olym-
pic Games 90 Augusts ago—
and what it signified to a
world on the verge of a global
war that would cancel the
Olympics until 1948—still re-
sounds. Fate is fate, and it
could have been anyone who
showed Hitler, to his face, that
his view of life was a lie. It
could have been anyone, but it
was Jesse. Always and forever,
it was Jesse.

Mr. Greene’s books include
“Chevrolet Summers, Dairy
Queen Nights.”
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A Siege
Reconsidered

1453

By Anthony Kaldellis
Oxford, 352 pages, $29.99

Constantinople and some thin strips of coastal territory

outside the city, as well as a few Aegean islands and the
Peloponnese. But even over those areas, Constantine XI, the
Roman emperor, had limited control. At Constantinople, every
government decision involved negotiations with the represen-
tatives of the great Italian maritime republics, Venice and
Genoa, who dominated the city’s economic life and enjoyed
extensive legal privileges. The imperial capital was a shadow
of its former self, its population perhaps 30,000, down from a
medieval peak nearly 10 times that.

Sensing opportunity, Mehmed II, the Ottoman sultan,
arrived at the walls of Constantinople on April 5. He brought
— with him perhaps 60,000 sol-

“ diers, along with numerous can-
! nons, some of enormous size, to

B y 1453 the Roman Empire’s domain had been reduced to

Q;‘L‘fgl ONYy besiege the city; a newly con-
S—2ELLis | structed fleet patrolled the Bos-
14,5 3 | porus. The Ottomans had exten-

| sive experience besieging cities,
s SONGurey | plundering wealth and selling
CONSTASEDY i i
% . prisoners into slavery. The out-

: ! Ji - come appeared inevitable. On May

29, Constantinople fell and Roman

history came to an end.

The siege is the subject of
Anthony Kaldellis’s “1453: The
Conquest and Tragedy of Constan-

tinople.” It is a story that has been
told before, not least by Stephen
Runciman, whose 1965 book was long the standard treatment.
Mr. Kaldellis, a professor of classics at the University of Chi-
cago, shows a refreshing willingness to question the received
wisdom. The result is a triumph.

Mr. Kaldellis’s most important contribution is to argue
that “the fall of Constantinople was not inevitable, and the
defense was not doomed.” Many modern histories of the
siege assume that there was only one possible outcome.

The ruinous state of the Roman Empire and the size of
Mehmed’s army make this seem like a natural conclusion.
But Mr. Kaldellis shows that this appearance is misleading:
The siege was a very close-run thing.

To make his case, Mr. Kaldellis takes his readers deep into
the historical context. The Ottoman Empire was a relatively
recent creation. It was less a state than a territorial war
machine that needed a constant flow of victories, with the
loot and slaves they brought, to keep going. It had nearly col-
lapsed in a chaotic civil war that began in 1403 and was only
resolved in 1413. Mehmed’s grip on power was also shaky. He
had only recently come to the throne and had turned 21
shortly before the siege of Constantinople began. There were
many in the Ottoman camp who would not have been dis-
pleased to see him fail.

The Roman situation was dire, and the Romans knew it,
but it was not entirely hopeless. Constantinople had a superb
strategic position and massive ancient defenses: a huge moat,
an outer wall, and an inner wall studded with towers. These
features were a millennium old in 1453 but they remained for-
midable even in the age of artillery. Meanwhile the empire’s
Italian allies still had the upper hand at sea—even at the
height of the siege the Ottomans could not prevent ships
from leaving or arriving. Roman strategy was therefore clear:
Cling on long enough for Ottoman resolve to falter, some
discontented portion of Mehmed’s empire to revolt, or aid
from Christian Europe to arrive. If any of these happened,
the empire might have survived.

The Roman situation before the fall of
Constantinople was dire but not hopeless.

Ottoman victory was not inevitable.
I ——

Mr. Kaldellis evokes the drama and uncertainty of the
siege. Mehmed’s cannons pounded the walls while his soldiers
tested the city’s defenses. The Romans, their ranks stiffened
by Genoese and Venetian troops, did their best to resist. They
made frantic repairs to the walls as the bombardment contin-
ued and looked hopefully for the rumored relief fleets that
the Venetians and Pope Nicholas V were preparing.

The strategy nearly worked. On April 18 and 19, they
fended off Mehmed’s first general assault. On the 20th, four
Christian galleys fought their way through the Ottoman
blockade. Mehmed rode his horse to the edge of the sea and
watched in impotent fury as his navy failed to stop them.
There was serious discontent in the Ottoman camp. Another
major assault on May 6-7 failed as well. “By late May 1453,”
Mr. Kaldellis writes, “Mehmed was running out of options.”

And so he gave an order for one last all-out effort to take
the city. It barely succeeded. Constantine had appointed Gio-
vanni Longo Giustiniani, a Genoese mercenary, to command
the defenses. At the height of the fighting in the main breach,
after repeated Ottoman attacks had been beaten back, Gius-
tiniani was badly wounded and withdrew to seek treatment.
His disappearance caused a panic among the defenders and
they were routed. If Giustiniani had not left, it is possible the
assault would have failed. Constantine died in the defense. As
Mr. Kaldellis writes, “while Mehmed won the glory,” Constan-
tine “gained the honor.”

Mr. Kaldellis movingly describes the city’s fate. Slavery was
the best most of its inhabitants could hope for. A few lucky
(mostly Italian) refugees escaped, bringing news of the disas-
ter to the Christian forces that were still slowly gathering in
the Aegean. Mehmed executed many prominent Romans.

The fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Roman
Empire as well as of a living medieval Roman culture. The
institutions and elites that had sustained interest in Greek lit-
erature and the ancient past were swept away. Only Orthodox
Christianity, under strict Ottoman supervision, survived.

After a period of dithering, Mehmed made Constantinople
his new capital, sparking a transformation of the Ottoman
world from a loose agglomeration of subject peoples and vas-
sal kingdoms, held together by regular campaigning, into a
true empire. Western Europe, which had been remarkably
relaxed about the siege as it was happening, found itself con-
fronting an enemy much more formidable than before. The
Venetians, in particular, who had dragged their feet about
aiding the Romans, came to bitterly regret the fall as the
Ottomans gradually chipped away at their maritime empire
in the eastern Mediterranean.

Things might have been very different. “If Venice had sent
just two ships of well-armed knights and experienced com-
manders,” Mr. Kaldellis suggests, “it would have made a
world of difference.”

Mr. Woudhuysen is an associate professor of Roman his-
tory at the University of Nottingham.
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March of the El-Sayed Democrats

bdul El-Sayed’s victory in Michigan’s

Democratic Senate primary on Tuesday

is no surprise in this year of rising radi-
calism in the party. But maybe
hold off on French Revolution
2.0. Democratic voters made
the race far closer than poll-
sters predicted, and now Mr.
El-Sayed will have to persuade
voters beyond Ann Arbor and
the white liberal gentry.

Mr. El-Sayed, an articulate 41-year-old pub-
lic-health official, was expected to roll over
Rep. Haley Stevens. But his lead was 1% on
Wednesday when the race was called. The nar-
row victory suggests many Democrats had sec-
ond thoughts about nominating a man with
radical views hailed by Bernie Sanders and Al-
exandria Ocasio-Cortez as the next great pro-
gressive hope.

Progressive is an understatement. Mr. El-
Sayed now says he’s a “capitalist,” distancing
himself from the Democratic Socialists of
America, but his agenda remains the full Ber-
nie Sanders. He continues to support Medicare
for All. He favors a wealth tax and an enormous
expansion in federal entitlements for child
care and more. He wants to abolish Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement, saying the
agency “is about normalizing paramilitary
force on our streets.”

He has a particular animus toward Israel and
has campaigned with Hasan Piker, the Mao Ze-
dong fanboy and Soviet Union admirer who has
said the U.S. “deserved 9/11.” Mr. El-Sayed wants
to cut off all U.S. military aid to Israel, which he
accuses of genocide in Gaza.

When Israel killed Iran’s Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei in a bombing run this year, Mr. El-
Sayed was taped saying that he’d stay silent be-
cause “I also want to remind you guys that there
are a lot of people in Dearborn who are sad to-
day.” Dearborn is the center of anti-Israel,
Hamas-sympathizing Democratic sentiment in
the state.

AIPAC, the U.S. pro-Israel lobbying group,
spent heavily for Ms. Stevens. But it’s a sign of
the sharp turn against Israel among Democratic

His victory in Michigan
sets up the race of the
year in November.

voters that so many found none of his views or
associations disqualifying. Another message is
that Democratic primary voters want candidates
who share their anger no mat-
ter their policy views.

But winning a primary isn’t
the same as winning the gen-
eral election in a swing state
like Michigan. Mr. El-Sayed
will face Mike Rogers, a one-
time FBI agent and former head of the House
Intelligence Committee. Mr. Rogers is a strong
candidate who lost to Democrat Elissa Slotkin
two years ago by fewer than 20,000 votes out
of more than 5.4 million cast. He has shown he
can unite the moderate suburban and MAGA
wings of the state GOP.

Mr. El-Sayed is counting on anti-Donald
Trump fury to unite Democrats despite his radi-
cal views. Look for the Democratic establish-
ment, including Gov. Gretchen Whitmer and
Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, to rally
behind him despite their support for Ms. Ste-
vens. Ben Rhodes, Dan Pfeiffer and the rest of
the Barack Obama apparat are already lined up
for him.

The stakes here are higher than a single Sen-
ate race. Nominating a leftist could cost the
party a Senate majority that is very much in
reach. If Mr. Rogers wins, one lesson will be that
Mr. El-Sayed was too far left to win in a swing
state even in what is likely to be an excellent
Democratic year. Democrats might rethink this
year’s headlong rush left as they consider the
2028 presidential race.

But if Mr. El-Sayed wins, he will immediately
become a media favorite bent on colonizing the
Democratic Party from the socialist left. He has
said one of his first tasks will be trying to defeat
John Fetterman, the pro-Israel Pennsylvania
Democrat who is up for re-election in 2028.
“Put one ogre on a pike and then everyone else
gets the message,” he told a donor, according
to leaked audio.

Heads on pikes? What, no guillotine?
Michigan voters have to decide how polariz-
ing and left-wing they want American politics
to become.

Will Trump Leave Ukraine Without Patriots?

ballistic missiles for so long that his

brutal assaults are often no longer
above-the-fold news in the
U.S. Meanwhile, President
Trump is preoccupied with
Iran. But a hard question can’t
be ignored: Is Mr. Trump go-
ing to let a U.S. friend, which
has fought valiantly for four
years against a common adversary, run out of
air defenses?

Mr. Putin’s strikes Wednesday on Kyiv killed
17 people, and by early press reports Ukraine
wasn’t able to take down any of the incoming
missiles. Ukraine doesn’t advertise its defense
inventory for obvious reasons, though it has
long been low on Patriot interceptors. Mr.
Trump has floated letting Ukraine build its own
Patriots under license, and increased allied pro-
duction is a good idea, since every country in
the free world needs more.

But Mr. Trump later mused that he might not
give Ukraine the license after all, and Kyiv re-
quires cover now, not in months or years after
setting up production. Ukraine understands it
must do more than swat down Mr. Putin’s mis-
siles, which is why it is running a campaign of
strikes deep inside Russia. Providing more U.S.
long-range missiles would help. Yet Ukraine has

‘ 7 ladimir Putin has pounded Ukraine with

Putin’s barrage kills 17,
since Kyiv wasn’t able to
intercept the missiles.

already regained some momentum on the bat-
tlefield, and it is imposing heavy manpower
costs on Mr. Putin, which is remarkable given
the relative demography of
the combatants.

Mr. Putin is still betting he
can eventually pound Ukrai-
nian society into submission.
Will Mr. Trump, who usually
talks about the war as a hu-
manitarian tragedy, allow it?

Yes, the U.S. also needs to replenish its own
interceptor stockpiles amid the Iran war. “I was
shocked at the number of Patriots we fired,” Re-
tired U.S. Navy Rear Adm. Mark Montgomery
said in an interview on our Potomac Watch pod-
cast this week. The U.S. might have “burned
through 2,300.” Compare: “We gave 600 to
Ukraine, many of which were older and through
other partners,” he said. “Ukraine is not the
problem.”

The answer is for Congress to pass the de-
fense funding for a wartime production foot-
ing. Ukraine’s survival is more than humanitar-
ian work. It’s a U.S. interest, and Patriots over
Kyiv are defending stability and freedom on
the European continent. Mr. Trump is busy
elsewhere, but Russia’s war is grinding on, and
the President will own what happens on his
watch.

Colorado Progressives Hike the Tax Slope

rogressives are on a state-hopping cam-

paign to raise taxes on high earners.

Their next target is Colorado, where
they submitted signatures on
Monday for a ballot initiative
in November that would re-
place the state’s flat tax with
a steeply progressive income
tax. Is the goal to depopulate
Aspen?

Colorado’s relatively low 4.4% flat income tax
has been a major draw for businesses and young
professionals. It’s one reason the state’s popula-
tion has surged over the last couple of decades.
But now progressives want to make Colorado
more like California and the high-tax states that
many of its inhabitants left.

The proposed ballot Initiative 195 would re-
place the flat 4.4% rate with six income brackets
ranging from 3.7% (for individuals earning up to
$25,000) to 8.4% (above $1 million). Proponents
say Coloradans earning less than $500,000
wouldn’t pay more in tax since the top rate for
individuals making less than $500,000 would re-
main 4.4%.

But they skip over that the brackets wouldn’t
be adjusted annually for inflation. More people
would rise into higher brackets and pay more in
tax as their incomes grow. Because small busi-
nesses typically pay tax at individual rates on
pass-through income, many would see sharp in-
creases. A family farm that has a good year
would be punished with a higher tax bill.

Under I-195, Colorado’s top rate would rank
by far the highest in its neighborhood, which
includes Wyoming (no income tax), Arizona
(2.5%), Utah (4.45%), Oklahoma (4.5%), Ne-
braska (4.55%), Kansas (5.58%) and New Mex-
ico (5.9%). Colorado’s slopes may offer world-
class skiing, but you don’t have to pay state

A ballot initiative would
replace the flat tax with
high graduated rates.

taxes to enjoy the powder.

Additional revenue raised by the progressive
tax would also be exempt from Colorado’s con-
stitutional limit on tax revenue
growth, which is pegged to the
rate of population growth plus
inflation. This has been a cru-
cial restraint on political
spending appetites. Under
1-195, the Democrats who con-
trol the statehouse would enjoy a bigger spend-
ing allowance. Revenue could also become more
volatile since incomes of high earners wax and
wane with capital gains.

Colorado like most states is seeing healthy
revenue growth thanks to strong capital gains,
but progressives are still seeking to soak the
rich. Democrats this year have imposed million-
aire taxes in Washington (9.9%), Rhode Island
(8.99%) and Maine (9.15%). If there’s an eco-
nomic downturn, look for progressives to seek
even higher rates.

Progressives in Colorado and these other
states say the graduated tax is needed to com-
pensate for federal Medicaid cuts in last year’s
GOP tax bill. But the Congressional Budget Office
projected last month that federal Medicaid
spending will increase 34% over the next decade
notwithstanding the modest GOP reforms.

The truth is progressives want more money
to redistribute on expanding entitlement pro-
grams and to reward their union allies. Yet his-
tory shows that once a progressive tax system
is in place, spending keeps rising as revenue
does and rates follow.

Democratic Gov. Jared Polis, who can’t run
for re-election this year, has said a graduated in-
come tax would be “absolutely devastating” to
Colorado’s economy. He’s right. But it would be
great for Utah’s economy.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Americans Got Wealthier but Don’t Feel Like It

John Steele Gordon is right that
the past four decades have produced
extraordinary wealth, and the case is
even stronger than the Forbes 400
makes it look (“A Brief History of
Wealth Creation,” op-ed, Aug. 3).

Real median personal income rose
from $26,750 in 1982 to $45,140 in
2024 in constant dollars. The Con-
gressional Budget Office finds real
wealth in the median American fam-
ily up 131% between 1989 and 2022,
and up 232% at the 25th percentile.
Ordinary households took part in that
wealth generation.

Two things happened alongside
that. The gains skewed upward: Fami-
lies in the top 10% went from holding
56% of American wealth to 60%,
while the share held by the 51st
through 90th percentiles fell from
37% to 33%.

Meanwhile, what got cheaper di-
verged sharply from what got dearer.
Clothing costs about a third more
than in the early 1980s, against a
near-tripling of prices overall. Tele-
visions and phone-call prices col-
lapsed. But the median new home,
which took 3.4 years of median

household income in 1982, took 5.0
years in 2024. Published tuition at
public four-year colleges doubled in
real terms in 30 years. Healthcare
now absorbs 18% of gross domestic
product.

Americans grew richer in the
goods that markets could freely sup-
ply, and poorer in the three pur-
chases that define middle-class stand-
ing: a house, a degree and a doctor.
Those are the sectors where U.S. pol-
icy constrained supply, subsidized de-
mand or did both. I work in one of
them.

That is why the wealth data and
the public mood point in opposite di-
rections. A family can hold more real
assets than earlier generations did
and still find the ladder harder to
climb because the rungs that matter
got more expensive faster than the
wealth arrived.

The answer isn’t to redistribute
the Forbes 400. It is to let people
build, and to stop underwriting de-
mand in industries that do not an-
swer it with supply.

GILBERTO DE LivA LopEs JR., M.D.
University of Miami

Fix America’s Social Security the Kiwi Way

In his op-ed “Australia’s Not-So-
Super Retirement System” (July 22),
Samuel Gregg correctly explains that
Australia’s superannuation system of-
fers both inspiration and caution for
Americans seeking to reform Social
Security. The most important lesson
is that greater reliance on personal
retirement savings can reduce strain
on government budgets and the bur-
den on taxpayers. By moving toward
a lower, flatter benefit that provides
a backstop against poverty, Congress
can reduce reliance on Social Security
for middle- and higher-income earn-
ers and free up resources for capital
accumulation.

Unlike Australia, however, the U.S.
shouldn’t mandate savings on top of
Social Security. As Australia’s experi-
ence shows, this risks promoting the
creep of special interests, politics and
excessive regulation into retirement
saving.

Americans are already saving suc-
cessfully through voluntary retire-
ment plans without government man-
dates. Among full-time workers, 83%

have access to an employer-spon-
sored retirement plan, with four out
of five covered workers participating.
U.S. assets in voluntary retirement
plans are substantial, delivering the
highest income replacement share
among Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development countries.

A better model is New Zealand,
which provides all retirees with a flat
retirement benefit coupled with auto-
matic enrollment in the KiwiSaver
plan, but, unlike Australia’s compul-
sory superannuation system, workers
are allowed to opt out.

The U.S. could learn from the Land
Down Under: Embrace greater per-
sonal ownership and funded retire-
ment saving while avoiding unneces-
sary regulation, political interference
and compulsion. Retirement reform
should empower workers to build
wealth, not expand opportunities for
government or special interests to
control retirement savings.

Romina Boccia
Cato Institute
Washington

Warsh’s Silence Manufactures Market Noise

Your editorial “Warsh Makes Mar-
kets Do Their Job” (Review & Out-
look, Aug. 1) defends Federal Reserve
Chairman Kevin Warsh’s silence by
dismissing “forward guidance.” But
Wall Street isn’t asking the Fed to
promise a rate path. It simply wants
to know the Fed’s reaction function.
Market participants want to know
how the Fed would respond to hotter
inflation, a weakening labor market
or an oil shock. Wall Street isn’t try-
ing to steal signs, just to see the
rulebook.

With the Fed’s reaction function
unknown, every bit of economic news
and data now carries two uncertain-
ties: what it says about the economy,
and what the Fed will make of it. The
latter is manufactured noise. No one
expects the Fed to script an unscript-
able future or tie itself to the mast.

Mr. Warsh says he wants investors

Expectations Are Everything

Regarding Jason L. Riley’s col-
umn “The Answer to the Academic
Achievement Gap Is Obvious” (Up-
ward Mobility, July 29): Mr. Riley
makes a good argument for charter
schools, but they aren’t the only an-
swer. Standards and expectations
matter more than the type of
school.

I grew up in eastern Kentucky and
attended grade school in a four-room
schoolhouse without indoor plumbing
that had a potbelly stove for heat in
the winter. Despite that environment,
I went on to attend West Point, re-
ceive multiple degrees and become
president of a company. Money was
scarce at the Kentucky school, but I
had many excellent teachers who set
high standards and expectations—dis-
cipline, homework, study of the clas-
sics, challenging math assignments
and so on. I also had parents who ex-
pected me to do my best.

Teachers who expect better perfor-
mance tend to get it. The late re-
searcher Robert Rosenthal’s review of
479 studies found that teacher expec-
tations affect how students perform.
The key isn’t more money, though it
might help. The key is leaders in each
school district setting high standards
and expectations, and then holding
teachers accountable to those, while
rewarding the best teachers.

RoN MOORE
Knoxville, Tenn.

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

to “play the ball and not the referee.”
But a referee recedes into the back-
ground only when players know how
he’ll call the game. Major League
Baseball introduced automated ball-
strike challenges this season to make
the strike zone more consistent. By
keeping his own zone obscure, Mr.
Warsh has made himself the most-
watched man on the field.
JAack RaBuck
Sonoma, Calif.

Trapped Inside a Labyrinth
Of Government Paperwork

Judge Glock’s book review “A
Wrench in the System” (Bookshelf,
Aug. 3) about “the growing burdens
of government paperwork” reminded
me of an experience I had with gov-
ernment bureaucracy:

I tried to use an online form to ob-
tain a renewed passport, which I be-
lieved would save the government
and me time, paper and money.

I carefully read the directions for
the photo. I put white paper on the
wall, and my partner took the pic-
ture. I was careful not to smile. Re-
jected! The photo background wasn’t
white enough. So we went to the
nearest drugstore and paid $17 for a
photo. Rejected! The background still
wasn’t white enough. I called the
drugstore and was promptly given
another try. Rejected! I called the
number on the U.S. Passport website.
The Passport help line staff suggested
using another computer. Rejected
again!

I gave up. I printed the form, at-
tached the drugstore photo and sent
it in. So much for saving paper. I re-
ceived the passport three weeks later.

PATRICIA MACZKA
Galena, Ohio

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“He hasn’t been the same since he
won the lottery.”
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Success Builds in the South Bronx

By Kyle Peterson

Bronx, N.Y.

n America’s poorest congres-

sional district, an immaculate

$245 million K-12 public school

is welcoming about 2,400 stu-

dents this month, with a mis-

sion to get them all into college. Nor-

mally, New York politicians would

elbow for front-row seats at the rib-

bon cutting. But watch to see who

breathes a word about Success Acad-

emy Bronx K-12, a flagship charter

school that’s intended as a model for
the nation.

Will Mayor Zohran Mamdani at-
tend a grand opening? “We’ll invite
him,” says Eva Moskowitz, the non-
profit charter network’s CEO, in a
tone of resignation. “I've tried to
have a sit-down with the mayor, but
he has refused.” Success Academy is
effectively the state’s fourth-biggest
public-school district, teaching about
22,000 of Mr. Mamdani’s underage
constituents at 59 sites. Ms. Mosko-
witz can’t get the mayor for tea?

After 20 years of operating public
schools, she has thoughts, and if Mr.
Mamdani doesn’t want to hear them,
others will. “My hope is governors,
mayors, local philanthropists will be
able to come to this building and see
what’s possible for poor children,”
Ms. Moskowitz says. “We do technol-
ogy differently. We do bathrooms dif-
ferently. There is no aspect of public
education that we have left alone. Be-
cause we think it’s pretty broken.”

The school is six stories, with an
exterior of green-glazed brick to nod
at tradition while conveying differ-
ence. There’s plenty of red brick in
the commercial building across the
street, though what draws the eye is
its graffiti. Inside, the school has high
ceilings and big windows, a 300-seat
auditorium, a gym, a ceramics studio
and a court for a soccer variant called
futsal. A play area with wooden
blocks is decorated, as architectural
inspiration, with photos of the
Golden Gate Bridge and the Taj Ma-
hal. A reading nook looks out at Yan-
kee Stadium.

Other than the storybooks and
other signs of K-12 clientele, the facil-
ities wouldn’t be out of place at a
nice university, and that includes the
sloping lecture hall. “We don’t want
poor kids to show up on a college
campus never having had a lecture,”
Ms. Moskowitz says. “So in 11th and
12th grade, two days a week in the
curriculum, the teacher lectures.

Success Academy Bronx K-12 opens t!

Math, science, English, history.”

Conducting a tour last month be-
fore the arrival of any students, she
delights in countless design details.
Check out the ladies’ room, which has
full-length mirrors. A rooftop play-
ground features small hills of turf.
“Most district schools would not
have mounds this high,” she says. She
believes taking reasonable, calculated
physical risks is part of growing up:
“I picked out all of the equipment,
and I rejected many of the pieces be-
cause they were too ‘safe.” ”

Success Academy’s $245
million charter opens to
2,400 K-12 students—and
soon to policymakers who

want to see how it’s done.
|

Here’s another school staple: “I
have a lot of views on lockers, an enor-
mous number of opinions on lockers,”
Ms. Moskowitz says. “Most lockers in
America are metal, and they make a
huge amount of noise.” Success Acad-
emy has dark millwork lockers with no
locks. “You’re not allowed to open a
lock without consulting a lawyer,” she
says. “I have none. I just open them.
And when you can do that, the kids
tend not to bring contraband.”

Other surprises? “We have rather
big class sizes,” Ms. Moskowitz says.
“In kindergarten, 32,” albeit with two
teachers to a room. “In middle school,
36. In high school, 40. Very antitheti-
cal to the class-size mandates.” Stu-
dents read books of their choice 30
minutes a day. “We actually only do 10

his month.

minutes of direct instruction per sub-
ject per day,” she says, with lectures
for upperclassmen being an exception.
“Going to school is like going to work.
You work in school.” A U.S. history
class, for example, might be spent an-
alyzing sources.

It’s a culture of expectations. “Our
middle-schoolers take four years of
biology, chemistry and physics,” Ms.
Moskowitz says. “When they get to
high school, they take AP Calc, AP
Bio, AP Chem and AP Physics. All of
them, 100% of them.” Not everybody
aces every Advanced Placement
exam, though overwhelmingly they
pass the state’s standardized tests,
and according to Success Academy
every graduate in recent years has
been accepted to a four-year college.

Don’t forget that charters are pub-
lic schools, open to everyone, with
students accepted by lottery. Statis-
tics for the new Bronx K-12 aren’t col-
lected, but Success Academy projects
about 91% of students will be black,
Hispanic or multiracial, and 90% will
qualify for free or discounted lunch.
The upper grades are moving in from
another location, and about 600 new
admits won a lottery that had close
to 3,500 applications.

Direct control of the Bronx build-
ing, a Success Academy first, means
no political tussles over repairs or
storage space. The construction was
funded by $100 million from former
Mayor Mike Bloomberg, with most of
the rest from a bond issue. “The mes-
sage is not that you must have a
building like this in order to educate
kids exceptionally,” Ms. Moskowitz
says. “However, children deserve—
poor children deserve—a building
that looks like this.”

SUCCESS ACADEMY

Bronx officials appear oddly unen-
thusiastic about this quarter-billion-
dollar neighborhood investment. The
office of Borough President Vanessa
Gibson didn’t reply to an interview
request. Neither did state Sen. José
Serrano. Assemblyman Landon Dais,
who did answer the phone, sounds
tepid. “I do like the fact that they
built this beautiful state-of-the-art
campus,” he says, “and for Success
Academy families, I think it’s going to
be good for them.”

Still, Mr. Dais says he knows stu-
dents who tried Success Academy
and left, and he opposes lifting the
state’s cap on the number of char-
ters, even as he acknowledges their
agility. He “fought like hell” two
years ago to get $2.2 million for dis-
trict schools, including to build 10
science labs. “Not a dollar has been
allocated,” he says. “We actually just
sent an email off last week asking
for follow-up.”

To his mind, the demand for Suc-
cess Academy speaks to a need to fix
traditional K-12 schools, which won’t
ever be as nimble as other options.
“Government can’t work like busi-
ness, because as government you
have a duty to serve all,” Mr. Dais
says. “The United States military will
never be as efficient as a private con-
tractor, but there’s things that the
military has to do that a small con-
tractor doesn’t have to do.”

Ms. Moskowitz hasn’t given up on
turning the K-12 aircraft carrier. “My
interest is really in trying to end what
I consider educational defeatism,” she
says. Last month Success Academy re-
leased a lacerating report saying more
than 900 city schools have failure
rates above 50% in reading, math or
both. “Imagine a hospital where more
than half of patients died from routine
procedures. A fire department that
failed to respond to more than half its
calls,” the report said. “No other pub-
lic institution would be permitted to
operate in this way.”

Success Academy Bronx K-12 is
one part of Ms. Moskowitz’s answer.
Too often across America, “schools
are really about warehousing of chil-
dren,” she says. “You kind of put a
fence around them, sprinkle some
teachers and principals. You hand out
work sheets. You collect them. The
idea here is shock and awe. It could
be very different if we committed to
being very different.”

Mr. Peterson is a member of the
Journal’s editorial board.

False Unanimity at the National Academies

By Steven E. Koonin

hen the National Academies

of Sciences, Engineering

and Medicine speak, Ameri-
cans assume they are hearing from
thousands of the country’s most ac-
complished researchers. That isn’t
always true.

The academies released a report
on July 16 asserting that specific ex-
treme weather events can be tied to
greenhouse gas emissions. Media
coverage treated the report as the
collective judgment of more than
8,400 members—each elected for a
lifetime of distinguished achieve-
ment. The report itself reinforces
that impression, declaring that it
“represents the position of the Na-
tional Academies.”

But look who actually wrote it.
Of the 14 report authors, only one is
a National Academies member. Of
the 14 reviewers, only one is a
member. Only one of the two people
overseeing the review process is a
member. The report states that re-
viewers “were not asked to endorse
the conclusions or recommenda-
tions . . . nor did they see the final
draft before its release.” There is no
indication that more than a few
academies members even saw the
report before it was released.

The National Academies’ institu-
tional seal is being used to bless the
conclusions of a small committee,
not the thousands of researchers
whose prestige gives that seal its
weight.

That isn’t a fluke. It is how the
system works, as I know from six
years as chairman of an academies
oversight committee. The National
Academies are really four entities
under a single brand. Three of these

are the honorific academies, with
elected membership earned, perma-
nent and under no obligation to pro-
duce reports. The fourth is the Na-
tional Research Council, a staff-run
operation that solicits studies, re-
cruits committees and produces re-
ports. Academies members oversee
the process at a high level, but day-
to-day decisions are made by non-
member staff and outside experts.

For routine topics—asphalt com-
position, poultry nutrition, aircraft
cabin temperatures—this distinc-
tion is less important. There is lit-
tle controversy and limited public
consequence.

Weather attribution, on the other
hand, is at the center of a live, con-
sequential policy debate. Decisively
linking extreme weather to emis-
sions would bolster billion-dollar
tort claims. But the science itself is
contested: Attributing a specific
storm or heat wave to emissions re-
quires disentangling human influ-

ence from natural variability in in-
herently chaotic systems.

On a topic like this, placing a
committee’s judgment on the acade-
mies’ institutional letterhead isn’t
neutral. It launders a contestable

A climate report spins an
illusion of elite scientific
consensus.

conclusion into the apparent consen-
sus of thousands of elite research-
ers—a consensus that was never so-
licited, debated or explicitly
endorsed.

The fix consists of two simple
steps. First, be honest with readers.
Every report should carry a dis-
claimer—for example, “While this re-
port has been endorsed by National
Academies leadership, it has not
been endorsed, or even reviewed, by

the academies’ membership at
large.” This would prevent the public
from mistaking a committee’s view
for membership consensus.

Second, let academies members
speak. Create a members-only forum
where they can publicly comment on
a report after its release. The report
wouldn’t be reopened or delayed—
but for the first time, the public
would see whether the “position of
the National Academies” reflects the
range of members’ views, or only
those of the 14 people who happened
to be on the committee.

If the academies want to speak
with the authority of thousands,
they should let those thousands be
heard.

Mr. Koonin, a senior fellow at the
Hoover Institution, is a National
Academy of Sciences member and
chaired the NRC Divisional Commit-
tee for Engineering and Physical Sci-
ences from 2014 to 2019.

Give John Adams His Place on the Mall

By Jackie Cushman

e recently marked the 250th
anniversary of July 4, 1776.
But urgent unfinished busi-

ness remains. Our independence
might never have been won without
John and Abigail Adams. Aug. 2
marked 250 years since John Adams
signed the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. He knew that in signing, he
was risking his life and the lives of
his family.

Thomas Jefferson called John Ad-
ams “the Colossus of Independence.”
Abigail Adams, a brilliant political
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thinker, advocate for women’s edu-
cation and shrewd businesswoman,
was her husband’s closest confidante
and adviser. Yet while there are
monuments in the nation’s capital
for Washington and Jefferson, there
is no memorial to the Adamses.
There should be.

The Senate should pass the bipar-
tisan Adams Memorial-Great Ameri-
can Heroes Act, which passed the
House unanimously in December. In
July, the Senate Subcommittee on
National Parks heard the bill, which
would reauthorize the Adams Memo-
rial Commission, tasked with build-
ing the memorial, through December
2032. It specifies a location for the
memorial just south of the White
House. The site is fitting, since John
and Abigail were the White House’s
first residents.

John Adams rose to prominence
in 1770 by courageously defending
British soldiers charged in the Bos-
ton Massacre. He insisted on the
rule of law and a fair trial even
when public sentiment opposed him.
He was the leading voice for inde-
pendence in the Continental Con-
gress. Adams recommended that Jef-
ferson draft the Declaration of
Independence. He served as the first
vice president and second president
and set the precedent for the peace-
ful transfer of power to a member of
a rival political party—Jefferson.

Congress formed the Adams Me-

morial Commission in 2019. A major-
ity of the commissioners, including
me, were appointed by December
2023 and got to work. But the effort
will stall if Congress doesn’t extend
our timeline, which originally ex-
pired in December 2025.

Historian David McCullough de-
scribed the current oversight
bluntly: “There is no memorial, no
statue in his honor in our nation’s
capital, and to me that is absolutely
inexcusable. It’s long past time when
we should recognize what he did,
and who he was.”

The Senate can meet Mec-
Cullough’s challenge. John Adams
was neither a Republican nor a Dem-
ocrat. He was an American patriot.
At a time when much of our politics
has become partisan, this bipartisan
bill offers a unifying win for the
country.

Let us finish this work so that fu-
ture generations standing before an
Adams memorial can appreciate the
full measure of the family’s contri-
butions to America’s independence,
our Constitution, our diplomacy and
our commitment to liberty under
law.

Ms. Cushman is chairman of the
Adams Memorial Commission and
president of the Adams Memorial
Foundation. She is co-author with
her father, Newt Gingrich, of “5 Prin-
ciples for a Successful Life.”

Finance
‘Reform’
Feeds Nasty
Campaigns

mericans hate political cam-

paigns. They’re typically re-

lentlessly negative—built on
outrage rather than ideas—and dom-
inated by organizations most voters
have never heard of. Many of these
problems stem from the campaign-fi-
nance reforms that sought to clean
up our elections.

After Watergate, Congress be-
lieved that limiting direct contribu-
tions to candidates would reduce the
influence of money in politics and
make campaigns more transparent
and more democratic. The rules had
the opposite effect. Political spend-
ing has increased, and much of that
money simply migrated to outside
organizations rather than flowing di-
rectly to candidates. Campaign-fi-
nance laws prohibit candidates from
coordinating with these outside
groups, but they inevitably find ways
to communicate through increasingly
elaborate legal workarounds.

Misguided laws direct

money to outside groups,
which find ugly messages
easier than positive ones.

In National Republican Senatorial
Committee v. Federal Election Com-
mission (2026), the Supreme Court’s
decision struck down the ban on co-
ordination between party commit-
tees and candidates. It’s a welcome
correction. Such restrictions changed
the way political organizations com-
municate and made it harder for vot-
ers to follow the money.

When coordination is prohibited,
producing positive campaign adver-
tisements becomes extraordinarily
difficult. Outside groups can’t bring
the candidate into a studio or use
campaign footage, family photos and
other personal materials that help
tell a compelling positive story. At-
tack ads are much easier. Groups can
pull an opponent’s old remarks,
votes, news clips and unflattering
footage from the public record, add
ominous music and a narrator, and
build an effective commercial.

This has helped create the politi-
cal environment Americans despise.
Thanks to NRSC, party committees
will have the ability to produce posi-
tive advertising. The same should be
true for super PACs and other out-
side groups, which remain bound by
coordination restrictions. Until that
changes, the incentives will continue
to favor negative ads.

These restrictions have also made
campaigns less transparent. Instead
of hearing primarily from candi-
dates, voters are bombarded by
party committees, super PACs, labor
unions, trade associations, advocacy
organizations and issue groups. Ev-
ery message carries a different dis-
claimer. Every organization has a
different legal structure. The result
is a fragmented advertising environ-
ment in which accountability is di-
luted and few voters know who is ac-
tually responsible for what they see.

Campaign-finance reform needs a
different approach. Individuals, cor-
porations, unions and other organi-
zations should be free to contribute
as much as they want directly to
candidates’ campaigns—with real-
time disclosures of every contribu-
tion, rather than relying on a web of
nominally independent outside
groups.

Greater candidate control over
spending makes it clearer to voters
who is responsible for a campaign
that gets too negative. That is a
stronger check than today’s system,
in which candidates can distance
themselves from harsh advertising
because it comes from someone else.

Critics will argue that larger di-
rect contributions invite corruption
and pay-to-play politics. Those con-
cerns are legitimate. But contribu-
tion limits haven’t eliminated the in-
fluence of wealthy donors or
corporations. They have simply
changed how that influence is exer-
cised. If donors spend millions, that
money should flow directly to candi-
dates. Voters can then clearly see
who is funding whom and judge that
relationship for themselves. And if
support ever crosses the line into il-
legal conduct, it should be aggres-
sively investigated, prosecuted and
punished.

Congress and the courts should
continue moving political spending
back to candidates. For decades, law-
makers have responded to the flaws
in our political system by layering on
new campaign-finance restrictions. It
is time to recognize that instead of
solving problems, those rules cre-
ated new ones.

Mr. Kay is a pollster at the Repub-
lican consulting firm OnMessage Inc.
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How to solve Britain's prisons crisis

It will require changes to

sentencing as well as
building more capacity

Just as it was for Sir Keir Starmer two
years ago, Andy Burnham’s political
honeymoon has been cut short by the
prisons crisis. Faced with his first public
backlash, the new prime minister has
had to cut back a plan to release about
6,000 prisoners early to ease severe
overcrowding. Excluding some offend-
ers convicted of rape, grooming and
serious child sexual offences has
reduced the number by about 1,000.
There is understandable public anger,
though, that the exemptions do not
exclude all serious violent offenders or
manslaughter convictions. Two men
convicted of manslaughter over the
death of PC Andrew Harper, dragged
behind a car for over a mile, are eligible
forrelease after serving half of their cus-
todial sentences, instead of two-thirds.

Burnham is under pressure to tweak the
plan further.

The unfortunate reality is that he can-
not afford to cut it back too far. The male
prison estate in England and Wales is at
about 98 per cent of capacity, with fewer
than 2,000 spaces left. Without the
release scheme, projections suggest
prisons could be full by November —
further gumming up the backlogged
criminal justice system. The overcrowd-
ing is the result of years of policy choices
and underfunding under previous gov-
ernments.

The failure of the prison estateto keep
pace with demand is in part due to Con-
servative “austerity” policies in the
2010s, as well as planning delays and
construction failures. But the prison
population has also grown sharply —
owing less to increases in prisoners
being charged than to the growing
length of their sentences. The average
custodial sentence, excluding life sen-
tences, increased 38 per cent f-om 14.4
monthsin2012 t019.9 months in 2025.

Growing court backlogs, exacerbated
by Covid-19, have also caused a jump in
prisoners on remand. An overstretched
probation system has led to more
offenders being recalled to prison, and
may also have made judges less willing
to impose community sentences rather
than custodial ones.

Tougher sentencing is a political
choice. Polling suggests it reflects more
“punitive” attitudes among the British
public than in continental Europe. But it
has led to an incarceration rate in Eng-
land and Wales (and Scotland, which
runs its own justice system and has a
similar capacity problem) that is much
higher than big western and northern
European counterparts or Canada —
though below Australia and the US. Yet
offending rates in those counterparts
are generally similar or lower.

Part of the answer to the capacity
squeeze is to construct more prisons.
But, at more than £500,000 per place —
far more, per square foot, than luxury
housing — the costs are huge. Investing

Overcrowding
1S the result of
years of policy
choices and
underfunding
under previous
governments

more in the probation service should
reduce recall rates and give judges more
confidence to award non-custodial sen-
tences. Even then, though, prison
capacity is unlikely to keep pace. Sen-
tencing reform, to bring it more in line
with European peers, will almost cer-
tainly be needed too.

A start could be to replace sub-12-
month sentences — which have very
high reoffending rates — with tougher,
community-based rehabilitation that
tends to be more effective. The Nether-
lands tackled severe prison overcrowd-
ing in the 2000s in part by making a
similar shift. Other European countries
with lower prison rates also tend to
impose shorter or fewer custodial sen-
tences and make greater use of condi-
tional sentences, fines or community
service, as well as putting a bigger focus
on rehabilitation. For Britain, that
would mean a major political and cul-
tural shift. If it wants to break the cycle
of prison overcrowding, however, it has
little choice.
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Europe must do more to
harness its Al ambitions

Maria Hergueta

uropean Council president

Antonio Costa is scheduling

a discussion among Euro-

pean heads of state about Al

this autumn. Better late
than never. Leaders must use this
opportunity to catch up and align on
Al policy. While the US and China
treat the technology as a key priority
and instrument of state power, the EU
has not even decided on a collective
political course.

Today, any discussion of digital sov-
ereignty or strategic autonomy is, in
effect, a discussion about Al This glo-
bal gamble creates a risk for Europe.
Without sovereign Al options, Euro-
peans are dependent on foreign plat-
forms and tools. These dependencies
go beyond commercial decisions.
They mean that decisions made by
foreign governments have a dispro-

The US and China treat it
as a tool of state power,
but the EU has not even

decided on a joint course

portionate impact on European
national security.

Political leaders must therefore con-
front the Alside of security head-onas
tension builds between Al labs and
geopolitics. They should prioritise
trust and safety.

In the US, where investment in Al is
breaking all records, the Trump
administration regards Al as a source
of its hegemonic global ambitions.
President Donald Trump is taking
ever more steps to boost US advan-
tagesin Al capacity, access and agency.
Reports suggested that Anthropic’s
latest Mythos Al model was being used
by US intelligence agencies, while
access for European allies was limited.

This presents a new security chal-
lenge for the EU. The recent Nato sum-
mit in Ankara saw European leaders
confront the reality of an unreliable
and possibly adversarial America that
forces the EU to develop and maintain
its own military and defence capaci-
ties. Cybersecurity is integral to resil-
ience. Technological developments
also make it clear that divorcing eco-
nomic choices from security objec-
tives is impossible. Corporate actions
have an increasing impact on safety
and security.

Al is at the heart of this inconven-
ient truth. To tackle potential threats
from cyber incidents or exploitations
of dependencies, EU states must set up

structures to co-ordinate emergency
responses and benefit from sharing
lessons learnt. The summit should
decide onthose.

Dedicated task forces have created
urgency and focus during past crises
in Europe, including Covid and the
financial crisis. They are merited here
too. A clear Al policy package should
include hiring Al talent into policy
positions and developing national Al
security institutes, aswell as a broader
talent programme to grow and attract
Altalent (back) to Europe.

Within the continent there already
exists tremendous energy and appe-
tite for stronger EU leadership on Al
National Al strategies have been
announced and adopted, some uni-
versities are decoupling from non-EU
tech providers and intelligence agen-
cies are choosing domestic systems
over those offered by international
companies. Tying such bottom-up
decisions with an EU-wide vision
should scale and boost the bloc’s com-
petitive position by dividing labour
between member states and leverag-
ing capital incentives, ideally in sync
with industry. European leaders can
do areal service to people worldwide
who are deeply unhappy with the two-
flavour menu of Al they are currently
offered.

Being ambitious politically does not
mean prioritising Al above everything
else. Yes, Europe can choose to do Al
differently and not copy the extractive
Silicon Valley way of reducing people
to consumers and societies to mar-
kets. Europe is and will remain far
removed from the Chinese model of
state-directed companies and innova-
tion. But being principled and right on
paper translates into very few results
in today’s data, capital and compute-
driven world. If Europeans believe Al
can add value while respecting demo-
cratic values and increasing safety,
they must show so.

The summit this autumn must have
a clear agenda and real ambition from
which European leaders walk away
with a comprehensive Al strategy.

It should therefore conclude with
serious political buy-in and a tangible
strategy that unites the leverage that
comes from Europe’s single market
and wealth: incentivising investment
into sovereign capacity such as com-
pute, making Al chokepoints more
resilient, and setting priorities for
which capacities must be nationally
held first.

Any strategy is only as good as its
execution. The summit must provide
conclusions and actions. The EU can-
not afford to waste this opportunity
and spend the autumn merely learn-
ing and brainstorming about AL

The writer is a fellow at Stanford
University’s Institute for Human
Centered Artificial Intelligence and
author of “The Tech Coup’
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Brussels’ nuclear power incentives offer a model for the UK

News of the decision to extend the life
of Sizewell B (Report, July 8) will come
as no surprise to those in the industry.
Its original construction is well suited
to life-extension. Although the
reactor’s design is usually licensed for a
40-year period, the principal
constraint to extension, the reactor
vessel’s “neutron embrittlement”, is
something that can be closely
monitored. This is the process whereby

high-energy neutrons from the nuclear
reactor core bombard metal
components, making the steel hard
and more brittle.

Similar reactors have demonstrated
that being in operation for 60 years —
and potentially 80 years, subject to
regulatory approval and condition — is
achievable. Originally licensed lifespan
and potentially useful lifespan are two
very different concepts.

But Britain is facing the prospect of a
declining nuclear output over the next
decade, even with Sizewell B’s life
extension. As we wait for Hinkley Point
C and Sizewell C to come online, the
fear is that nuclear development loses
momentum.

The EU this month announced plans
to allow governments in the bloc to
include nuclear power as a category of
energy spending with greater

flexibility. It is an acknowledgment
that the EU increasingly sees nuclear
alongside renewables as an important
route to energy security and
decarbonisation, and a lesson the UK
could do with observing.

Vince Zabielski

Partner, Pillsbury; Former Nuclear
Engineer; and Senior Nuclear Counsel for
UAE Nuclear New-build Programme,
London EC2, UK

VAT reform? Here’s why it
will be difficult to achieve

Joel Suss’s opinion piece “A truly
progressive VAT would solve a lot of
UK tax problems” (July 29) is right that
we talk too little about value added tax.
It is the second-largest source of
revenue to the Treasury, the
exemptions are a mess of historical
accidents, and reform could raise
serious money. However, his
prescription is where the wheels come
off. Suss proposes removing most
exemptions and compensating low-
income households with automatic,
real-time rebates at the point of sale.

How would the state’s till know who
these households are? Most people do
not file tax returns. The UK’s pay-as-
you-earn (PAYE) system knows about
individuals, not households. The self-
employed report income months in
arrears.

The closest thing we have to a live
income feed is universal credit’s real-
time information system, and everyone
knows how flawed this is.

Suss’ recommendation would require
a new, centralised database linking
every citizen’s household income to
every electronic transaction they
make, which is of course unworkable.

Or people would need to register,

“ WHERE WERE OUR
INTERCEPTORS ? "

prove their status and claim a rebate —
again tricky to administer.

Suss further suggests households
with incomes below around £20,000 a
year pay no VAT whatsoever. A hard
cliff edge like that would spike the
effective marginal tax rate — the real
rate on the next pound earned — so it
would be better to taper it, which
means a sliding scale of personalised
VAT rates — more machinery,

more data, more room for error.

Every time HM Revenue & Customs
builds a mechanism that pays money
out automatically, industrial-scale
abuse follows. We saw this with R&D
relief, Covid support schemes and VAT
repayment fraud. The idea that HMRC
will be able to deliver real-time
transaction-level rebates for 28mn
households is pure fantasy.

A better solution to the VAT reform
debate is a root and branch review of
what goods and services VAT applies
to. Zero-rate the things we want more
of — genuinely healthy food, education
and green products perhaps. Then
push the rate up on the things we want

to discourage.
Yes, David Cameron’s warning in

2012 to “never touch VAT definitions —
it’s not worth the trouble” was learnt
the hard way. However these things are
complicated and there will always be
pushback — there is no shying away
from that.

It would arguably be less painful,
however, than constructing a live
household income surveillance layer
across the entire retail economy and
then defending it from fraud, error and
public revolt.

Andrew Oury
Owner and Partner
Oury Clark, London W(C1, UK

A high street conundrum

Polly Mackenzie writes that high street
blight can be reversed through new
uses for shops that have been affected
by internet shopping, and that
landlords with empty shops should be
forced to sell (Opinion, August 3).

I would argue that the real barrier is
the dysfunctional planning system. It
gives too much power to local
opponents — who feel free to opine on
everything from design to construction
to floor plans to “character”.

My local high street has a third of
shops closed but any proposal to
convert those properties to homes is

met with opposition and the council
caves. One proposal to convert to flats

has been batted around for years.
Another, to add two floors, was
opposed simply because it could be
seen from the high street and was
therefore detrimental to character.
As high streets convert from selling
goods to selling services — salons,
restaurants, coffee shops, educational
centres — they need housing density to
be successful. We need more local
people, more footfall. But progress is
impossible without changes to
planning. Fix this first.
Abigail Perez
London EC2, UK
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Indias voter
roll revision

brings more
bureaucratic
misery

by Krishn Kaushik

or a few weeks this summer
it seemed my Indian
citizenship was in jeopardy. I
did not break any laws or
move to another country.
Instead, a national exercise to revise
voter rolls resulted in me, along with
millions of others, believing I had
been thrown off India’s voting register.

[ was born in India. I possess an
Indian passport, pay taxes and have
been assigned a unique digital identity
as a resident. And yet, according to
the government, none of these were
enough to validate that I am Indian.

The cause of this problem was the
Election Commission of India’s
decision to launch a “special intensive
revision” of the voter rolls — the first
in more than two decades.

All voters in India need an Electors
Photo Identity Card, or Epic, to vote.
My Epic number has enabled me to
vote in four national and several state
elections. After the revision, however,
[ learnt that my Epic number ceased
to exist; the regulator could not find
my name in voter rolls before the last
revision.

As a journalist who has covered
Indian pclitics and policy for over a
decade, I have had prolonged and
close interactions with this country’s
dreary bureaucrats. I am aware the
bureaucratic monolith is unyielding.
But nothing has made it so clear that
the core of Indian bureaucracy’s belief
system is suspicion than the revision
of the voter rolls.

For the uninitiated, it may sound
like a small clerical error — something

that should be easy enough to rectify.
The election commission has called it
“logical discrepancies”.

But the scale of exclusions means
that re-enrolling is proving difficult
for those who were wrongly ejected.

One friend attempting to re-join the
voter register was told that her
passport, one of the 11 documents
allowed as proof by the election
commission, had been rejected.
Another was asked to find her
40-year-old birth certificate. She
managed to dig it out but is not yet
sure if it has been accepted.

Just because systems for redress
exist does not mean they always work.

R Rajagopal, a revered former
newspaper editor, was denied a
passport because his name did not
feature in West Bengal’s revised
voters’ list. As the Editors Guild of
India noted, if this could happen to a
public figure like Rajagopal, it could
happen to anyone.

“The fate of others who have been
similarly disenfranchised by a
bureaucratic stroke of the pen, and
lacking the voice to seek redressal can
only be imagined,” it wrote. This
“highlights the misery that millions of
Indians are being put through”.

Voting registers affect many areas of
life in India. Before someone can
receive welfare, they are asked to
prove their citizenship.

India’s opposition claims that the
revision exercise was done at the
behest of the Hindu rightwing
Bharatiya Janata Party.

In recent regional elections, Prime

Minister Narendra Modi’s BJP
managed to win control of the eastern
state of West Bengal for the first time.
The elections were preceded by 2.7mn
voters in the state being wiped off the
registers, which some claim played a
crucial role in the party’s victory.

Being left off the electoral rolls also
makes millions vulnerable to what
human rights activists claim is a
targeted crackdown against Muslims
in a state where they account for more
than a quarter of the population.

Following the elections, the BJP has
expelled more of the residents it
believes to be “illegal immigrant”
families — mostly Muslims —
deporting them to neighbouring
Bangladesh.

Rajagopal did finally manage to get
his passport after the opposition took
up his case.

As for me, just as I was hunting
through my documents to gather all of
the evidence I would need to regain
my right to vote, I received a call from
a confused junior official saying my
registration had not been cancelled.
Instead, for some inexplicable reason,
my Epic number had been changed.

The relief came with a twinge of
guilt, for how easily we let ourselves
be questioned.

Recent reports suggest it will take
courts more than 20 years to go
through all the challenges to the voter-
roll revision. For those excluded, the
actions are a reminder that no rights
can be taken for granted.

krishn.kaushik@ft.com
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Robert
Armstrong

n the age of artificial intelligence,
what happens to people who sell the
human variety? It’s a pressing ques-
tion for a lot of professions (not
least opinion writers), but is espe-
cially acute for strategic consultants,
who not only sell ideas but charge a lot
for them. In other professional services
industries such as law and accounting,
the provider is paid in part for taking on
legal responsibility. Someone has to sign
off on accounts or legal opinions,
whether they were drafted by an Al
model or not. Strategy advice lacks this
virtue. It’s simply good or bad, useful or
pointless. If a large language model can
do it better, faster or cheaper, we should
use the model and fire the consultant.
The threat is big, but not necessarily
existential. Before saying whyj, it’s worth

Who needs consultants in the age of AI?

being clear about what we mean by stra-
tegic consultants, and what they do.
Firms such as McKinsey, Bain & Com-
pany and Boston Consulting Group
work closely with senior executives to
solve high-level business problems. This
is in contrast to consultants who focus
more on technology or business process
implementation and outsourcing (the
share prices of Accenture, Tata Consul-
tancy and Capgemini reflect a lot of Al
disruption worries there, too). The
underlying service the strategics pro-
vide is a matter of debate. There are at
least three theories; in descending order
of cynicism, they are: providing a nomi-
nally objective and prestigious stamp of
approval to choices management has
already made; acting as a conduit for
best practices to move between compa-
nies without resorting to industrial espi-
onage; and helping managers make
their companies more productive.
These are not mutually exclusive
accounts, and whichever you like best,
you can see how Al presents a threat.
Doing industry research and presenting
it clearly; isolating broad patterns
among the strategies of multiple compa-

nies; and recommending options for
action are all things the strategics have
charged for. Alis brilliant at all of them.
If it can go into a slide deck, it’s almost
certainly turning into acommodity.

But that’s not where the value has
been for a long time, according to the
consultants. The analytic or technical
challenge — describing the problem and
reimagining the company in a way that

Charging by desired
outcomes is the future.
Per diem work is on a
burning platform

solves it — is now the easy part. The hard
part is getting the organisation to make
the recommended changes. Everyonein
an executive suite or in a boardroom has
different beliefs, acts under different
incentives and worries about different
things. Not all of them will speak openly
or even honestly. Gaining the trust of the
ones who matter and extracting compli-
ance from dissidents, and then guidinga

process that enacts change from top to
bottom, is the job. "Al continues down
the path of making strategy and recom-
mendations easier. The competitive
advantage is how well you orchestrate
change,” Kristy Ellmer, a managing
director and partner at BCG, told me. A
former senior consultant put it more
plainly: “thisis a contact sport.”

Luis Garicano, an economist and co-
author of Messy Jobs, frames the consult-
ant’s challenge as an information prob-
lem. The knowledge needed to plan a
corporate transformation is dispersed
among different people and is often tacit
rather than explicit. People who have it
often hide or distort it for their own ben-
efit. And it may not even be grasped
until pecple sit down and talk things
through. So the problem is not just that
an Al model cannot do the face-to-face
work of building consensus behind a
plan. It’s that the dataset that would be
needed to train an Al to design the plan
does not 2xist; it only comes into exist-
ence when humans engage in the plan-
ning struggle. Garicano compares those
who think Al can solve this sort of prob-
lem to the socialist central planners who

— as the economist Friedrich Hayek
pointed out — wrongly believed they
could do without the local knowledge

revealed in market prices.

To sum up, in the age of Al, strategic
consultants don’t actually sell intelli- :

gence atall. They sell a process.

Even if you believe this argument, the
strategic consulting industry seems cer-
tain to get smaller. Analytic and techni-
cal work was the bulk of the meal the :
industry once served to customers, :
while the bespoke process of helping :
management adapt to change was the

special sauce. Now there is just sauce.

The challenges will be how to train :
young consultants when there is not :
much bulk analytic work to be done,
and reforming the fee model. On the lat-
. the start of the US-Iran war, the world
are charging not for their time, but by :
. blealternatives to fossil fuels.

ter front, change has begun. More firms

desired outcomes. This is the future. Per
diem work is on a burning platform.

Doctors are notoriously bad at taking
. clearest real-time measure is sales from
see how the strategics do at transforming
March through June, Chinese exports of
. solar panels and components, batteries
. and electric vehicles were 47 per cent
. higher by value ($84.9bn) than in the
. same period last year.

their own advice. It will be interestingto
themselves. Consultant, advise thyself.

robert.armstron .com
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Europe and
the eternal
north-south rift

WORLD AFFAIRS

Janan
Ganesh

ast weekend, when the Span-
ish prime minister called
some other European states
“selfish”, even allies must
have winced. This is not
because Pedro Sanchez was without a
case. Governments were proposing to
(literally) isolate Spain after a surge of
migrants into Ceuta. Some had got their
facts wrong. It is just that many see him
as a stickler for the national interest
himself. He has rejected Nato’s ambition
to spend 5 per cent of GDP on defence, as
Russia would not be “bringing its troops
across the Pyrenees”. Nations on the
other side of those mountains found
that line wanting in solidarity.
Northern and southern Europe
inhabit increasingly different mental
worlds. The consuming focus of the
north is Russia. Unless Vladimir Putin
mellows in the autumn of his life, this
will not change soon. The south, which
has less exposure to that problem, can
cite other priorities. One is climate
change, which discriminates according
to latitude. Sanchez once suggested that
Spain’s efforts against it should count as
defence expenditure. This summer’s
wildfires make it harder to dismiss him
asasophist.

The feud between Sanchez and the
Italian prime minister, Giorgia Meloni,
over Ceuta masks how similar the two
countries are on defence. Earlier this
year, she ruled out sending Italian
troops to secure a post-conflict Ukraine.
(And she is a Russia hawk by the stand-
ards of her country’s right wing.) Like
Spain, Italy has only just met Nato’s
longstanding 2 per cent target. In a
recent poll, Italians werz the only sur-
veyed nation that opposed an increase
in national defence spencing.

There are exceptions, such as well-
armed Greece, and ambiguities, such as
whether France is northern or Mediter-
ranean, but core defence budgets as a
share of GDP are generally lower on the
southern side of the 45th parallel. In
peacetime, this scarcely mattered. In
the future, it could be all-defining. It is
one thing for Europe to disagree over
economic management, as the then
frugal north and high-debt south did for
decades. It is another to disagree over
what counts as an existential threat.

On its own, this would be enough to
cause north and south to grow apart.
But aggravating things is the migrant
issue. Mediterranean countries are the
natural point of entry for irregular
arrivals from Africa. With luck, Europe
will come together to defuse the prob-
lem. Picture the north subsidising the
south’s border fortifications, and all of
Europe taking an on-the-ground role in
Africa to improve people’s lives at
source. (France had a counterinsurgent
mission in the Sahel until2022.)

The trouble is that even writing this

scenario down brings home its fantastic
unlikelihood. Chad’s fertility rate is
around six births per woman; Spain’s is
scarcely above one. Raw demographic
pressure will push Africans towards
Europe in numbers that even masterful
policymakers would struggle to man-
age. If the southern frontier proves
porous, northern states might demand
harder internal checks on south-to-
north movement within Europe. That is,
no Schengen area or — worse for Euro-
pean togetherness — a fragmented one.
North versus south is a political rift
hardwired into the world. I wonder if
Kemi Badenoch has to contain a laugh
when Andy Burnham talks about Brit-
ain’s, which is close to non-existent by
global standards. Nigeria, where she
grew up, moved its capital from coastal

[t is one thing to disagree
Over economic matters, it
Is another to disagree over
what is an existential threat
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Lagos to interior Abuja at least in partto
bridge its north-south gap, which is
grounded in religion and differing expe-
riences of British rule. India changes —
in income, in attitude to the Hindi lan-
guage — as you move south. The split is
ingrained even in the UK’s peer coun-
tries. Think of Italy or Belgium, or Ger-
many. (In Thomas Mann’s Budden-
brooks, a woman from Liibeck reacts to
Munich as though it were Neptune.)
The US fought a civil war along latitudi-
nal lines. The once-Confederate states
still vote differently to the north-east.
You find the north-south problem
everywhere because different latitudes
produce different weather, and so dif-
ferent crops, and culture is to some
extent downstream of these material
conditions. In all the above cases, there
is a strong enough central state or fer-
vent enough national feeling to hold
things together. As a continent, Europe
has little of either. In 2020, its north-
south gap was shrinking. The derided
“Pigs” had made budget cuts and other
reforms that brought them closer to the
northern economies, as was (and is)

Carl Godirey

reflected in bond yield spreads. Compla-
cency about Russia was almost pan-con-

the gap again.

A continent that was torn along an
reverting to the more ancient north-

south one, rooted not in the old Catho-
lic-Protestant schism but in different

drift to the margins.

of being seen to caricature Mediterrane-

interest here, born of hard geographic
tinent have all too much to work with.

janan.qganesh .com
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Ehsan
Masood

ot yet 30 and already a vet-

eran chief economist to

Pakistan’s Planning Com-

mission, Mahbub ul Haq

wrote in 1963: “It is well to
recognize that economic growth is a
brutal, sordid process. There are no
short-cutstoit.. . The road to eventual
equalities may inevitably lie in initial
inequalities.”

At the time, he was an evangelist for a
kind of “growth at all costs” philosophy,
then at the leading edge of economics.
Guided by economists sent to Karachi
from Harvard University, Haq and his
colleagues helped the fledgling nation
grow at around 6 per cent during the
1960s. Pakistan came to be known as the
“development miracle”.

Yet five years later, Haq had changed
his mind. You did not need to be an
economist to see that sustained growth

Stop assuming GDP is an indicator of prosperity

had failed to eliminate the country’s
structural poverty. The architects of
Pakistan’s first five-year plan wanted to
prioritise affordable housing, spending
on public health and education. But
their US-trained advisers put more
emphasis on industrial policy, specifi-
cally on those that would boost a rela-
tively small number of conglomer-
ates. The economist Khadija Haq, who
happened to be Haq’s wife, found that
just 20 family groups controlled most of
the industrial corporations, insurance
companies and banks then listed on the
Karachi Stock Exchange.

Writing later in The Poverty Curtain,
Haq argued: “It is time to stand eco-
nomic theory on its head, since a rising
growth rate is no guarantee against
worsening poverty.”

Haq, who died in 1998, could have
been writing today. From Tunisia in
2011 to Bangladesh in 2024, country
after country has gone through a similar
kind of cycle: billboard-worthy rates of
economic growth masking unemploy-
ment — especially amongthe young — as
well as high levels of wealth inequality
and social unrest, which, in a few cases,

led to revolutions. More than ever, we
need to rethink GDP as an indicator of
economic growth.

Nearly six decades after Haq's epiph-
any, the rest of the world now seems to
be catching up. UN secretary-general
Antonio Guterres has made reform of
global rules for economic measurement
a priority for his second term. And it
may well be his most important legacy.

Billboard-worthy rates
of growth often mask
high levels of wealth
inequality and social unrest

In 2021, Guterres got the chief execu-
tives of the major multilateral agencies
including the IMF and the World Bank
to write a paper summarising what was
right and wrong with GDP. Their paper,
“Valuing What Counts”, called for a
political moonshot to decouple GDP
from progress. Guterres then assembled
a second group of independent aca-
demic economists who came to a similar

conclusion. UN member states, led by
Spain and Guyana, have begun an inter-
governmental process to adopt new
metrics — including possibly a new com-
posite incex — thatgoes beyond GDP.

Countries have essentially two
choices. They can change what GDP
measures, so it doesn’t just count the
monetary value of all finished goods and
services. Instead, it would also capture
things such as unpaid housework, or
misleadingly named “externalities”
such as the natural capital and ecosys-
tem services on which human life and
future wellbeing depend and which are
either threatened or have already trans-
gressed safe limits. This, however, is
proving fiendishly hard to achieve.

An alternative choice is that we all just
stop using the GDP index as the main
yardstick for prosperity — which just
about any economic statistician will tell
you is no bad thing — and start to run
economies according to a dashboard of
indicators instead. Many of these,
including getting every child into
school or universal healthcare, are
already being measured in the UN Sus-
tainable Development Goals. They just

would be just as vulgar but stand for bet-

indicator to GDP — but one that existed
outside the UN system of national
accounts. This enabled GDP to continue
its reign for another three decades,
untroubled by its new competitor.

As Guterres prepares to leave

of the national accounts when not

lems of mass poverty.

mula and Why it Must Now Change’

Green transition
wont be driven
by self-interest

alone

Noah
Gordon

ith a significant propor-
tion of global supplies of
oil and liquefied natural
gas bottled up in the
Strait of Hormuz since

has been rushing to find readily availa-

The conflict has accelerated a clean
energy boom already under way. The

China, the world’s green workshop. In

Anyone who cares about the climate

. should be glad to see millions of people
. installing technologies that will cut
. future emissions. Unfortunately, this
. pursuit of self-interest can only take the
. clean energy transition so far. The idea
. that incremental individual decisions
. will be enough to curb the threat of cli-
. mate disaster is a fantasy. Governments
. must keep tilting the playing field, for
. threereasons.

First, self-interest is most effective

. when the investments are small and the
. payback is fast. This cleantech boom is
. mostly driven by many individual pur-
. chases of solar panels for Nigerian roofs,
. heat pumps for European apartments
. or batteries for Australian garages. It
. would take expectations of a much
. longer gas and oil shortage to drive
. change in industrial sectors that remain
. nearly completely reliant on fossil fuels.

Admittedly, there have been two large

. investments in clean heavy industry

Individual decisions will

not stop climate disaster.

Governments must keep
tilting the playing field

. outside China in the wake of this latest
. fossil fuel shock. The UK-listed com-
tinental. The onset of war has opened
. ment decision on a $665mn plant in Par-
. aguay that will produce ammonia-based
east-west axis for decades might be :
. green steel company Stegra has secured
. another $1.65bn in financing to allow it
. to complete a plant in Sweden to make
threat perceptions. This matters : steelwith hydrogen ratherthan coal.
because numbers matter. It is soothing :
to say that democratic Europe has :
500mn-plus people — against Russia’s :
145mn — but Italy and Spain are overa
fifth of that. If the EU becomes morecfa
defence club, it is easy to see how Britain
joins, but some existing members might
. packages from multilateral institutions
The north skirts this subject, for fear
. poration and the Green Climate Fund.
ans as carefree voluptuaries. The south,
for its part, does not want to seem un- :
European. But there is a divergence of :
. green fertiliser facility is a bet that natu-
fact. Those who aspire todivide the con- : ral gas-based fertilisers will be compara-
. tively expensive or undesirable in the
. 2040s. Self-interested economic actors
. take such decisions only if governments

. point them in the right direction.

pany Atome has taken a final invest-

fertiliser without natural gas. And the

Both deals required unusually favour-
able geography — grids fed by abundant
hydropower — as well as strong policy
support. Stegra’s plant is protected by
the EU’s rising carbon price and carbon
border levy, while Atome got its green
fertiliser facility thanks to financing

including the International Finance Cor-
Whereas buying an EV today is a bet

that petrol will be expensive this year,
investing hundreds of millions in a

Second, the quest for economic resil-

. ience drives policymakers towards
. domestic coal as well as domestic sun-
. light. India, for instance, has approved
. about $4bn in subsidies to gasify coal.
. China, too, is pairing its long-term
. investments in clean heavy industry
. with major new spending on highly pol-
need elevating to the status of GDP.
In his later years, Haq went to work :
for the UN where he led the design of the
Human Development Index, a calcu-
lated attempt at dethroning GDP. It :
. tokeep driving their big trucks when the
ter things, he told Amartya Sen, his :
friend and collaborator on the project.
But the HDI team made the error of :
setting up their new index as a parallel
. carbon removal. Even if emissions were
. to fall rapidly, the scenarios for keeping
. global warming below 2C entail giga-
. tonnes of carbon removal through novel
. technologies each year by mid-century.
Today the world removes only about 2
office, his successor must continue to :
champion the UN’s Beyond GDP work. :
They cannot undo history, but they an :
study what went before. To paraphrase :
Haq, the world can ill-afford being end-
lessly preoccupied with the refinement :
. security. But there’s still no avoiding the
enough is being done on the real prob-
. fuel operations to shut down and man-
. date carbon removal.
The writer is an editor at Nature and author
of ‘GDP: The World’s Most Powerful For-
. Endowment for International Peace

luting coal-to-chemicals projects.
Rebound effects also cut against a self-
interest-driven transition. When China
shifts to EVs and cuts its oil demand, it
makes it more affordable for Americans

Strait of Hormuzis closed.

Finally, one essential step of the tran-
sition cannot be taken out of narrow
self-interest or a desire for affordability:

megatonnes per year by such means. So
the world needs a thousandfold scale-up
of a technology that is a global good.

It’s a wonderful thing to have clean
energy progress driven by economic
self-interest and the need for energy

need for states eventually to force fossil-

The writer is a fellow at the Carnegie



THE NEW YORK TIMES INTERNATIONAL EDITION

THURSDAY, AUGUST 6, 2026 | 9

Opinion

Life was impossible, and then it got worse

Millions of

Americans
struggle
today in
sometimes
unimagin-
able ways.

Nicholas Kristof

OKLAHOMA CITY After a 1,000-mile road
trip across a swath of America, I can’t
get one person out of my mind: Trinity
Goodman, a cheerful, chatty woman in
Oklahoma City who had a bandage on
her arm.

‘The reason for the bandage? Good-
man, 44, survives by selling blood
plasma twice a week. She had $3.78 in
her checking account, one cent in her

savings account to keep it open, and
six pennies in her piggy bank.

“That's my full assets,” she said,
smiling in mockery of her own poverty.
“Barely making it,” she added. “It’'s

really hard and it’s miserable.”

She dwells in an America that many
of us might have trouble imagining.
For five years she staved off homeless-
ness only by staying in the home of a
‘man who was not a romantic partner
but who took advantage of her vulner-
ability, she said, by regularly demand-
ing sex. A heroic local nonprofit, Hope

mmunity Serv-

Life . ices, helped her get

A low-income housing
ancyinone  for $50 a month, she
county in said; otherwise she
Arkansasis  would still have to
shorter than choose between
in Iran or unwanted sex and

B Food stamps, $298
amonth, sustain her,
but they can’t be

used for toilet paper or feminine hy-
giene products. So she searches for
them at church-run pantries — life-
lines in much of America.

Haircuts are likewise unaffordable.
“I've never been to a barber or any of
those places,” she said. “Never. I don't
have that luxury”

Many sectors of America — and
‘many Americans — are thriving. Yet
my sense is that many of us are blind
to how many people have been left far
behind. So far behind that they scarce-
ly inhabit the same country as the rest
of us. And this pain across America is
now magnified by President Trump’s
cuts in food stamps, Medicaid, mental
health funding for children, pregnancy
prevention initiatives and other Social
programs, as well as by rising gas and
food prices. Republicans are also im-
posing tougher work requirements for
benefits; this is reasonable in theory,
but in practice such requirements have
proved costly to administer and end up
‘mostly just driving people deeper into
poverty.

On this trip, I talked to so many

people who are losing food stamps and
other benefits and increasingly desper-
ate — and resentful, understandably, of
elites who seem indifferent to their
struggles. A recent Washington Post-
Ipsos poll found that two-thirds of
Americans consider groceries un-
affordable.

Goodman is among those feeling the
squeeze, and there appears to be some
risk that she will lose her food stamps
— and in that case she doesn’t know
how she would get by.

I'm on my annual win-a-trip journey,
which I started 20 years ago to take a
university student on a reporting trip
to cover neglected issues. Usually we
travel abroad, often in Africa, but this
time we explored poverty, addiction
and human trafficking in Oklahoma,
Arkansas and Kentucky.

My student winner this year is

Brunella Tipismana, who grew up ina
working-class neighborhood in Lima,
Peru, and just graduated from Yale
University. One thing we saw repeat-
edly on this road trip is that poverty in
America is not just about a lack of
money, but is often multigenerational
and self-replicating.

Goodman, for example, says she
grew up steeped in trauma, in a toxic
family that often abused drugs. She
told us that she was raped and sexu-
ally abused beginning at the age of 6
or 7. She was 9 when her mother killed
herself; afterward, Goodman was
raised by other family members, she
said. All the trauma left a mark: She
says she was clinically diagnosed with

complex post-traumatic stress dis-
order that has left her unable to work.
She has applied for disability benefits,
and says she was denied, but is now
appealing.
T asked Goodman what message she
would have for Trump as the cuts and
work requirements he ordered ripple
across the land.

“You do not know what you're doing
to people who are struggling to live,”
she said. “You got money in the bank.

You don’t know how it feels to struggle.

Live in my shoes for one day. You
wouldn't be able to handle it.”

In Pine Bluff, Ark., a largely Black
city that is struggling economically,
racked by crime and losing population,
Ivisited the home of Latoya Foster, 31,
a single mother with six children who
has lost food stamps and as a result is
behind in rent.

Foster works as a shift manager at
‘Taco Bell, earning $13.40 an hour. She
relied on $1,172 in food stamps per
month — but they were abruptly cut
off in May, apparently because of
suspicions that two of her children
were collecting improper benefits in
other states. She denies that and says
there was some kind of mistake in the
system.

Nationwide, some 15 million chil-
dren have lost food stamps under
Trump’s crackdown over the last year,
according to the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities. It notes, and superb
reporting by my Times colleague
Jason DeParle underscores, that pres-
sure on states to cut costs and reduce

error rates may lead to wrongful deni-
als of benefits. In addition, some three
‘million Americans have lost Oba-
‘macare health insurance since the
beginning of this year, after Republi-
cans cut subsidies to help pay for
insurance.

‘Without food stamps, Foster now is
behind in her rent — $650 a month for
a three-bedroom home in a crime-
ridden neighborhood — and accumu-
lating a $25-a-day late fee on top of the
rent owed.

“I hit rock bottom daily;” she told me.
“The more I work, the harder stuff

ets”

And then she broke down and wept.

The push to cut benefits for strug-
gling Americans is partly rooted in a
desire to trim federal spending, but
that’s hard to square with the expense
of the Iran war, as well as subsidies for

private planes and tax cuts for the
wealthiest. It's also based on a percep-
tion that the “undeserving poor” are
exploiting the system, but I think we
exaggerate the degree to which it is
the poor rather than the rich who get
away with ions. As of 2019,

cused of fraud, laziness or personal
irresponsibility. Yes, many end up mak-
ing bad choices, but we fail them before
they fail us.

‘Trump initially proposed eliminating
Head Start, the federal program with
bipartisan support that serves those
vulnerable children in poverty. He later
backed off that idea, but congressional
investigators found that his administra-
tion illegally withheld $12 billion from
the program for several months, caus-
ing great hardship.

But while it's easy to focus on Trump
and Republicans cutting Medicaid, food
stamps and other benefits, it's not just
the Trump administration that seems to
have a myopia about Americans falling
behind.

Democrats talk a good game about
housing being a human right, but the
three states with the highest rates of

N\ 5 > S
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unsheltered homelessness right now are

blue ones: California, Oregon and Ha-

wail. Liberals rightly protest Trump’s

plans to abolish the Department of

Education, but it is a handful of red

states — especially Alabama, Louisiana
and — that have shown

according to ProPublica, the place in
America with the highest percentage
of tax audits was not a haven of billion-
aires but rather Humphreys County,
Miss,, with a majority Black population
and a median household income then
of roughly $26,000.
In any case, the age group most

likely to live in poverty — by far

children, particularly children 2 ye: .
old and under, and they can't be ac-

asmmshmg progress and now may
represent the best hope for American
education.

A Black fourth-grader in Mississippi
is now two and a half times as likely to
test proficient in reading as a Black
fourth-grader in California. Democrats
have every right to call out Trump, but
they shouid also look in the mirror at
their own failures to help those left
behind.

When the problems are structural, we
tend to ignore them. Palo Alto, Calit, is
full of well-meaning liberals — four-
fifths of voters supported Kamala Har-
ris over Donald Trump in 2024 — and it
‘makes its outstanding public schools
available to children of all colors and
classes . .. as long as their families can
afford an average home price of $3.6
million.

It's understandable that many work-
ing-class Americans feel betrayed. As I
see it, politicians of all parties have been
far too complacent about Americans
being left behind, even as 1.3 million
Americans have died of overdoses since
2000. That's roughly the number of
American service members who have
died from all the wars in American
history.

One reason for the complacency is
that the problems, at least in their com-
plexity, are often invisible. Americans
may see a homeless person shooting
drugs, but they won't see the arc of
hopelessness that began with, say,
foster care — which at its worst is a
government system of child abuse.

Courtney Williams, 31, endured that
broken foster care system. I met her in
Oklahoma City, where she is caring for a
new baby and hoping her $298 a month
in food stamps won't be taken away.

We taxpayers paid for Williams to be
incarcerated — three times — but we
KRISTOF, PAGE 10

Above, a home-
less man who
gave his name
only as Mike at

she will not lose
her $208a
‘month in food
stamps.
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This bridge now divides
Canada and America

Paul A. Eisenstein

Mr. Trump doesn’t seem to be much of
a hockey fan — though it would sur-
prise no one if he proclaimed his abili-
ties on the ice. What we know is he’s
d Canada surrender sover-

DETROIT Some geographic trivia:
Where are the only major border cross-
ings in the 48 contiguous states where
you head south to get to Canada?
Answer: Detroit, where there are now
three roadways to cross under or over
the Detroit River. The latest connec-
tion, the Gordie Howe International
Bridge, opened in late July after a
weekslong delay caused by a Donald
Trump temper tantrum.

‘The Gordie, named after the Canadi-
an hockey legend who skated for the
N.H.L.s Detroit Red Wings for more
than two decades, should represent the
centuries-long ties between two tradi-
tionally friendly neighbors and two
cities whose economies are closely
linked. Instead, the president has made
it part of his personal grudge match
against Canada, one that includes new
tariffs that will once again raise prices
for American consumers and compa-
nies.

‘The Gordie is an impressive work:
Its 2,799-foot main span is the longest
ofits kind in North America and de-
signed to allow passage below it by
large vessels. Its twin 722-foot towers
are more than just concrete and steel.
‘They're designed to resemble the arc
of a hockey stick swung for a slap shot,

according to its
~ architect, Erik
Sadly, Trumps  pepyrens,
attacks against Few towns are
Gordie Howe’s  as hockey-mad as
homeland have  those the bridge
now given connects, the Mo-
Canadians less tor City and Wind-
ofareasonto 50T, Ontario. And
L while fans might
thebridge  jopare the per-
that honors

formance of the
current Detroit
Red Wings, there's
one thing uniting
both sides: the legacy of Gordie Howe,
aman who spanned the border long
before the bridge named after him.
“Mr. Hockey” was born in 1928 in
Floral, Saskatchewan, and spent 26
seasons in the National Hockey
League, 25 with the Wings. An ambi-
dextrous player, he racked up 801 goals
and 1,850 points (records standing until
another Canadian, Wayne Gretzky,
came along). Surviving that long in a
game famous for its raw physicality
isn't easy, but consider that the “Gordie
Howe Hat Trick” was named for him: a
goal, an assist and a fight in a single
game. Howe regularly praised Detroit
and the affection his fans showed him.

Ultimately, dementia claimed Mr.
Hockey. But his memory remains
bright among fans in Detroit and
throughout Canada and, two years
after his 2016 death, work began on
what would become the Gordie. The
project took longer than expected —
don’t they all? — with overruns driving
the cost to $4.5 billion. But major con-
struction had been completed by last
February, and its opening appeared to
be on the horizon.

The Detroit-Windsor border is the
busiest commercial land crossing,
between the two nations — Canada
being one of America’s biggest trade
partners, and the United States the
largest for our north-
ern neighbor. The older
links, a tunnel and a
bridge, were increas-
ingly hard-pressed to
handle the traffic. The
auto industry, in partic-
ular, desperately
sought a new bridge
with additional
customs booths and a
more direct connection
to Canada’s highway
network. (The aging
Ambassador Bridge
requires trucks to
traverse slow-moving
streets.)

‘Where little could
stop Gordie Howe on
the ice, the bridge
named for him was
unexpectedly slammed
into the boards by Mr.
Trump. He declared the
Gordie wouldn't open
until Canada “treats
the United States with
the Fairness and Re-
spect that we deserve.”

Why target the
Gordie Howe bridge?

eignty to become the 5lst state. Failing
that, he’s hammered our longstanding
ally with tariffs on autos, auto parts,
steel and other goods.

Reality doesn't always matter for
M. Trump. A closer look reveals that
Canada gave the United States a
sweetheart deal on the Gordie by
funding the entire project. It would
take about 50 years for Canada to be
repaid through toll revenues.

Another bridge may have been on
the president’s mind. Last winter,
Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick
‘met with Matthew Moroun, whose
family owns the Ambassador Bridge.
‘The old span had, for nearly a century,
a near monopoly on truck traffic. But
it's widely expected the Morouns will
lose revenues to the new span, where
drivers will pay less in tolls than they
do on the Ambassador. Surely there
could be no connection between the
delay and the fact that Mr. Moroun
donated $1 million to the MAGA Inc.
super PAC in January.

Under intense pressure from Demo-
crats, as well as the auto industry, Mr.
‘Trump pulled another TACO. To save
face he announced his usual deal,
insisting, “We changed the terms” and
“America now gets 50 percent of the
Profit” In reality, Gregor Robertson,
Canada’s housing and infrastructure
minister, told reporters, “We don’t
anticipate that being very much given
all of the costs at the front end with
this bridge in the initial years of oper-
ating?”

Trump’s comments about the new
deal came just days after he said on
social media he would impose tariffs to
punish Canada for the audacity of
allowing wildfire smoke to cross the
border.

Canadians are slow to get worked
up about anything but hockey. This
time, they disinvited America from a
party to mark the bridge opening. The
best we could do was send Gov.
Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan across
the span in a Mustang convertible.
Nobody would be surprised if Canadi-
ans make it their preferred route in
and out of the United States.

That is, if they continue to visit the
United States. Many Canadians have
stopped drinking U.S. booze, switched
to foreign alternatives for other prod-
ucts, such as meat and dairy, and
resisted travel to their neighbor. In a
recent study, the Canadian govern-
ment found its citizens made 7.1 mil-
lion fewer visits to the United States
last year than they did in 2024, a
roughly 25 percent decline. Related
spending dropped more than $2 bil-
lion, to around $13 billion, a 15 percent
decline.

‘The Gordie Howe International
Bridge should be a shiny, binational
buckle along the world's longest inter-
national border, and a monument to a
great Canadian who loved Detroit.
Sadly, Mr. Trump’s attacks against
Gordie Howe's homeland have now
given Canadians less of a reason to
take the bridge that honors him.

PAUL A. EISENSTEIN publishes the website
Headlight.News and The Car Collective
on Substack.
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never provided her the protection and
opportunities she needed, especially
when she was young and most needed
help. And when we don't invest in the
front end, we end up paying at the
back end.

Some of Williams’s earliest memo-
ries are of men sexually assaulting her,
perhaps when she was 3 or 4. Her
mother was a prostitute with addic-
tions, she said, and at age 6 she saw
her younger sister killed and was then
put in foster care.

From there she bounced around
foster homes in seven states, carrying
her life belongings with her in a trash
bag. When she was 11, one foster home
put padlocks on the refrigerator,
freezer and food cabinets, keeping her
and other foster children hungry, she
said.

‘Williams first tried meth at age 12
and at 14 became pregnant by a man in
his late 20s who, she later found out,
was a convicted sex offender. She put
the baby up for adoption and dropped
out of school in 10th grade.

Not every foster family was abusive
or hosting her for the money, she said;
she recalls that one was wonderful and
wanted to adopt her. But Williams, by
now deeply suspicious of human Kind-
ness and full of self-doubt, asked for a
different placement.

When Williams was 17, her foster
mother stopped getting checks for her
— she’s not sure why, but perhaps
some snafu in the system — and
kicked her out. After that, Williams
spent a decade largely homeless,
wrestling with drugs, washing up in
Dunkin’ Donuts restrooms and peri-
odically getting locked up. Finally a
new boyfriend, now husband, who
didn't use drugs helped her rebuild her
life, and she says she hasn't used drugs
since last September, when she discov-
ered that she was pregnant.

Conservatives often emphasize the
importance of “personal responsibility;”
and they have a point. Self-destructive
behaviors are real. Scholars have said

that of millennials who follow the
_ “success sequence”
“Youdonot _ (finish high school,

get a full-time job
Kngiu ‘:l"’?' and have children
youredoing oy after marriage),
to peﬂpk who 97 percent avoid

poverty by their late

to ].|v= You 20s.

& imoney in Yet if we want to
e bm';:yyou talk about lack of
Fait personal responsibil-
how it fesls to ity Wealso have to

5% have a conversation
struggle. Live  0,¢ our collective
in my shoes |50k of responsibility,
for one day. about the way we
You wouldn’t  treat some kids as
be able to throwaways — or the
handle it way we're now tak-

ing food stamps from
1.5 million children.
In Pine Bluff, I

spoke to several elderly Black resi-
dents who said that in some ways life
was actually better in the Jim Crow
era. Black people can vote now, of
course, and some have thrived.

But these seniors lamented that the
quality of life for the Black population
had not progressed as they had imag-
ined. Costs have soared, crime is a
threat, obesity is common and ailments
like diabetes and hypertension are
widespread, taking a toll on well-being.
Life expectancy in the county is short-
er than in Iran or Bangladesh. Schools
are still de facto segregated and lag-
ging; the Pine Bluff school district gets
an F from the state.

“Civil rights were probably better
back then,” grumbled Barbara Ollison,
76.1 don't know that she was really
arguing that there had been no
progress at all, but she’s right that
Black children in places like Pine Bluff
still struggle to find opportunity in
2026.

“You had enough back then to make
it she told me. “And right now it's
terrible.”

One of the few institutions that did
not utterly fail places like Pine Bluff
was the U.S. military. It offered a path
upward and outward, along with skills
training, discipline and respect. But
some people here see Pete Hegseth,
the secretary of defense, ousting Black
senior officers and no longer perceive
the armed forces as a path of opportu-
nity for people of color.

“The military is out,” said Glayton
Johnson, a retired Army veteran who
pointed to Hegseth's impact on the
military’s reputation. “No, we're not
going there”

One of the people I most wanted to
see on this trip was Emanuel Laster,
whom I met a decade ago in Pine Bluff
when he was a sweet, smart 13-year-
old boy — at risk of joining a gang. You
sensed that he could go either way:
Maybe he would thrive and go to col-
lege, or maybe he would succumb to
the gravity of his crime-ridden neigh-
borhood. Emanuels bedroom was a
portrait of dysfunctional America: It
had three televisions, but electricity
was supposed to be cut off the day T
arrived for nonpayment (his mom had
stationed a pit bull to deter the man
from the power company from getting
near enough to accomplish this).

What had become of Laster? It
turned out that he never finished high
school, had tangles with the law and is

now in jail, awaiting trial this month on
federal gun charges for possessing a
handgun that had been converted into
an automatic weapon. Visits in the jail
weren't permitted, but I spoke to him
by phone. I asked him what had gone
wrong, and he said, “I hung out with
the wrong crowd.” His mother, when [
visited her, said the same thing.
Laster told me that he had two boys,
ages 4 and 6, with a former girlfriend,
501 located them and their mother,

Autumn Holman. She and her sons had
been evicted and were homeless, couch
surfing temporarily in a crowded
apartment with a cousin and trying
desperately to find a place to live.

‘Holman works in the kitchen of a
nursing home, but her car isn't work-
ing, so commuting is a daily crisis.
She’s trying to get food stamps and
thought they would begin in July, but
they haven't materialized.

She said that she loved Laster, her
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Top, Autumn Holman with two
of her children at the apartment

sells plasma to get by, in her
apartment in Oklahoma City. Left,
Pine Bluff, Ark., where several
elderly Black residents said that
in some ways life was actually
better in the Jim Crow era.

high school sweetheart, but that they
had quarreled because he was an
irresponsible parent. “He got mad
because I had to ask him for money for
his kids,” she said, adding that she
simply wanted him to pay for little
things like the boys’ haircuts.

“He knows for a fact that I'm going
to be on his tail like 'm his mama,” she
added. “Who else is going to do it?
“You got kids; I tell him, ‘and I didn't
have them by myself?”

Laster’s sons are beautiful children
full of potential, but they are now
growing up without a dad, just as
Laster himself did. Visiting that
crowded home, I kept thinking back to
Emanuel a decade ago as an equally
sweet child, about the obstacle course
of life that Black boys face in Pine
Bluff, and I wondered if his children
were on a trajectory to replicate his
path.
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In defense of the Paramount-Warner deal

David Ellison

Many people have weighed in on

trusted as a steward of Warner’s CNN.
There has been speculation about my
politics, my loyalties, my intentions.
Unfortunately, I can't give anyone a
view into my heart and mind, but I can
share this: I have regularly voted for

to acquire
Warner Bros. Discovery — media
analysts, power brokers, political
commentators, competitors and, of
course, lawyers For a transaction of
this size, that is expected and appro-
priate. The one person you haven't
heard from is me.

‘There is a reason for that. I believe
that anyone who oversees a news
organization — I am chief executive of
Paramount, which owns CBS —
shouldn't put a finger on the scale,
especially on matters involving his
own company. So when California’s
attorney general, 11 other state attor-
neys general and, a day later, the
Writers Guild of America sued to stop
the deal, I stayed quiet. I quickly
learned such restraint has costs. While
1 was silent, others were happy to
write my story for me. No more.

‘The states claim this deal will give
one company too much influence over
theatrical releases and cable opera-
tors, while the W.G.A. argues that our
combined market power will hurt
writers. Both suits imagine a Holly-
wood that no longer exists — an indus-
try ruled by a handful of legacy stu-
dios.

Add up every hour Americans
spend watching television, and a com-
bined Paramount-Warner would ac-
count for less than 20 percent of all
watch time — competing every day
against Netflix, Amazon, Apple, which
are all companies whose resources
dwarf ours. Include YouTube’s user-
generated content in that math, and
our share would drop to around 13
percent. A combined company would
account for just 18 percent of the do-
mestic box office over the past 12
months and only 22 percent, on aver-
age, over the past two years. Those
are not the numbers of a company that
can dictate what audiences watch or
what writers get paid.

I believe this fight is not really about
market share. If it were, it wouldn't
have been reviewed and approved by
regulators reflecting 65 countries,
including the United States and China,
as well as the European Union. I be-

f both parties; I hold some
views that would be called conserva-
tive and others that would be called
liberal, just like most Americans; and
when it comes to our news operations,
I.do not aspire to lead these companies
to bend their newsrooms to my views.
I believe that news should be based on
facts and truth.

Great news organizations like CNN
and CBS News are here to tell it
straight down the middle. That re-

uires newsrooms that reflect the
whole world, not one side of it. And it
requires independence. Our journalists
will continue to answer to the facts and
to all the people they serve — not to
any party or cause. These were found-
ing principles for both CNN and CBS
. News,forlegends
like Ted Turner and

Theimue iy Edward R. Murrow,
whether | and it is exactly
canbetrusted 5 king of inde-
as a steward pendence that has
of CNN. always fueled the
greatness of “60
Minutes.”

‘There is much ground to recover. By
Gallup’s latest measure, just 28 percent
of Americans said they trust the news
— the lowest share ever recorded. The
temptation is to say the problem lies
elsewhere. Our obligation is to look
inward and say: We can do better. We
are in a moment when Americans trust
few institutions, but journalists haven't
always helped their case by refusing to
engage with critiques.

Trust can't be argued back, but it can
be earned back — story by story, day
by day. In an age when so much of
what fills our screens is machine-
generated or engineered to enrage,
journalism from real reporters matters
‘more than ever. That is the work I
intend to pay for, patiently, for a long

Which brings me to what we aim to
build. The Paramount-Warner deal
began with the movies. I have loved
film since I was old enough to sit still
for one, and scenes from the movies
have shaped who I am: a boy riding a
bicycle silhouetted against the full

real money, real risk and hundreds of
brilliant artists who tell stories and
who count on movies to keep them
employed.

‘That machinery is in trouble. Holly-
wood is losing ground to technology
platforms whose algorithms reward
the loudest voices. The work is leaving,
especially from California — where I
grew up and where I'm raising my
family — draining the deepest pool of
creative talent ever assembled.

Iunderstand that promises from an
executive in the middle of a merger
invite skepticism. So judge us by the
year we just had.

Since I took over Paramount, we
have nearly doubled our theatrical
slate from eight films last year to 15

television studios in 2026. We raised
our content investment by SL5 billion.
We did that before the deal was signed
and any lawsuit was filed, because
‘making more is the whole point of the
company we are building.

‘The commitments we have made for
the proposed Paramount-Warner ex-
tend that trajectory: 30 theatrical films
ayear; 170 television series annually,
for our own platforms and for our
competitors’; more than $30 billion in
annual content investment. I have
learned better than to promise hits. In
my career, G.L Joe: Retaliation” met
financial expectations, “Top Gun
Maverick” exceeded them, and “Termi-
nator: Dark Fate” fell short. I am
proud of all these films, but nobody can

A deal this size is lived out in public,
and I have felt every bit of that. I don’t
ask to be taken at my word; the com-
mitments are in writing, and the work
will be on screens where anyone can
judgeit.

Hollywood's story can have a happy
ending only when we connect with our
audience. It's the audience — the
American people — that has the final
say in whether a movie succeeds or
fails, whether a news organization
thrives or withers and therefore
whether our industry succeeds or fails.
I want to build a company with the
strength and resources to deliver for
those audiences who turn to us, for the
storytellers who rely on us and for the
country that dreamed this all up.

FROM READERS

‘When companies retreat

on climate change

Re “How to abandon your climate com-
‘mitments and get away with it” (ny-
times.com, July 17):

‘This article surveys the growing
‘number of companies across various
industries that are retreating from their
climate commitments. I want to empha-
size why backtracking by companies in
the food sector is especially significant.

Global food systems are responsible
for one-third of global greenhouse gas
emissions. The article mentions the
meat giant JBS and the retailer Wal-
‘mart. It could have included McDon-
alds, which announced in May that it
does not expect to reach its 2030 climate
targets.

This retreat highlights three flaws
inherent in many of the food sector’s
climate strategies. First, companies like
McDonald’s have prioritized short-term
profit against long-term sustainability,
even as supply chain disruptions from
extreme weather affecting crops and
commodities increase.

Second, they have neglected reducing
the impact of disproportionately high-
emission foods like meat and dairy, and
have placed too much faith in faulty or
nonscalable solutions.

‘Third, some businesses fail to advo-
cate — and sometimes work to under-
‘mine — voluntary market mechanisms,
like the Amazon Soy Moratorium, and
regulations like the European Union
Deforestation Regulation and the Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission's
climate-related disclosure rules, which
help to build sustainable, resilient sup-
ply chains.

There is still time to fix these errors.
Rather than retreat from climate ambi-
tions, companies like McDonald’s should
focus on shifting menus to lower-impact,
plant-based foods and support industry-
‘wide policies that will make their own
climate commitments achievable.

Food businesses have much to lose
from climate change, but they also have
an opportunity to effect positive change
now. As this summer blazes on amid
wildfires, droughts and heat waves, let's
hope they make the right choices.
SAMMY HERDMAN, DENVER
The writer is a senior campaigner for
climate, food and agriculture at Mighty
Earth.
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In Ni he fear of a fake electi
n Nicaragua, the tear of a fake election
BELLI, FROM PAGE 1 In contrast, Ms. Murillo’s power began in February 2023 fit this strat-
the state — and made clear that she derives from her association with Mr. of eliminating not only political
would succeed Mr. Ortega upon his Ortega. She does not possess his his- opposition but even the legal exist-
death. As he appears visibly dimin- tory, his revolutionary authority or enoe of potential rivals. Hundreds of AL i
ished and increasingly incoherent, she, ~ even his residual emotional connection  Nicaraguans, including me, have been Ehe New Jork Times

who is five years younger, is closer
than ever to finally rising to the top.
Neither Mr. Ortega nor, much less,
Ms. Murillo could win a free and fair
election. Mr. Ortega lost the presiden-
tial election in 1990 after over a decade
in power, and regained the presidency
in 2007 having received only 38 per-
cent of the vote. Although there are no
longer any independent opinion polls
inside the country, according to a
survey conducted by Hagamos Democ-
racia, a well-k non-

with parts of the Sandinista base, and
she is very unpopular in her own right.
In a deeply religious and often super-
stitious society, she is frequently re-

i

profit now operating from Costa Rica,
over 95.8 percent of Nicaraguans have
anegative view of the future and 66.4
percent would leave the country if they
could.
‘Whatever remains of Mr. Ortega’s
legitimacy is rooted in the revolution-
ears and in his own revolutionary
credentials. His name is associated —
has

rred to as “la
Whatsver Chamuca,” or the
ok witch, because of

e her frequent use of
President o oreric symbols
Daniel Ortegas  and mystical lan-
legitimacy is guage. She is con-
rootedinthe  sidered both fear-

luti some and an object
years and in of suspicion and
s ridicule.

ko nary Ms. Murillo

appears to under-
stand her situation
perfectly. While
constantly paying
homage to her husband and presenting
Herself a5 the guanfian of s legacy,

however distorted that
now become — with the struggle
against the Somoza dynasty, the tri-
umph of 1979 and the mythology of the
Sandinista Revolution.

she has oved anyone
inside the Sandinista movement who
‘might contest her succession or offer a
pohuca] a!(ematwe

that

arbitrarily deprived of our nationality.
Many of us have been expelled from
the country, had our property confis-
cated and been permanently prohibit-
ed from holding public office. The
message is clear: Anyone capable of
competing politically risks being
transformed into a noncitizen.

‘The purges have extended beyond
the traditional opposition. Even as
Ms. Murillo saturates her speeches
with references to God, Christ and the
Virgin Mary, the regime has impris-
oned or exiled priests and bishops
who criticized its repression. The
government has dismantled Catholic
institutions, restricted religious activi-
ty and driven much of the church
hierarchy from the country.

‘The crackdowns have also reached
people who served the revolution and
even those once close to the govern-
ing couple. The most revealing case
may be that of Gen. Humberto Orte-
ga, Mr. Ortega’s brother.

Humberto was one of the principal

i of the i st

Anastasio Somoza Debayle ater
headed the Sandinista Popular Army.
Ina May 2024 interview, he publicly
questioned the possibility of a family
succession. He argued that it would
be extremely difficult for Ms. Murillo
or Mr. Ortega’s children to retain
power after Daniel’s death and in-
sisted that a successor would need to
emerge from an electoral process.
Within hours, local media reported,
the Nicaraguan police had seized his
electronic devices and placed him
under house arrest. He remained
under constant guard until his death
in a military hospital months later.
Humberto’s fate signaled that no
revolutionary credentials, no history
of service and no proximity to Daniel
Ortega would protect anyone who
questioned Ms. Murillo’s succession.

Both Mr. Ortega and Ms. Murillo
surely understand that they are at
risk of being ousted as Somoza was
nearly half a century ago. Ms. Murillo
needs something more secure than a
fraudulent election. She needs a sys-
tem in which no authentic opponent
may run, no unexpected political
movement may emerge and no elec-
toral result — even a manipulated one
— can become a public judgment on
her claim to inherit the country.
Nicaragua’s democracy, which so
many fought to secure for so long,
dies with her determination to wear
the presidential sash, no matter the
cost.

GIOCONDA BELLI is the former president

of PEN Nicaragua. Her books include
“The Country Under My Skin.”
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COMMENT

Editorials

The return of the Japanese samurai
1s no innocent cartoon entertainment

here is something almost unsettling
about the cover of Japan’s 2026 Defense
White Paper. A cheerful cartoon mascot
smiles beneath a bright sky, as though
the clinical language of deterrence, missiles and
military expansion can be softened by cuteness.

Japan’s Nobel laureate Kenzaburo Oe once
wrote of the ambiguity that allowed militarism to
overtake his country: “That powerful, acute ambi-
guity which tears the nation and its people apart
... drove Japan to play the aggressor in Asia.” That
same ambiguity lingers beneath this year’s pol-
ished report, where “patriotic rhetoric” risks dull-
ing independent judgment and turning people
into instruments of an expanding war machine.

For the first time, the 2026 white paper includes
a dedicated chapter on “new forms of warfare”,
drawing explicit lessons from Ukraine, including
drone warfare, artificial intelligence and pro-
longed attrition. Space, cyber and electromagnetic
operations are elevated from supporting functions
to core combat domains.

The parallels with pre-World War II Japan are
difficult to ignore. Then, as now, “external
threats” were invoked to justify military expan-
sion. The ideology of “leaving Asia and joining the
West” has been repackaged as alignment with a
“democratic security coalition”. The notorious
wartime vision of a “Greater East Asia Co-Pros-
perity Sphere” has given way to the language of a
“free and open Indo-Pacific”. Even the economic
arguments echo history, with military investment
promoted as a source of technological innovation
and industrial growth.

As some Japanese observers have said, postwar
Japan rested on two moral foundations: “democ-
racy’ and an unwavering commitment never to
wage war again. Now both are under increasing
strain. The nation sees political debate narrow-
ing under the ascendant right-wing neo-milita-
rists while the country’s pacifist identity is
gradually reinterpreted into support for military
expansion in the name of deterrence. The post-
war settlement, once regarded as Japan’s moral
compass, appears increasingly contested.

As a spokesman for China’s Ministry of
National Defense said, the 2026 white paper,
filled with false narratives, indicates Tokyo is

fabricating regional threats to dismantle the
restraints that shaped Japan’s postwar military
posture. He rightly pointed out that Japan’s
accusations against China amount to “a thief
crying ‘stop thief’” and warned that Japan’s neo-
militarism poses a challenge to regional stability.

Japan’s pursuit of military superiority through
ever-expanding deterrence risks triggering a self-
reinforcing cycle of regional arms race. Although
the country has technological strengths, a deci-
sive “overwhelming” military superiority over
China will prove only costly wishful thinking.
Japan also remains heavily dependent on
imported energy and strategic resources — a vul-
nerability that contributed to its wartime defeat
and remains no less significant today.

Perhaps the most revealing feature of Japan's
strategy is the insecurity that underpins it. Since
the end of World War II, Tokyo has consistently
sought security under the United States-led alli-
ance, often at considerable economic and strategic
cost. From the Plaza Accord to more recent finan-
cial concessions, Japan has repeatedly subordinat-
ed aspects of its autonomy to preserve the alliance.

The palpable unease — and at times barely
concealed irritation — with which Japanese
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi received the US
leader’s mentioning of the attack on Pearl Harbor
indicates Japan remains profoundly uncertain
about the reliability and durability of its most
cherished alliance.

Recent protests outside the National Diet are
a stark reminder that many Japanese people
harbor deep misgivings about the Takaichi gov-
ernment’s dangerous course.

Yet the juggernaut of rearmament rolls on. The
nearly 600-page 2026 white paper helps pave the
way for revising the country’s three key security
documents by the end of this year and accelerat-
ing its military buildup. Some in Tokyo are
already openly proposing Japan acquire nuclear
weapons and the possibility of raising its military
spending above 3 percent of GDP, while legisla-
tion for dedicated military taxes advances.

Oe warned that ambiguity could tear the
nation apart. As Japan steadily redefines the
meaning of “security” and “peace’, that warning
carries renewed resonance.

Response to US tech hegemony justified

hat the United States administra-

tion frames as protecting “nation-

al security” is, in practice, a

systematic campaign to suppress
Chinese high-tech enterprises and restrict their
access to US markets and technologies.

The latest installment: the Federal Communi-
cations Commission is reportedly drafting a ban
on imports of new Chinese optical transceivers —
devices that convert electrical data into light and
back within data centers. US officials hope to pub-
lish the rule this yvear, according to a Reuters
report on Tuesday. To justify its protectionist
agenda, Washington has again sought to paint
Chinese enterprises as “national security threats”
without providing any substantial evidence.

Beijing’s calibrated response to the series of ill-
advised China-targeted measures by the US
came on Wednesday. China’s Ministry of Com-
merce announced enhanced export controls on
drones and related dual-use items to the US. The
ministry also took countermeasures against six
US entities, including Applied DNA Sciences, for
aiding and abetting illegal US sanctions on Chi-
nese enterprises citing so-called “forced labor” in
the Xinjiang Uygur autonomous region.

Compliance Testing LL.C was also added to the
entity list for supporting FCC restrictive meas-
ures that violate Chinese businesses’ legitimate
rights and threaten China’s sovereignty, security
and development interests.

Separately, the ministry commenced an inves-
tigation into imported printing and copying
equipment equipped with foreign system soft-
ware to assess potential effects on China’s
national security and foreign trade.

The ill-advised measures against China
imposed by the US in recent weeks constitute a
serious violation of the important consensus
reached by the two heads of state and a material
infringement upon China’s legitimate rights and
interests. China is therefore left with no alterna-
tive but to adopt the necessary countermeas-
ures, the ministry said in a statement.

As the ministry said, Beijing’s response
remains proportionate and measured, indicat-
ing that China values the hard-won stability of
its economic ties with the US.

The US side is urged to revoke its relevant

measures and return to resolving differences
through consultations.

The Chinese embassy in the US has also urged
the US government to “heed the objective and
rational voices of the business communities in
both countries” and “stop smearing Chinese com-
panies and threatening them with sanctions”.

The broader context is telling. The planned
transceiver ban follows recent US restrictions on
imports of drones, humanoid robots and power
inverters, all specifically targeting Chinese high-
tech products. Washington is also weighing con-
trols on Chinese open-source Al models.

Such crackdowns will serve to force related Chi-
nese companies to make strategic adjustments.
The external pressure also reflects a deeper reali-
ty: the US is clinging to technological hegemony,
abusing export controls and recklessly pushing
“decoupling” and “supply chain disruption” The
chain of suppression, from chip equipment to
computing hardware, is likely to expand.

If Washington insists on new restrictions, Chi-
na will pursue further countermeasures, the Chi-
nese Ministry of Commerce rightly warned.

While key technologies can be restricted and
supply chains disrupted, the drive of Chinese enter-
prises for industrial advancement will not be halt-
ed. Alibaba launched its latest and “most powerful”
Al model, Qwen3.8-Max, on Monday — boasting
2.4 trillion parameters and ranking second only to
Anthropic’s Claude series in Arena rankings. This
achievement underscores that Chinese companies,
making the most of what they have, continue to
improve their competitiveness in high-tech sectors.

Moreover, the global semiconductor supply
chains are interconnected. Forcibly severing them
also raises costs for US companies. This lose-lose
dynamic contradicts the fundamental truth that
technological progress thrives on competition
and collaboration. By politicizing technology and
weaponizing “national security’, Washington will
ultimately curb global scientific advancement —
and, in the long run, its own competitiveness.

The US should refrain from stirring up
trouble while both sides are preparing for high-
level exchanges. This year is meant to be a “big
yvear” for China-US engagement, not a “big
yvear” for Washington to intensify its crack-
down on Beijing.
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Opinion Line

Managing unseen pollution
focus of environmental plan

China’s environmental plan during
the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30)
period signals a new stage in which
the country’s green governance is
moving to the management of more
complex environmental risks.

It does not mean the battle for blue
skies, clear waters and clean soil is
over. Rather, future progress will
depend more on early detection, full-
chain supervision and long-term risk
control.

From monitoring networks to soil,
groundwater, rural environments
and solid waste, future environmen-
tal progress will increasingly depend
on the ability to detect, trace and
manage risks before they become
obvious problems, according to the
plan issued jointly by the Ministry of
Ecology and Environment and other
relevant departments.

One clear signal comes from Chi-
na’s aim to make important progress
in establishing a modern monitoring
system by 2030. The validity rate of
automatic monitoring data is expect-
ed to rise from 95 percent in 2025 to
98 percent in 2030, while the intelli-
gent level of operation, maintenance
and key-indicator testing is set to
reach 70 percent. The plan also calls
for stronger monitoring of new pol-
lutants, heavy metals, greenhouse
gases and ecological problems.

Earlier policies largely addressed
visible pollution, such as smog, pol-
luted rivers and black and odorous
water bodies. The problems receiving

greater policy attention now — soil
contamination at industrial sites,
groundwater pollution, solid waste
facilities, data falsification by pollut-
ers, and ecological degradation in
remote areas — are harder to see and
slower to unfold. Without a stronger
monitoring system, these risks will
o undetected until it becomes too
expensive to reverse them.

The new plan sets a target of rais-
ing the safe utilization rate of con-
taminated farmland from about 93
percent in 2025 to more than 95 per-
cent by 2030, and increasing the pro-
portion of groundwater of good
quality from 74.3 percent to more
than 78 percent.

It also aims to lift the rural domes-
tic sewage treatment rate from 55
percent to 70 percent and implement
environmental improvement pro-
jects in 80,000 villages.

These targets point to a broader
definition of environmental quality.
‘While clean air in cities remains
important, people’s environmental
expectations now include safe food,
secure drinking water and livable
rural surroundings. Soil and ground-
water pollution can affect health,
food safety and land redevelopment,
vet they are often difficult to detect
and costly to remedy. That is why the
new plan emphasizes source preven-
tion, risk control for redevelopment
sites, heavy metal tracing in farm-
land and countywide progress in
building beautiful villages.

China generates more than 11 bil-
lion metric tons of solid waste each
vear and has about 30 billion tons of
historically stored industrial solid
waste. The new plan calls for the
effective control of the historical
stockpiles by 2030, along with the
curbing of illegal dumping and dis-
posal, and the building of an infor-
mation-based regulatory network
covering key fields.

The plan also sets measurable tar-
gets for the share of hazardous waste
disposed of through landfill, which
should be cut from about 13 percent
in 2025 to no more than 10 percent
by 2030, while the share of key gen-
eral industrial solid waste stored or
landfilled should fall from about 56
percent to no more than 30 percent.
Full-process information-based
supervision is expected to cover all
entities related to hazardous waste.

Hidden environmental risks are
hard to detect and eradicate, they
require reliable data, interdepart-
mental coordination, local enforce-
ment, stable funding and the long-
term operation of environmental
infrastructure.

The new environmental plan sug-
gests that China’s environmental
agenda is becoming more systematic.
The next stage will be about building
the institutions, data systems and
risk-control mechanisms needed to
prevent deeper environmental prob-
lems from emerging.

— HOU LIQIANG, CHINA DATLY

What They Say

Scope of geological disaster prevention expanded

Editor’s note: China’s Ministry of Natural Resources recently released an implementation plan for national geologi-

cal disaster prevention and control during the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30) period. China Central Television spoke to

Yang Xudong, a senior engineer at the ministry's geological disaster technical guidance center, on the importance of the
plan. Below are excerpts of the interview. The views don’t necessarily represent those of China Daily.

China’s approach to geological dis-
aster prevention has evolved over
time. Initially, efforts focused on com-
munity-based monitoring and profes-
sional inspections. Later, authorities
promoted the large-scale use of high-
precision remote sensing and map-
ping technologies while advancing
the development and deployment of
universal monitoring equipment.
These efforts, however, focused main-
Iy on known hazard sites where clear
signs of ground deformation had
already been detected.

The country is now entering a new
phase that directly addresses wide-
spread shallow landslides and debris
flows triggered by extreme rainfall.
Unlike conventional geological haz-
ards, these disasters often develop
without any visible warning signs
and occur suddenly during intense
rainfall, making them extremely dif-
ficult to detect and forecast with tra-
ditional methods.

Since these hazards have neither
been previously identified nor shown
obvious precursory signs, they fall
outside the scope of known geologi-
cal hazard sites established through
conventional methods. Consequent-
ly, even if all identified hazard points
are effectively managed, significant
risks remain across broader areas.
Therefore, it is crucial to expand dis-

aster prevention from safeguarding
individual hazard sites to managing
risks across entire regions.

Such disasters cannot be effectively
addressed simply by deploying more
personnel or monitoring equipment.
Recognizing this challenge, the new
plan outlines seven key tasks covering
dynamic investigations, monitoring
and early warning, comprehensive
risk mitigation, and a dual-control
management system that combines
oversight of both known hazard sites
and broader risk zones.

More fundamentally, the plan
shifts the guiding philosophy of geo-
logical disaster prevention toward
reducing disaster risks, extending
prevention efforts from isolated haz-
ard points to comprehensive area-
wide risk management.

The plan also designates 21 key
prevention zones, up from 16 during
the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-25)
period. The zones cover about 2.97
million square Kilometers for land-
slides, rockfalls, debris flows and
ground subsidence, as well as
280,000 sq km for ground settlement
and earth fissures.

During the 14.th Five-Year Plan
period, China established an inte-
grated monitoring and early-warning
system that combined human
expertise with technological support.

Automated monitoring and early-
warning facilities were installed at
75,000 geological hazard sites with
relatively high risks across 27 provin-
cial-level regions.

Additionally, an integrated mete-
orological risk warning platform was
established, linking provincial,
municipal and county authorities.
This platform achieved full county-
level coverage of geological disaster
weather risk forecasting in all disas-
ter-prone areas nationwide.

According to the new plan, during
the 15th Five-Year Plan period the
country will further optimize its
automated monitoring network
while leveraging artificial intelli-
gence, digital twin technologies and
other advanced tools to enhance the
identification of hidden hazards and
the accuracy of disaster forecasting
and early warning systems.

This shift reflects a more scientific
understanding that, under increas-
ingly extreme weather conditions,
some disasters remain inherently dif-
ficult to prevent with existing tech-
nologies. The plan also emphasizes
publie education, training, and emer-
gency drills tailored to different
groups, including disaster manage-
ment officials, technical profession-
als, community-based monitors, and
the general public.
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W. Julian Korab-Karpowicz

Evolving beyond friction to harmony

he collective Western foreign

policy architecture is cur-

rently trapped in a danger-

ous conceptual mismateh. It
attempts to manage complex, inter-
connected 21st-century geopolitical
conflicts using an outdated 17th-cen-
tury mechanical apparatus.

This reductionist dogma treats
regional stability as a zero-sum colli-
sion of physical facts, raw power poli-
tics, and endless containment
strategies. We see the tragic failures
of this mechanical framework every-
where — from the permanent dead-
locks in the Middle East to the
widening economic fragmentation
across the Eurasian continent.

To break this destructive cycle,
global statesmanship must embrace
a fundamental philosophical shift:
the world is a totality of values, not
merely a totality of physical facts.

To prevent the contemporary inter-
national order from sliding into an
irreversible, multi-theater confronta-
tion, the world must shift to a new
paradigm of evolutionary realism.

Fully detailed in my recent mono-
graph, Political Realism: An Evolu-
tionary Theory of International
Relations, this framework recognizes
that the long-term survival of any
nation cannot be secured by destabil-
izing its neighbors or enforcing rigid,
exclusionary military blocs.

True political realism is not based
on simplifications and stereotypes,
such as human egoism or the nature of
politics as a mere struggle for power.

Instead, it attempts to describe
international reality asit trulyis: a
dynamie, continuous, structural
change that can be described as
human evolution.

In our hyper-connected world,
security is fundamentally interde-
pendent; if one part of the global
organism is systematically
oppressed or stripped of its cultural
dignity, the entire system inevitably
descends into hyper-inflammation.

Therefore, evolutionary realism
demands that we move away from the
exhausted mechanical frameworks of
containment and implement value-
based policies that satisfy the deepest
historical needs of peoples through
dialogue among civilizations.

Rather than forcing a singular, glo-
balist blueprint upon diverse nations,
this evolutionary approach offers a uni-
versal framework applicable to today’s

SHI YU # CHINA DAILY

It is now time to shun
mechanical contain-
ment and usherina
value-based, evolution-
ary blueprint for global
cooperation.

most pressing global challenges.

The practical necessity of this
approach can be clearly seen in the
Middle East. Traditional diplomacy
consistently fails because it focuses
on physically carving up contested
borders, guaranteeing continuous
friction. An evolutionary approach,
as outlined in my strategic frame-

work originally published in The Jer-
usalem Post, suggests that true peace
requires transforming the conflict
from a static territorial transaction
into a dynamic process of shared
security and economic renewal.

By shifting focus from mutual
destruction toward massive interna-
tional infrastructure investments,
commercial integration, and advanced
technological cooperation for neutral
border monitoring, the region could
transform from a theater of perpetual
friction into a stable component of a
multipolar ecosystem.

The power of evolutionary realism
extends far beyond a single region.
The exact same principles of organic
harmony must be applied to global
governance, development partner-
ships, and post-conflict reconstrue-
tion worldwide.

In an interconnected global econo-
my, the survival and prosperity of any
civilizational state depends on its
capacity to align its specific national
interests with the universal princi-

ples of the Social Good. When global
development focuses on open infra-
structure, unhindered trade routes,
and non-coercive partnerships, it
proves that cooperative stabilization
is vastly superior to political and eco-
nomic isolation.

This is precisely where philosophy
meets practical global policy, highlight-
ing China’s constructive role in today’s
changing international landscape.

President Xi Jinping has stressed
the acceleration of a comprehensive
intellectual system in philosophy and
social sciences. The framework of
evolutionary realism offers a direct,
cross-civilizational contribution to
this global endeavor.

China’s long-standing vision of
building a community with a shared
future for humanity and the practical
execution of “China Opportunity 2.07
offer the exact conceptual and eco-
nomic alignment needed to realize
such breakthroughs.

True political realism demands
that we abandon the outdated, zero-
sum mentality of the past and begin
constructing a plurilateral architec-
ture based on mutual respect, mutu-
ally beneficial development, and
moral excellence in leadership.

Implementing this evolutionary
approach requires sovereign countries
outside the rigid technocratic appara-
tus to act as diplomatic bridges.

Situated at the geostrategic heart
of Europe, Poland possesses the
deep historical and philosophical
heritage necessary to reject short-
sighted bloc mandates and serve as
an independent, moral link between
East and West.

(Global organic harmony can
achieve its full cross-civilizational
resonance when joined in a pro-
found dialogue with sovereign
thought rooted in classical virtues.

The world is at a critical historical
juncture. The old diplomatic models
are exhausted. It is now time to shun
mechanical containment and usher
in a value-based, evolutionary blue-
print for global cooperation.

The author is a professor of interna-
tional relations at the Warsaw Acad-
emy of International Relations and
American Studies (WSSMIA) and

has written several highly acclaimed
monographs.

The views don't necessarily reflect those of
China Daily.

Zhang Qiyue

Philippines’ baseline claims riddled with

n July 29, the Philippine
National Mapping and
Resource Information
Authority (NAMRIA) sub-
mitted Chart No 1567, entitled “Bajo
de Masinloc and Approach’, to the
United Nations Division for Ocean
Affairs and the Law of the Sea (DOA-
LOS). The submission seeks to estab-
lish the so-called “territorial sea
baselines” around China's Huangyan
Island and its adjacent waters.

The Philippine Department of For-
eign Affairs claims that the submission
is intended to “uphold international
law and reinforce the legal certainty of
its maritime entitlement”.

But in reality, this action, cloaked in
legal language, is both factually
unfounded and legally untenable. It is
a blatant violation of the fundamental
principles of international law.

That Huangyan Island is not part
of Philippine territory is a fact
grounded in treaty law.

The territorial boundary of the
Philippines was clearly defined by a
series of international treaties, includ-
ing the 1898 Treaty of Paris between
the United States and Spain, the 1900
Treaty of Washington and the 1930
Convention Between the United
States and Great Britain.

These treaties collectively estab-
lished the boundary of Philippine terri-
tory along the meridian of 118 degrees
east longitude. Huangyan Island, situ-
ated at approximately 117.51 degrees
east longitude, falls outside the territo-
rial limits defined by these treaties.

Notably, the Philippines did not
assert sovereignty over Huangyan
Island for a long time. It was only in
the 1990s that the Philippines began
illegally incorporating the island into
its “territorial claims” based on erro-
neous historical interpretations and
flawed legal arguments.

This shift in position runs counter
to the fundamental principles of
international law, including pacta
sunt servanda (agreements must be

kept) and the estoppel doctrine.
Under the principle of estoppel, a
state cannot contradict positions it
had previously acknowledged, partic-
ularly regarding territorial sovereign-
ty. Therefore, the Philippines cannot
legitimately seek to expand its terri-
tory beyond the boundaries already
established through binding interna-
tional treaties.

The Philippines argues that its
so-called “territorial sea baselines™
are based on Articles 3, 33 and 121 of
the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (hereinafter
referred to as “UNCLOS”™), which
concern the territorial sea, the con-
tiguous zone and islands. But this
argument is flawed from the outset.

A fundamental principle of the law
of the sea is that “the land dominates
the sea”, which means maritime
rights stem from sovereignty over
land territory. A state’s entitlement to
maritime zones presupposes lawful
sovereignty over the land feature in
question.

Since China has sovereignty over
Huangyan Island, the Philippines
has no legal basis to unilaterally
establish so-called “territorial sea
baselines” around the island.

Its attempt to invoke rights under
UNCLOS to reinforce a territorial
sovereignty claim turns the legal
order on its head.

Such a move has no legal effect,
nor can it create sovereignty or mari-
time entitlements where none exist.

The Philippines has drawn these
baselines on the basis of the so-called
“2016 South China Sea arbitration
award” and its subsequent enact-
ment of the Philippine Maritime
Zones Act based on that “award”.
This legal foundation is fundamen-
tally defective.

First, the arbitral tribunal in the
South China Sea arbitration acted
beyond its jurisdiction and made
serious errors in its findings, render-
ing the “award” null and void and

lacking any binding forece. China has
consistently stated that it neither
accepts nor recognizes the award.

In recent years, the Philippines has
sought to transform the “arbitral
award” into domestic legislation and
has used this legislation to establish
the so-called “territorial sea base-
lines™ It is an attempt to legitimize an
unlawful “arbitral award” by incor-
porating it into domestic law.

Moreover, a state cannot invoke any
domestic law to justify its failure to
meet international obligations or to
evade international responsibility. The
Philippines’ legislation therefore can-
not override the fundamental princi-
ples and rules of international law.

The timing of the Philippines’ lat-
est move over Huangyan Island
reflects a series of political calcula-
tions. First, 2026 marks the tenth
anniversary of the so-called “South
China Sea arbitration award”

The Philippine government aims
to use this occasion to revive interna-
tional attention to the “award”, por-
tray it as legally authoritative,
discredit China and increase diplo-
matic pressure on Beijing.

Second, as the rotating Chair of the
Association of Southeast Asian
Nations, the Philippines is leveraging
its position during the final stage of
negotiations on the Code of Conduct
in the South China Sea (hereinafter
referred to as the “COC”).

By provoking disputes over key
maritime features, the Philippines
aims to inject elements of the “arbi-
tral award” into the future COC and
pressure China into making conces-
sions on critical issues, thereby
strengthening its bargaining position
in the rule-making process.

Third, the Philippines has intensi-
fied its activities around Huangyan
Island, Ren‘ai Jiao and other key
maritime features, creating flash-
points to increase pressure on Chi-
na’s maritime law enforcement. This
also creates opportunities for exter-

legal holes

nal powers, particularly the United
States and its allies, to deepen their
involvement in South China Sea
affairs.

The Philippine government is try-
ing to shift public attention amid
sluggish economic performance and
domestic governance challenges.

By amplifying the so-called “China
threat narrative”, it wants to stir
nationalist sentiment and use the
South China Sea issue as a political
tool against its domestic opponents.

China enjoys indisputable sover-
eignty over Huangyan Island and its
adjacent waters.

It lawfully announced and estab-
lished the territorial sea baselines of
Huangyan Island in November 2024
as a legitimate exercise of its sover-
eignty and maritime rights.

In response to the Philippines’
repeated infringements, China has
adopted a comprehensive set of
countermeasures, including official
diplomatic statements, joint naval
and air exercises, maritime rights
protection and law enforcement
operations conducted by the China
Coast Guard. It also promulgated the
management measures for the
Huangyan Island National Nature
Reserve on Aug 1, 2026.

The Philippines’ unlawful actions
cannot change the fact that Huang-
yan Island is an integral part of Chi-
na’s territory, nor can they weaken
China’s determination to safeguard
its national sovereignty and mari-
time rights.

In fact, its provocations will only
narrow its room for maneuver in the
South China Sea, while its unlawful
claims will ultimately prove unsus-
tainable.

The author is the assistant director of
the Institute for Global Governance,
Shanghai Institutes for International
Studies.

The views don't necessarily reflect those of
China Daily.

Yang Jinsong

Dancing to the
rhythm of culture
and tradition

n recent years, the Munao Zongge Festival, a grand cele-

bration of the Jingpo ethnic group’s traditional dance, has

attracted public attention. Content related to the festival

has generated billions of views across social media plat-
forms.

Traditionally held around the fifteenth day of the first lunar
month, Munao Zongge was included in China’s first list of
national intangible cultural heritage in 2006. Celebrated as the
“dance of paradise” and the “dance of ten thousand people’, it is
characterized by bold vet simple movements and an infectious
rhythm.

Dehong Dai and Jingpo autonomous prefecture in Yunnan
province, the heartland of Munao Zongge tradition, has pro-
duced many popular music videos and livestreams of the festi-
val, fueling its online popularity and a steady increase in tourist
arrivals. In 2025, Dehong welcomed 42.92 million tourists,
marking a year-on-vear increase of 12.8 percent, with total tour-
ism revenue reaching 38.18 billion yuan ($5.56 billion), a vear-
on-year increase of 18.94 percent.

The viral scenes of Munao Zongge, showing thousands of peo-
ple daneing in unison, illustrate how traditional culture can suc-
cessfully resonate with modern audiences. It is a natural
expression of cultural confidence. The collective dance ritual
dissolves feelings of individual isolation, while the vitality of an
ancient tradition satisfies the curiosity for unfamiliar cultures.

At the same time, the strong sense of home and community
expressed in China’s border regions inspires a deeper sense of
cultural identity among audiences. The festival’s online popular-
ity is rooted not merely in digital traffic, but in genuine cultural
substance, reflecting a growing cultural confidence.

The key to promoting Munao Zongge lies in elevating it
bevond a decorative stage backdrop and placing ordinary peo-
ple at the center of the experience. Visitors and locals alike
become active participants, ereating and sharing emotional val-
ue rather than remaining passive spectators.

Contemporary musical adapta-
tions of the festival are inspired by A balance
the Jingpo epic, incorporating
imagery to evoke the longing fora Detween cultural
spiritual homeland. auﬂlenticitv

These adaptations foster broad .
public participation andashared  and tourism
emotional experience, seamlessly demandsis
blending culture and tourism .

crucial.

through musie, dance and people.

Equally important, Munao Zong-
ge satisfies the dual desire for indi-
vidual fulfillment and social connection. Participants, including
tourists, revel in self-expression through dance while connect-
ing with others by sharing their experiences online.

Local governments have effectively integrated online commu-
nication with offline immersive experiences, transforming tradi-
tional culture into tourism experiences that visitors can
participate in and remember. This has expanded the possibili-
ties for deeper integration between culture and tourism.

The fundamental question is: How can the surge in popularity
be transformed into sustained appeal? Sustained visitor interest
requires close coordination across the tourism value chain.

Challenges must be addressed by local governments and the
Yunnan tourism industry. One issue is the gap between festival-
based excitement and everyday tourism experiences. Beyond
the festival itself, visitors may have fewer opportunities to expe-
rience the same vibrant atmosphere.

Another challenge is meeting the expectations shaped by
social media. Travelers inspired by captivating short videos inev-
itably expect equally memorable experiences in person.

A seamless journey, from transportation and accommodation
to tour guiding and cultural products, is essential for visitor sat-
isfaction. Any weakness in the tourism experience can diminish
the appeal created online.

A balance between cultural authenticity and tourism
demands is crucial. Excessive commercialization risks diluting
cultural significance, while excessive conservatism may disap-
point visitors.

The solution lies in a diversified, tiered system of cultural
experiences that preserves tradition while making its festive
spirit accessible to broader audiences. This approach can create
a virtuous cycle where traditional culture and tourism growth
reinforce each other.

Transforming traditional culture into lasting tourism advan-
tages requires coordinated innovation across services, products
and spatial planning.

Efforts should be made to enhance visibility, accessibility and
freedom for visitors to engage with cultural offerings in differ-
ent ways. More people need opportunities to discover tradition-
al activities, access them conveniently and engage according to
their own interests.

Within China’s 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30) for tourism devel-
opment, these innovations require more systematic support. Big
data analytics can identify visitor preferences. Artificial intelli-
gence can assist in designing personalized travel itineraries, con-
necting Munao Zongge with surrounding tourism resources.

Talent development should focus on cultivating professionals
with a deep understanding of ethnic cultures and modern ser-
vice skills. Together, these efforts can ereate an integrated port-
folio of tourism products that complement each other across
time and space, transforming the seasonal festival popularity
into sustained regional tourism demand throughout the year.

Munao Zongge reflects the possibilities of integrating tradi-
tional culture with modern tourism. High-quality tourism
depends not only on technology but also on preserving the
humanistic essence.

Every surge in visitor interest can be an opportunity to pass
on cultural heritage and every tourism experience should leave
travelers with meaningful emotional connections.

The true competitiveness of high-quality tourism does not
depend on online popularity or spectacular crowds, but instead
on the exploration, preservation and creative interpretation of
cultural depth. Achieving this requires protecting the core val-
ues of traditional culture while leveraging modern technology
and market mechanisms.

The ultimate goal is to enable local communities to safeguard
their cultural roots while improving their livelihoods and allow-
ing visitors to experience, through the joyful rhythm of Munao
Zongge, a vivid expression of a better life. This embodies high-
quality tourism development and is also a compelling manifes-
tation of cultural confidence.

The author is a researcher at the China Tourism Academy.
The views don't necessarily represent those of China Daily.
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Nadhira and the arithmetic of ascent

of what can be carried.

Crampons, ice axe,

ascender, down mitts:
each must justify its weight. Higher up, excess
becomes consequence. And yet the heaviest
things arrive without being packed: the
names we have been given, the selves we have
learned to perform and the opinions of people
who will never climb beside us. A mountain
measures its height in meters. The person
climbing it measures the same distance in
what she leaves behind.

At base camp, the subtraction is physical.
A tent zip becomes a door; wind against
nylon keeps the clock. Higher, food is a
negotiation with the body; sleep breaks into
hours that never meet; warmth retreats into
your gloves. Sentences spend oxygen, leaving
only necessary words. Company becomes a
headlamp, footsteps behind you and a hand
upon your shoulder. Comfort goes, then
vanity and language, until the need to be
understood falls away.

Eventually, even the audience cannot
follow. There is no mirror, yet everything
reflects you: ranges beyond sight, clouds
beneath your feet, sunrise spilling over a
world older than your name. God’s creation

EVERY mountain, there
is the private arithmetic

looks back, revealing both your smallness
and a self found nowhere else. Your body
wears every layer it owns, yet your soul
stands naked and bare.

When Khalid al Siyabi, the first Omani to
reach Everest, introduced me to Nadhira,
mountains became our shared language. I
told her that climbing was my meditation.
She nodded, smiling in agreement and we
simply clicked.

She told me about Kilimanjaro; altitude
sickness turned her back, but she wanted
to climb it again. I gave her Damavand and
the snowstorm that sent us down. We found
solace in the attempts; a mountain can
refuse its summit and still return something
essential.

Since Broad Peak, I have been awake into
the early hours, slowly becoming a keyboard
warrior. The screen gives grief something to
do: correct this fact, answer that stranger,
refuse the sentence reducing her life to
whether she should have gone. Grief, unable
to change what happened on the mountain,
has been trying to change what is said about
it, keeping other people’s conclusions from
standing as the last words spoken about her.
Setting the record straight was the last loyalty
available to me.

Perhaps I persist because Nadhira once

Nadhira understood
what they had
missed and wrote:
“The idea we must
berid of once and
for all is other
people’s opinion

of what we do,
especially in the
fields where our
presence is not
expected. There are
many girls who
need to hear from
you.”

entered the noise for me. Years ago, during

a live feed, I urged girls to name their
accomplishments; years in male-dominated
fields had taught me how easily women’s
work is taken for granted. The comments
recast purpose as competition, a chase for
fame and an obsession with titles. Nadhira
understood what they had missed and wrote:
“The idea we must be rid of once and for

all is other people’s opinion of what we do,
especially in the fields where our presence is
not expected. There are many girls who need
to hear from you.”

Her first sentence released me from the
chorus; her second turned that freedom into
a responsibility. She once stood in a comment
section for me and I have spent this week
standing in one for her.

Yesterday, on the third day of her funeral,
Nadhira’s name travelled from mouth to
mouth in prayer. Here was an ascent no
mountain could measure, love lifting what
grief could no longer hold. I believe those
prayers know their way towards heaven, that
the distance between the living and the dead
belongs only to time and that reunion waits
beyond it.

Until then, her words remain my
instruction: “There are many girls who need
to hear you.”

TOTAL ECLIPSE
GIVES SCIENTISTS
CHANCE TO PROBE
SUN’S MYSTERIES

FREDERIC BOURIGAULT AND
DANIEL LAWLER

Scientists plan to use a total solar eclipse that will
be visible in Spain next week as a rare chance to
learn more about the stormy, unpredictable nature
of our star. When the Moon blots out the Sun on
August 12, teams will leap into action studying its
magnetic field, atmosphere and furious weather
that sometimes causes disruptions back here on
Earth. There is a long history of using eclipses

to make scientific breakthroughs. It was while
watching an eclipse on May 29, 1919, on the West
African island of Principe that British astronomer
Arthur Eddington confirmed Albert Einstein’s
theory of relativity.

He achieved this by observing the effect of a
light-bending phenomenon called gravitational
lensing on stars that became visible while the Sun’s
dazzling light was obscured.

More than a century later, scientists will watch
a total solar eclipse lasting one minute and 40
seconds appear across a swathe of northern
Spain next week. “Our work aims to understand
the physical mechanisms underlying the Sun’s
activity,” Allan Sacha Brun, an astrophysicist at
France’s Atomic Energy Commission (CEA), said.

Every day, specialists are working on models
aiming to explain solar activity, allowing
them “to put the Sun back into context within
its evolutionary timeline, from its birth to its
death,” he added. The Sun is constantly spewing
out matter and charged particles, sometimes
unleashing full-blown solar storms that shoot out
giant explosions of plasma and other matter.

When these materials slam into Earth’s
magnetic shield, they can knock out satellites,
threaten astronauts and create colourful auroras
in the skies of northern and southern latitudes.

“These phenomena follow a regular cycle,
peaking every 11 years,” Brun said. “In 2024, the
Sun reached the peak of its 25th cycle.”

Next week, CEA scientists will focus on the Sun’s
corona, the outermost layer of its atmosphere.

“We’re incredibly lucky: the Moon is 400 times
smaller than the Sun - but it’s also 400 times
closer to us,” Brun said. This coincidence means
the Moon blocks out the Sun’s light, but still lets
scientists see what is happening in its atmosphere.

The Sun’s corona extends out for 10 million
kilometres and is a million times less intense than
its surface, which is called the photosphere. But
the corona can still reach up to two million degrees
Celsius. — AFP
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5 myths about abuse that
put children at great risk

PEOPLE hear the
phrase child abuse,
they often imagine
severe physical
violence or abuse.
While these are undoubtedly
serious forms of maltreatment,
they represent only part of the
picture. Every day, many children
experience neglect, emotional abuse
or repeated physical punishment
that goes unnoticed because of
misconceptions deeply rooted in our
communities.

These misconceptions do more
than shape opinions; they delay
recognition, discourage reporting
and leave vulnerable children

- because professionals or community
without the protection they need. p . members hesitate to question
Here are five common myths that families with higher social status or
deserve to be challenged. influence. Every child deserves the
Myth 1: Child abuse only refers to same level of protection, regardless
physical abuse of their family’s income, education or
One of the most widespread reputation.
misconceptions is that child abuse is . Myth 3: If a child is being abused,
synonymous with physical abuse. As DR ZEINAB they will tell someone
a result, physical abuse, emotional AL AZRI This is perhaps one of the most
abuse and neglect often receive less damaging myths.
attention despite their profound The writer is Many children never disclose
consequences. Assistant Professor, physical abuse or they do so only
Research consistently shows that College of Nursing, after months or years. Fear, shame,
all forms of child maltreatment can SQU guilt, loyalty to family members and
have lifelong effects, increasing concern about not being believed
the risk of depression, anxiety, often prevent children from speaking
chronic diseases, poor academic out. Younger children may lack
achievement and difficulties in the language to explain what has
forming healthy relationships. A happened, while adolescents may
child does not have to suffer the worry about the consequences for
abuse to experience serious and themselves or their families.
lasting harm. Silence should never be
Myth 2: Child abuse only happens in When communities interpreted as evidence that abuse
disadvantaged families understand that has not occurred.
Many people assume that abuse abuse can take Myth 4: Physical punishment is
occurs mainly in low-income or many forms, simply part of good parenting.
socially disadvantaged households. occur in any In many cultures, physical
This belief is misleading and family and often punishment is still viewed as
potentially dangerous. remains hidden, an acceptable way to discipline
Child abuse can occur in families they become better children. However, decades of
of every socioeconomic background. equipped to act. research have shown that corporal
In fact, studies suggest that cases punishment does not improve
involving affluent families may be long-term behaviour. Instead,
less likely to be identified or reported itis associated with increased
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Every child deserves to grow up in a safe, supportive environment

24649437, 24649401

aggression, poorer mental health and
weaker parent-child relationships.

Positive discipline is not about
being permissive; it is about setting
clear boundaries while treating
children with dignity and respect.
Protecting children and teaching
them appropriate behaviour are
goals that can—and should—go hand
in hand.

Myth 5: Reporting child abuse is
interfering in family matters.

Some people hesitate to report
suspected abuse because they believe
family issues should remain private.
Others worry about damaging
relationships or making the
situation worse. In reality, reporting
suspected abuse is not about judging
families—it is about protecting
children. Early intervention can
prevent repeated harm, connect
families with appropriate support
services and ultimately improve
outcomes for both children and
care-givers. Remaining silent may
unintentionally allow abuse to
continue.

A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY
Protecting children is not solely the
responsibility of child protection
agencies. Parents, teachers,
healthcare professionals, social
workers, neighbours and the wider
community all play an essential role
in recognising warning signs and
ensuring that children receive help
when they need it. The first step
toward better protection is replacing
myths with evidence. When
communities understand that abuse
can take many forms, occur in any
family and often remains hidden,
they become better equipped to act.
Every child deserves to grow up
in a safe, supportive environment.
By challenging misconceptions and
promoting informed action, we can
move closer to a society where no
child suffers in silence and every
child has the opportunity to thrive.
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Censorship and echo chamber effects

one piece at a time, the

terrible downfall of

reporting on real events.

Country after country

is tightening its rules on
what can be said about events, history, leaders,
political difficulties, or financial situations.

Global freedom of expression is facing
a significant decline as governments
increasingly criminalise independent
reporting, promote content removal to
suppress unflattering narratives and penalise
independent speech under the pretext of
combating misinformation.

Real-world insights are increasingly subject
to approval and monitoring by artificial
intelligence. Comedy, literature, photographs,
films, news and editorials are all under
scrutiny.

Under the guise of defending society,
intellectual radicalism thrives. It grows by
employing the language of public welfare,
safety and protection.

It is widely recognised that governments
impose restrictions on writers, artists and
influencers mainly to control narratives.

The stifling of creativity occurs when

people limit themselves to information
already tailored for public consumption.
Within a communication-controlled social
construction, critical thinking is constrained
by a pre-approved framework.

This phenomenon parallels the way
political, economic and religious systems are
socially constructed. It has become audacious
for writers to explore and represent current

sentiments and concerns as intellectual
friction diminishes. Critical thinking fails
when intellectual friction is eliminated, or
opposing viewpoints are discouraged.

Critical thinking depends on the ability to
ask questions freely and it is effective only
when individuals feel empowered to inquire.
The prevalence of information overload, the
existence of social media echo chambers and
educational systems that favour memorisation
contribute to a culture of compliance.

Lost in thought, I reflect on the impact of
literary figures like Victor Hugo, Emile Zola and
Honoré de Balzac. They were accomplished
poets, journalists and novelists, whose
celebrated works, such as ‘Les Misérables’, ‘The
Hunchback of Notre-Dame’ and ‘The Human
Comedy’ (among others), map out the birth
of modern capitalism, the rise of influencer
culture, debt and speculative bubbles.

Their works mirror issues related to
economic inequality, institutional corruption
and flaws within legal frameworks.

The societal observations of Hugo, Zola and
Balzac offer valuable insights for analysing the
challenges we face.

There is a decline in intellectual
engagement. Societal apathy is on the rise.
Social ills are dusted off, coinciding with
the decline of investigative journalism and
the erosion of whistleblowing frameworks.
Journalists avoid hard questions!

Scholarly research reveals a growing
trend of censorship from technical, legal and
political viewpoints. Concerns about national
security and cybersecurity are often used to

FACTORIES SHED
WORKERS IN
BANGLADESH
GARMENT SECTOR

SHEIKH SABIHA ALAM

Garment worker Mosammat Aklima found out
in a text message that she had become one of
thousands laid off in the latest wave of cuts to hit
Bangladesh’s once-booming export industry.

The news appearing on her mobile that July
evening confirmed the end of her eight years’
employment at Lithe Garments factory, a
major manufacturer in the country’s industrial
heartland.

She was among 3,000 people laid off in one
go, a sign of the industry’s struggle with slowing
exports, weak customer demand and stiff
competition from rivals India and Vietnam.

“I am three months pregnant now. It is not
possible to find a new job”, said Aklima, 27. “I will
now dip into my savings, borrow some money. I
don’t know what’s next’, she said in the garment
hub of Gazipur.

Aklima earned $250 a month, roughly
matching the income of her husband, who works
at another garment factory.

With her redundancy, their son and elderly
parents must now rely on a single wage. The layoffs
are part of a wider downturn in an industry that
accounts for around 80 per cent of Bangladesh’s
export earnings.

About 400 of the roughly 4,000 apparel factories
in the country have shut over the past two years,
eliminating tens of thousands of jobs, according
to the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and
Exporters Association.

Some of them had to shut down because they
could not survive with exports declining in the
“highly competitive” global market, BGMEA
president Mahmudul Hasan Babu said.

The closures have fuelled concern over the future
of a sector that employs more than 4.5 million
people, most of them women.

While US tariffs are similar for apparel
exporters across Asia, analysts say Bangladesh
faces a greater challenge in Europe, its largest
market, where India and Vietnam have gained
ground through free-trade agreements.

The pressure could intensify as Bangladesh is
set to lose the duty-free preferential market access
it enjoys in Europe and other countries because its
status as a least-developed country is scheduled to
expirein 2029.

“If Bangladesh fails to strike free-trade
agreements after the end of the preferential
trade regime, the country may risk losing
competitiveness”, said Dhaka University professor
Selim Raihan.

European Union apparel imports fell during
the first five months of the year, with those from
Bangladesh recording the sharpest decline among
major suppliers, Eurostat data shows. — AFP

DEFINING feature of
contemporary geopolitics
is no longer power. It is
paradox. Wars continue
without decisive victories.
Allies increasingly compete while
rivals quietly cooperate. Migration
has become both a humanitarian
tragedy and an instrument of
statecraft. Security, energy and
trade now overlap in ways that defy
traditional geopolitical categories.
In such a world, Albert Camus’s
philosophy of the absurd offers an
unexpectedly powerful guide to
understanding international affairs.

The recent Morocco-Spain
standoff over Sabteh-Ceuta is a case
in point. It is often portrayed as a
dispute over migration, sovereignty
or border security. It is all of these.
But at a deeper level it is a tragedy
of geography — one that exposes the
limits of ideology and the enduring
tension between power, justice and
human dignity.

Born in Algeria, Camus belonged
to both Europe and North Africa,
yet fully to neither. He experienced
colonialism, the struggle for
independence and the violence that
accompanied both. Unlike many
of his contemporaries, he refused
ideological certainty. He distrusted
every political cause that demanded
human lives in the name of historical
justice.

His often-misunderstood remark
during the Algerian War still
resonates: “Between justice and my
mother, I choose my mother”. It was
not a rejection of justice. It was a
rejection of abstract justice when it
ceases to recognise human reality.

Sabteh-Ceuta embodies precisely
this dilemma.

Spain invokes sovereignty,
territorial integrity and European
law. Morocco invokes history,
decolonisation and territorial justice.
The European Union prioritises
border security. Migrants seek
dignity, safety and opportunity.
Each position contains truth. None
contains the whole truth.

Camus would urge us to resist
turning this complexity into a
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contest of heroes and villains.

His philosophy begins with what
he called the absurd: the collision
between humanity’s search for
certainty and a world that refuses to
provide it. Geopolitics often unfolds
in much the same way.

Geography is indifferent.

The Mediterranean does not
recognise political maps. It neither
distinguishes Europe from Africa
nor chooses between competing
historical claims. Those are political
constructions imposed upon an
indifferent landscape.

Sabteh-Ceuta is therefore less an
anomaly than a geopolitical paradox.
A European city stands on African
soil. A colonial legacy coexists with
contemporary international law. A
humanitarian corridor doubles as
a security frontier. A local border
incident reverberates through
Brussels, Washington and Nato
headquarters. These contradictions
cannot be permanently resolved.
They can only be managed.

Camus also warned against
ideologies claiming to possess final
answers. Whether colonialism,
revolutionary violence or totalitarian
politics, he believed certainty often
becomes the enemy of humanity.

That warning remains remarkably
relevant. To portray Morocco as
entirely justified ignores Spain’s
legitimate security concerns. To
portray Spain as entirely justified
overlooks the unresolved historical
questions surrounding Sabteh-Ceuta
and Melilla. To reduce migration
solely to border enforcement ignores
the human desperation that compels
people to risk everything for a better
future. Each narrative illuminates
one part of reality while obscuring
another.

Here Camus unexpectedly
converges with realpolitik. Both
reject comforting illusions.
Realpolitik rejects moral illusions
about power; Camus rejects
philosophical illusions about
certainty. Together they remind
us that sound statecraft begins
by seeing the world as it is before
imagining what it ought to become.
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justify heightened control, especially over
social media platforms.

The dynamics of ‘civic-guise’ censorship
manifest through various patterns, often
justified by a perceived moral duty to protect
the public from misinformation, hate speech
and radicalisation.

Within an overall scenario, governments
are tightening censorship of real-world
events by exploiting geopolitical conflicts and
technological regulations.

Narratives are being crafted to fit frames of
influence, the right to choose and perceived
existential threats.

According to Reporters Without Borders,
authorities worldwide are transitioning from
simply blocking websites to implementing
deep infrastructure control, engaging in
aggressive surveillance and imposing criminal
penalties for online speech.

The situation in the Middle East and
Gulf countries is deteriorating rapidly, with
pre-publication review rules that prevent
journalists and individuals from sharing
alleged sensitive photos, videos and other
content. Censorship rewards mediocrity by
favouring predictable ideas over innovative
ones. It fosters echo chambers in which
intellectuals engage only with approved or
socially safe opinions to avoid punishment.
And so, self-censorship increases and citizens
lose their ability to read with comprehension,
analyse and debate.

When individuals lose trust in mainstream
channels, they often retreat into online echo
chambers.

euta

The Sabteh-Ceuta episode also
cannot be understood in isolation
from the wider transformation of the
Mediterranean.

Perhaps the deepest lesson of
Sabteh-Ceuta is one that both Camus
and geopolitics recognise.

Morocco and Spain are not
merely neighbours; they are
partners condemned by geography
to cooperate. Trade binds
them. Migration binds them.
Counterterrorism binds them.
Energy increasingly binds them.
Even their disagreements bind them.
Neither can escape the other. The
challenge, therefore, is not to prevail
over one’s neighbour but to manage
an enduring relationship shaped by
geography and sustained by mutual
dependence.

There is also a broader lesson
for middle powers. Oman offers
one illustration. For more than half
a century, Omani diplomacy has
sought to convert strategic geography
into strategic trust. Rather than
treating leverage as an instrument
of coercion, Muscat has generally
used it to preserve dialogue, facilitate
communication and reduce regional
tensions. Whether one agrees with
every policy or not, the broader
principle is worth noting: influence
becomes more durable when it is
associated with predictability rather
than pressure.

Camus believed that wisdom
begins by accepting the world as
itis rather than as we wish it to
be. Geography has made Morocco
and Spain permanent neighbours;
history has made them uneasy
partners. Neither reality can be
changed. The challenge is to manage
both with restraint, imagination and
humility.

Ultimately, the lesson of Sabteh-
Ceuta is not that power triumphs
over morality, or morality over
power. It is that enduring statecraft
requires both. In an international
order increasingly defined by
paradox rather than certainty,
that may be Albert Camus’s most
enduring contribution to the study of
geopolitics.



