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Facing stress, economy
willncedalegup

HE INDIAN economy grew at a healthy pace in the

fourth quarter (January-March) of thelast financial year

(2025-26), despite the conflict in West Asia that had

begun to cause widespread disruptionsto global energy
markets and trade towards the end of the quarter. GDP growth
has been pegged at 7.8 per cent for the quarter by the National
Statistics Office, driven by a buoyant services sector. This takes
growth for the full year to 7.7 per cent — the highest in the last
three years. However, at 8.9 per cent, nominal growth was the lo-
west. Itwas also significantly lower than the10.1 per cent assumed
in the Union budget.

The disaggregated data showsthat the services sector grew at
almost 10 per cent in the fourth quarter, with both segments —
trade, hotels, transport, and communication and financial, real
estate, IT and professional services — growing at a fairly healthy
clip. Agriculture continued to hold up, while manufacturing
growth slowed down. On the other hand, both private consump-
tion and investment stayed steady. Growth over the full year —a
period marked by tremendous uncertainty on the external front
owing to Donald Trump’s tariff policies — is likely to have been
supported by both fiscal and monetary policy. Measures such as
therationalisation of GST rates and low interest rates would have
provided support to economic activities.

The outlook for the ongoing financial year (2026-27) is, how-
ever, lessbuoyant. In the June Monetary Policy Committee meet-
ing, the RBI has projected the economy to slow down to 6.6 per
cent this year, down from its earlier assessment of 6.9 per cent.
This implies that growth this year is likely to be around 1.1 per-
centage points lower than last year. Some estimates are more
pessimistic. Higher energy and commodity prices and continued
supply chain disruptions, along with the possibility of a weak
monsoon season, are heavily weighing down expectations. Econ-
omic momentum isexpected to be particularly hit during the first
half of the year. Growth is expected to slow down, while inflation
islikely to edge upwards. Much will depend on howlong the con-
flictin West Asiadrags on. Then there is the stress on the balance
of payments and the currency to contend with. On their part, the
Union government and the RBI have taken several steps toshield
the economy during this period of stress. Last week, measures
were announced to attract foreign capital and ease the pressure
onthe rupee. But, considering the severity of the situation, more
steps may be needed.

Rain & fertiliser shortfall
can be an opportunity

NDIA'S FARM sector grew by 4.2 per cent in 2024-25 and

3.2 per cent in 2025-26 on the back of two good monsoon

years. Rainfall for the country asa whole was 104 per cent

of its long period average (LPA) in 2024 and 110 per cent
in 2025, with the southwest monsoon season (June-September)
alone registering nearly 8 per cent surplus precipitation in both
years. This year, the prognosis isn’t great due to an El Nifio, ex-
pected to return after a strong event from around June 2023 to
April 2024. Global models indicate a weak-to-moderate E1 Nifio
developing in the current monsoon season. The India Meteoro-
logical Department has already forecast a below-normal mon-
soon, with overall rainfall at 90 per cent of LPA for the four-
month season.

But the hit to agriculture may not come in the Kharif crop
season, whose plantings have just about commenced and will
pick up as the monsoon advances. The real impact might be
during the rabi (winter-spring) season, with strong-to-very
strong El Nifio conditions projected to emerge through Novem-
ber-January. El Nifio is known to not only suppress the mon-
soon rainfall but also lead to warmer and shorter winters in
India. If its intensity is relatively mild during the monsoon
months and peaks after November, the rabi crops are the ones
that will bear the brunt. The same goes for fertilisers, where the
stocks seem reasonably comfortable to meet the requirements
of the kharif season. The effects of the supply shock from the
ongoing West Asia conflict and blockade of the Strait of Hormuz
may be felt only in rabi. This applies even to food inflation,
which has not spiralled so far (unlike energy, metals or indus-
trial raw materials), thanks to record 2025-26 crop production
levels both in India and globally.

India should turn the potential double whammy of rain and
fertiliser shortfalls into an opportunity. The country imported
an all-time-high 16.9 million tonnes (mt) of vegetable oils in
2025-26 and 7.3 mt of pulses the previous fiscal. The Narendra
Modi government must work towards making 2026 India’s year
of millets, pulses and oilseeds, which also consume less water
and fertilisers — especially urea (nitrogen) — than rice, wheat
or sugarcane. Indian farmers respond well to price signals. They
will grow these crops once assured of minimum support prices
(MSP), either through direct government procurement or pay-
ment of difference over open market rates. Such MSP assurance
should, however, be conditional upon cost/market-driven pric-
ing of water and fertilisers, which will promote efficient use of
these scarce resources.
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HE GROWTH-inflation mix is

settoworsen forIndia thisfiscal

year, largely dueto the West Asia

conflict and expectations of a

sub-par monsoon — factors not
in our control. The longer the conflict per-
sists, the greater the risk to growth and up-
side to inflation.

To be sure, GDP growth was unscathed
in 2025-2026, according to the latest esti-
mates ofthe National Statistical Office (NSO),
despite the tariff turbulence of 2025 and the
conflict, which began towards the end of
February this year.

The NSO now sees GDP growth for the
year at 7.7 per cent, slightly higher than the
second advance estimate of 7.6 per cent re-
leased in February. The print is above the po-
tential growth rate of 7 per cent noted in the
recent Economic Survey and much stronger
than projected by policymakers and analysts
at the beginning of the year.

The revision is not unusual, considering
the February estimate was based on incom-
plete information for the fourth quarter.
High-frequency indicatorssuch asautosales
and retail credit growth indicate domestic
demand held up during the quarter. But
what really makes the performance stand
out is a combination of sustained high
growth — measured through rebased GDP
— and benign inflation, at alower-than-ex-
pected 2.1 per cent.

Several factors helped sustain growth de-
spite adverse external conditions. The im-
pact of high tariffs imposed by the US was
lower thaninitially feared as exporters front-
loaded shipments. Services exports re-
mained robust, while exemptions for fast-
growing sectors such as electronics helped
limit the damage. Low crude oil pricesand a
normal monsoon — the “good luck” factor
for India — supported growth and kept in-
flation under control.

Policy interventions contributed, too.
Rate cuts by the RBI's Monetary Policy
Committee supported financial conditions
and demand. Fiscal measures, including ra-
tionalisation of GST rates, income tax relief
and an increase in direct benefit transfers
at the state level, provided additional sup-
port. These measures helped strengthen
household purchasing power and business
sentiment. Private consumption and in-
vestments emerged as the primary drivers
last year, growing at 7.7 per cent and 8.2 per
cent respectively.

Cuttothis fiscal year.

The ride is becoming more laboured.
Growth expectations are being lowered
as downside risks to the economy begin
to materialise.

Crisil expects GDP growth to slow to 6.6
per cent from 7.7 per cent last year. The RBI,
in its June monetary policy, also pared its
growth outlookto 6.6 per cent, while keeping
rates and stance unchanged. A slew of
measures announced by authorities was
aimed at encouraging foreign capital in-
flows, which, along with a depreciating
rupee, have been a wrinkle in an otherwise
healthy macroeconomic story.

Though the government is likely
to maintain its investment momentum,
a pick-up in private corporate
investment will be delayed due to a highly
uncertain environment.

Inflation, on the other hand, will
move up to 5.1 per cent, with risks
tilted to the upside. Despite the
slowdown inreal GDP, the nominal
GDP growth is set to be higher due
to higher inflation based on both
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The expected slowdown in
major export destinations,
could reduce opportunities for
goods exports. Also, the two
‘sood luck’ factors that

amajor energy shock and a wider trade dis-
ruption. It has led to a sharp rise in freight
and insurance costs, intensified uncertainty
and, coming on top of the unresolved tariff
shock 0f2025, rendered the external environ-
ment more challenging.

The expected slowdown in major export
destinations, including the US, Europe and
West Asia, will likely reduce opportunities
for India’s goods exports. Also, the two fa-
vourable “good luck” factors that supported
growth and kept inflation benign last year
have turned adverse.

Crude oil is expected to average $90-95
per barrel this fiscal, compared with $70
last fiscal. India’s high dependence on im-
ported energy increasesits vulnerability to
both price increases and supply dis-
ruptions. Higher costs reduce availability
of energy at affordable prices and weigh on
growth, particularly in manufacturing,
construction and services such as travel,
transport and restaurants.

The forecast of El Nifio reducing rainfall
to 90 per cent of the long-period average
could become another headwind to both
growth and inflation. Although the develop-
ment of the Indian Ocean Dipole can provide
some offset, itisabit early to predict how this
will play out. The risks from monsoons re-
main tilted to the downside.

Crisil’s Financial Conditions Index shows
the conflict significantly tightened
India’s financial conditions in
March and April through capital
outflows, sharp depreciation ofthe
rupee and rising bond yields.
Tighter financial conditions can af-
fect borrowing costs, investment
decisions and overall confidence.

the Wholesale Price Index (WPI)

and Consumer Price Index (CPI). ] S;llp Portgd gr OV;fth and kﬁp L The upside risks to inflation
The main reason for the wor-  Itlationbenignlastyearhave  hayestarted materialising, with the

sening growth-inflation mix is the turned adverse pressure currently more visible in
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wholesale inflation than retail in-

Amid global shocks, activate growth
drivers within domestic control

flation. WPI inflation, which is directly af-
fected by global commodity shocks, camein
at8.3 per centin April, while CPIinflation re-
mained benign at 3.5 per cent.

We expect CPI inflation to rise to 5.1 per
cent as manufacturers pass on higher input
costs to consumers. The government has
also begun passing through higher crude
prices to petrol and diesel, which will have
both direct and indirect effects on inflation.
A weaker rupee further raises the risk of
imported inflation.

Food inflation may also come under
pressure due to disrupted agricultural pro-
duction from heatwaves and expected
below-normal rainfall. The household sur-
vey of inflation expectationsreleased along-
side the June monetary policy report sug-
gestsrising inflationary expectations.

On the positive side, Crisil Ratings notes
that strong balance sheets, with the median
debt-to-equity ratio currently atalow of 045,
provide a cushion to a majority of medium
and large corporates.

However, the policy space to support
growth through easy monetary policy has
evaporated because of rising inflation
risks. Fiscal policy will need to balance sev-
eral priorities: Supporting MSMESs, manag-
ing a higher fertiliser subsidy bill and ac-
celerating efforts to improve energy
security and affordability.

With the rising frequency of global
shocks and geopolitical reset towards pro-
tectionism, this is the moment to activate
medium-term growth driversthat are within
domestic control. Removing the bottlenecks
in the economy, fast-tracking ease of doing
business and pushing ahead with remaining
reformswill be crucial torevive private capex
and realise the export potential of recently
signed foreign trade agreements.

The writer is chief economist, Crisil

Let's resist easy indictments of | WhatthePopetalksabout
when hetalks about dignity

Indian Knowledge Systems

SWATI

OGENDRA YADAV is among
modernIndia’sserious publicin-
tellectuals. He brings depth and
domain knowledge to most sub-
jects he writes about. But Indian
Knowledge Systems (IKS), to our under-
standing, isnot one ofthem. Thisisonly rea-

and liberation in a systematic way.

reform emerging from Indic traditions.

ceases entirely to be written or spoken”.

retreat into strawman ar guments.

sonable, given the scale and complexity of
RAMANATHAN e topic,g plextty
AND RAMESH Yadavbegins a recent article (‘State push
RAMANATHAN for Indian knowledge systemsis a farce. But
dismissing them is a mistake’, IE, May 19)
with a disparaging critique of state patron-
age for IKS as “a state-sponsored farce”. But
canithappenwithout stateleadership? Glo-
bally, every major intellectual and cultural
shift has required notjust social energy but
political leadership as well. Many of us dis-
agree with the BJP on many counts. But its
centrality in creating the context for the re-
cent flowering of IKS activity is hard to dis-
pute. The larger issue, though, is not politi-
cal. Itisintellectual.

Yadav makes several critiques of the cur-
rent IKS effort — that itisbackward-looking,
overly text-based, dismissive of oral tradi-
tions, excessively Brahmanical (read San-
skritic), and seeks validation through West-
ern categories. Essentially, IKS is little more
than a selective glorification of ancient San-
skrit texts, dismissive of, in his words, “far-

Yadav’s mingand artisanal communities that we call
indictment of uneducated.and bgckwgrd”.
) Butwhoismakingthisargument? There
Sanskrit isnoprescribed pedagogy for IKS. Noscholar
reflectsanold  or practitioner suggests Indian knowledge
intellectual systems begin and end with Sanskrit. We
. . ourselves support an open-source IKS initi-
habitin Ir%dl,a' ative focussed precisely on the oral and folk
PartofthisisS  traditions Yadav describes as ignored. That
Dravidian worKk is independent of the state, but exists
pOlitiCS. But because of the opening the state created.
fit Yadav’sindictment of Sanskrit reflectsan
partot1 old intellectual habit. Part of thisis Dravidian
comes from politics. But part of it comes from the long
the long shadow of the Macaulay project. Even while
shadow of the critiquing the “pathetic political project” of
seeking validation from the West, Yadav
Mac%ulay wants IKS to be “future-oriented” and “con-
project nected to modern science” — categories

emerging from a Western framework.

Can we really imagine a serious, vibrant
IKSwithout therichness, diversity and depth
of Sanskrit material? Tamil, Bhakti, Bud-
dhist, Jain and countless vernacular tradi-
tionsall carried deep philosophical and spiri-
tual insight. But Sanskrit functioned as a
connective layer — a space where India de-
bated consciousness, selfhood, ethics, reality

Acharya Tripathi’s book, which Yadav
praises, isabout India asaknowledge culture
inwhich Sanskrit is connective tissue across
regional streams of meaning-making; his
larger concernisthe rupture colonial educa-
tion inflicted on that inheritance. Similarly,
Allama Prabhu and Basavanna, in the 12th
century, were not seeking to dismantle San-
skritic civilisation. Their Kannadavachana
movement was aspiritually grounded social

This is not to deny the historical exclu-
sions of Sanskritic and Brahmanical learn-
ing. But Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo and
scholars like Kapil Kapoor pointed to a bal-
anced approach. Vivekananda’sanswer was
not to reject Sanskrit but to take knowledge
beyond enclosures and make it available to
all. Aurobindo warned that “it will not be a
good day for India when the ancient tongue

The contrast with the West is striking.
Through the Renaissance, Enlightenment,
Romanticism, modernity and postmodern-
ism, it kept engagingits classical inheritance.
Greek and Latin were critiqued and reinter-
preted, but never treated as foreign to the ci-
vilisation that grew from them. India, un-
usually, developed a habit of separating
Sanskrit from theliving traditions around it.

TheIKS movement marks the beginning
of somethingimportant — not a triumphal-
ist declaration of past glory, but a serious ef-
fort to rediscover, study, debate, and revive
India's own knowledge traditions. The pro-
cess will be messy. There will be exagger-
ations, oversimplifications and political ap-
propriations. But the answer cannot be to

The writers are co-founders of JANA Group.
Views are personal.

HE CONCEPT of human dignity mediates and ne-
gotiates all rights. It encourages a closely and widely
woven network of recognition and democraticinclu-
sion. It is in this context that the encyclical of Pope
Leo X1V, titled Magnifica Humanitas, becomes sig-
nificant and worthy of debate. The crucial message of the encyc-
licalisthat governments should “regulate Al companies, protect
workerswho are displaced by AL, and ensure humansretain over-
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sight of autonomous weapons”. “The primary choice is not be-

tween a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to technology,” the Pope writes, “but rather
between constructing Babel or rebuilding Jerusalem”.

As Anna Rowlands, theologian at Durham University, says,
the encyclical challenges society to reflect on questions such as,
‘What do we think human life is?... What vision and goal are we
aimingforin our humanity and in our lives together?”” The Pope’s
answer is “a rather beautiful vision of a civilisation of love”. The
encyclical “urges humanity to recover a shared moral imagin-
ation, especially a way of seeing one another and the world that
recognises the inherent value of the human person”.

Itisinteresting to read how such a stance can make Pope Leo
amoral voice that can speak to the search for social justice and a
harmonious coexistence. He reminds us that every civilisation
and culture appears to present a story of growth from “disvalue”
to “value”, from chaos to order. This is a spectrum. The disvalue-
value structure ranges from self-aggrandisement to a sense of
mystery and a genuine/creative idea of human ignorance when
it comes to the claims of ultimate knowledge (as with Socrates)
onthe onesside, and the rules and rituals of social formation and
structural efforts to control and govern in accordance with en-
lightened ideas on the other. Our concept of god will tell who we
are (even atheists fall into thislitmus test, as most of the time athe-
istic “no-god” statements end up in some other god(s)). The big-

Leo XIVmadea

historic
apology for the
role the Holy
See played in
legitimising
slavery.Itis as
Dostoyevsky
says: Tdid not
bow down to
you; I bowed
down toall the
suffering
humanity’

gest problem of technological civilisation and the currently domi-
nant system of liberal-advanced capitalism is that it dehumanises
people (Gandhi was a staunch critic of this system).

Democracy, therefore, should go beyond being a mere political
system and become an effort to create new humanising values
to reinforce peace and non-violence.

A deep sense of the dignity of all life will also act as a caution
against slavery of all kinds. Uncontrolled manipulation of Al,
driven by greed, may result in a form of human slavery. The dig-
nity approach foresees this, acknowledges the irresponsible be-
haviours of the past, and recognises the threats of the future. Leo
XIVissued an apology for the Holy See’s role in legitimising slav-
ery.Itisas Dostoyevsky says: “Idid not bow down to you; Ibowed
down to all the suffering humanity.” Human dignity can enable
the ability to apologise and propose pacifism and non-violence
as the new pillars for a democratic and just coexistence.

The writer is professor, Department of Philosophy,

Assam University, Silchar
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Tenshotdeadin Punjab

TEN PERSONS were killed by suspected ter-
roristsin the past 24 hours in different
placesin Punjab. Suspected terrorists
opened Sten gun fire on people who had
R come to buy ice from a factory at Duburji
village near Amritsar, killing five and injur-
ing several others. Rahim, an Iranian stu-
dent who had come on a motorcycle to Pun-
jabi University, Patiala to seek admission for
aPhD, was killed by the terrorists.

$4 billion aid for India

INDIA WILL receive about $4 billion from
the Aid India consortiumin 1986-87. The
consortium of Western aid donors will meet

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

in Paris on June 16 and probably agree on a
figure close to the $3.9 billion India re-
ceived last year. And the consortium will
probably warn India to improve its export
performance, increase the efficiency of its
high-cost public-sector industries and so
reduce its existing trade gap.

Queenurges sanctions

QUEEN ELIZABETH Il has urged the British
Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, to agree
to economic sanctions against South Af-
rica, the newspaper Today reported. A
signed front-page article that did not quote
sources said the Queen gave Thatcher a
“discreet warning” during a private audi-
ence recently at Buckingham Palace. It was

New Delhi

only the third time in her 34-year reign that
the Queen had made known her dissatisfac-
tion with government policy, the paper
said.

More AIDS casesin TN

NINE MORE sex workers in Tamil Nadu are
confirmed to have been infected with AIDS,
said Dr Eric Simoes of CMC, Vellore. Six
cases were reported earlier. Dr Simoes said
19 others whose blood samples indicated
infection were awaiting confirmation. Their
blood samples had been sent to the Na-
tional Institute of Health inthe US. The
samples were obtained from various parts
of Tamil Nadu where AIDS infection was
fairly widespread.
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For survivors of
tratficking, SC
planfocuseson
consent, dignity

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, June7

THE SUPREME Court last month said that considering that
the “existing vacuum seriously impairs the fundamental
rights” of the victims of trafficking for commercial and sexual
exploitation (CSE), it was “left with no option but to pass de-
tailed directions” by framing a Victim Protection Plan. This
will operate until Parliament enacts a law on the protection
and rehabilitation of victims of CSE.

Background

The litigation traces to a 2004 petition filed by Prajwala, a
Hyderabad-based anti-trafficking organisation, which argued
that victims of CSE were treated as “criminals” rather than
“victims or survivors” and that the absence of a comprehen-
sive “Victim Protection Plan” made rescue and rehabilitation
efforts ineffective.

In December 2015, the SC disposed of the petition after not-
ingthat the government was committed to establishing an Or-
ganised Crime Investigation Agency (OCIA) and constituting
an Inter-Ministerial Committee to prepare a comprehensive
anti-trafficking law. But the OCIA proposal was dropped, with
the Centre instead empowering the National Investigation
Agency (NIA) to investigate trafficking offences in 2019.
Prajwalareturned to the SCin 2022, alleging non-compliance
with the commitments on which the 2015 order rested.

Rehabilitation, no criminalisation

Ondignity, the SCsaid that every person possesses dignity
“simply because they are human”. Trafficking violates this di-
rectly as “the entire transaction proceeds as though their hu-
manityisirrelevant and they
are nothing more than mere
objects”.

On rehabilitation, it held
that victims of trafficking for
CSE have a constitutional
right to rehabilitation.

The bench examined
Section 17 of the Immoral
Traffic (Prevention) Act
(ITPA), 1956, which governs
what happens after a person
is removed from a brothel
during a raid. It noted that
the provision treats women
trafficked into prostitution, a woman who was trafficked but
later continued in sex work voluntarily, and awoman who en-
tered sex work voluntarily, alike. A “one-size-fits-all approach”
risks becoming “counterproductive” and “may violate their
rights and dignity”.

The court held that magistrates must first conduct an in-
quiry to identify voluntary adult sex workers, for whom the
question of “rescue” does not arise. Victims’ consent must be
“the primary and governing consideration” in decisions on
detention in a protective home or reintegration with family.

Debangana Chatterjee, assistant professor of social science
atthe National Law School of India University, told The Indian
Express that the distinction the court draws between volun-
tary and involuntary sex work does not hold on ground. Con-
sent, in practice, operates under what she described as “dire
structural conditions” that make a clean determination of vol-
untariness difficult. “Unless you have a sense of what exactly
‘voluntary’ entails, this becomes really difficult to decipher.”

* PARLIAMENT ROLE

® The SC said that sections of
the ITPA that expose trafficking
victims to prosecution should
be amended.

@ |t said that Parliament should
rethink mandatory fixed-period
detention in protective homes
and recognise the rights of
voluntary adult sex workers.

Victim Protection Plan

The plan states that victims should not be treated like crimi-
nals, and rehabilitation cannot be imposed without “free and
informed consent”. The bench directed that anti-human traf-
ficking units be headed by officers of Deputy Superintendent
of Police-rank and be notified as police stations for registering
and probing trafficking cases.

During rescue operations, victims are not to be arrested,
subjected to verbal or physical abuse, or photographed and
filmed in a manner that reveals their identity.

Post rescue, victims cannot be kept in lock-ups or detained
overnight in police stations, must be provided legal aid, medi-
cal care and counselling, and must be produced before the ap-
propriate authority without delay. Before ordering long-term
custody or rehabilitation, magistrates are required to hear the
victim and, where necessary, conduct an inquiry into whether
an adult woman is engaging in sex work voluntarily.

ABHINAV CHAKRABORTY

AS ARTIFICIAL Intelligence (AI) writing
aids become more popular, authors and
writers are navigating a tricky territory —
there is almost no way to conclusively
prove that they did not use Al in any stage
of the writing.

The controversy around Al authorship
exploded recently when the British literary
magazine Granta announced the regional
winners of its annual Commonwealth
Short Story Prize, and three of the five
winners faced accusations of Al use.

What makes the debate murKky is that
the Al detection tools generally used are far
from fool-proof. In case of Granta winner
Jamir Nazir, Al detector tool Pangram was
used to term his story “The Serpent in the
Grove’ (winner for the Caribbean) “100% Al
generated”.

Whatis machine learning?
Tounderstand how these tools claiming
todetect Al-generated text work, one must
first know the science of machine learning
(ML). In simple terms, ML refers to the use

* TEACHING, LEARNINGAI
MACHINELEARNING AND Al DETECTION

and human-written
content to be fed into

@ Machine learning
involves use of data

and statisticstobuild  the system.

an Al system. | ® The system

@ Done by feeding learns to identify
large datasetsintoan  gtatistical patterns
computer system so in form of words,
that it can reason at phrases, and
human or even

punctuation, thus
classifying content
as Al-written or
human-written.

superhuman levels.

® Requires lots of
examples of both Al-

AI'TELLS’

® Referstothe
signs thata

piece of text is
Al-generated.

conversations.

marked by the formulaic “Not X, but Y”
structure. “For instance, ‘“These head-
phones are not just hearing devices, but
sound-cancelling devices.” Models are very
commonly doing that now,” he said.

Asto where these tells come from, Pru-
thi said research was ongoing but there

® Excessive use of
emdashes, or words
not used generally in

® Text organisedin
bullet points, often
with a heading of what
the bullets are about.

of dataand statisticstobuild an Alsystem: ~ were no clear answers yet. Need for
thisis QOne by feedinglarge da}- “Onecommon hy:pothesis is openness
tasets into a computer so that it thatafter you pre-train amodel, ) ]
can recognise patterns. you post-train it to make it safe Friedman said
“So you would take lots of and useful and able to follow in- onus was on
examples of Al-written content structions. That’s typically done everyonein
and hun?an-wr@tten content | cypp A I NED by contracting annotators and publishing or
and feed it to a big model to do data vendors who create related fields to
the classification for you. The D examples to answer questions be on the same
model, through data, learns sig- Beginning today, a of different types,” he said. .
nalslike, ‘Oh, Almodelstend to W/fl‘?kly CO][“m't‘_decﬁd'”g “A lot of those datasets, p“flge, despite
use em dashes’, or use words SNEWTTONTETS, MW which are private and con- very good
. e . f ,  theyshapetheworldand .
like ‘imperative’ or ‘delve’. our placeinit structed by large frontier labs, reasons tobe
These are statistical patterns have these cues. People who are anti-ATI”
that large ML models can learn writing those answers write in
when they’re fed lots of examples of both  this way, and therefore models replicate ¢
human writing and Al writing,” Danish  that behaviour,” he added. “Ithink just
Pruthi, assistant professor at the Indian In- saying, ‘Idon’t
stitute of Science Bengaluru, told TheIn- Can Al chatbots be good detectors? .
: o want to deal with
dian Express. Pruthi said people now want to move it and 't
There are also some Al ‘tells’. Pruthisaid  beyond this “binary framing” of what is Al ltan y0}1 can
that besides em dashes or certain words,  versus human. “They are figuring out what m‘f‘ke. me, seems
other tells include text that is organisedin  the extent of collaboration is. Isit lightlyas- ~ childish or naive.
bullet points, often with a heading. Also,  sisted by an Al, moderately assisted by an Al, At some point,
AI—generaFed text tepds to concludethings [or] heavily assisted by an AI?” . you have to
neatly, with Pruthi saying that “human According to Pruthi, asking Claude, lise that thi
. . . . . .. realise that this
conclusions sometimes introduce new  ChatGPT, or Gem1n1 whether something is technolosv is
content, but model conclusionsrarelydo”. ~ Al-written is a “very bad idea”. “The model " gy,
He also cited the instance of “negative  isnotspecificallytrained forthis.Soitmight ~ here,” shesaid.
parallelism”: a rhetorical writing style take an educated guess, but thatisn’t going e —— ————
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0.01%

The false positive
rate Pangram claims
to have, thatis, 1in
every 10,000 cases.
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® Negative parallelism, a
rhetorical writing style
marked by the formulaic
“Not X, but Y” structure.

to be very accurate... This happens to be a
task where you care about accuracy a great
deal because of it being high stakes,” he said.

The other key difference, Pruthi said, is
thatalot of detectorsare tuned insuch away
to ensure “false positives are low”. A false
positive refers to an instance when a detector
flags something human-written as Al-gen-
erated, as opposed to a false negative,
wherein an Al-generated text might pass off
ashuman.

Al detectors are also distinct from tools
detecting plagiarism. Pruthi said since pla-
giarismlargely concerns copying intellectual
workwithout attribution, “plagiarism detec-
torstend tosophisticatedly score how well a
given idea/work matches with existing
work”. “Onthe contrary, Al detectorsjust try
to estimate whether a piece of text could be
Al-generated givenlots of examples they’ve
seen,” he said.

How reliable are these tools?

Pruthi said that Pangram — which
claims a false positive rate of 1in every
10,000 cases (0.01%) — is quite reliable,
which was backed by some independent
studies.

But he sounded a word of caution, say-
ingthat an ML model would “obviously not
be 100% accurate all the time”. Using the
analogy of spam classification in emails, he
said: “We still develop ML models to detect
whatisspam and what is not. There too, the
content, the words used, the way it is
phrased — all that is helpful to figure out
whether it is spam or not. We still get a few

examples wrong.”

This is because these tools have limita-
tions. According to Pruthi, ML models are
more likely to be wrong when there are
fewer words, since there aren’t enough
signs to tell confidently whether some-
thing’s Al-written or human-authored.

Another limitation is what Pruthi called
“low-entropy text”, which refers to text that
isgenerally precise and accurate in nature,
and thus hard to classify.

“If T ask you, ‘Give me all the states of
India in alphabetical order.’ This has one
clear, definitive answer, whether from a
model or a human,” he said.

Similarly, code — written instructions
that tell a computer to execute a certain
task — can also “be tricky to detect” at
times. “There’s only a certain way it can be
written,” Pruthi added.

Pruthi mentioned another limitation —
one that he and his colleagues presented in
arecent paper at an ML conference —in a
scenario when one slightly polishes a piece
of text using a language model. “Even
though the base ideas and content were
written by you, instead of saying that it is
slightly edited or mixed text, models might
flagit as fully Al-generated,” he said.

This can dissuade writers from evenre-
fining their writing using Al, out of fear that
their work could be mistakenly flagged as
Al-generated. “There’s a lot of Al slop on
the internet right now. A lot of Kindle books
that are published are fully Al-written,” he
said. “So if a good detector is able to weed
out most of that and at least label that this
is Al-generated, then maybe a careful
reader can choose not to consume that con-
tent. In some way, good Al detectors are
helping channel attention to legitimately
human-written content.”

How should writers, publishers
navigate this?

Recently, Nobel Prize-winning Polish
writer Olga Tokarczuk’s comments about
using Al for research while writing her last
novel had invited criticism. Tokarczuk later
clarified she did not use Al in the writing
process itself.

Jane Friedman, an American publish-
ing professional with over two decades of
industry experience, told The Indian Ex-
press, “Everyone needs to be on the same
page about where these tools are touching
the process and, to the best of everyone’s
ability, track how they’re being used.”

“One of the problems here is that every-
oneiskind of doing their own thingbehind
the curtain. Part of that has to do with the
taboo around itand everyone being uncer-
tain about the technology and the different
attitudes towards it,” she added.

Why energy tankers are using risky dark fleet ploy to cross Hormuz

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, June7

FOR YEARS now, ships involved in sanc-
tioned and illicit trade have “gone dark™ to
avoid detection — thatis, switched off their
automatic identification system (AIS)
transponders to make themselves virtually
invisible to authorities and other vessels.
This dark shipping practice has largely
beenlimited to the “shadow fleets” transpor-
tingsanctioned Iranian and Russian oil. But
as the US-Iran war drags on, for energy
tankerslooking tosail through the blockaded
Strait of Hormuz, avoiding detection is in-
creasingly becoming a necessity. This has
brought this risky tactic out of the margins.

Surgeindark transits

According to International Maritime
Organization (IMO) guidelines, AIS should
always be in operation when a ship is sail-
ing or at anchor, unless the master of the

ship decides that broadcasting the in-
formationis a threat toits safety or security.

Switching the transponder off makes
the vessel untrackable and invisible to
other ships’ systems, which can signifi-
cantly increase the risk of collisions at sea.
Thisrisk becomes even greater in crowded
waterways such as the Strait of Hormuz.

According to energy and freight mar-
kets analytics firm Vortexa, dark transits
through the Strait of Hormuz — between
March 1 and late May — represent 57% of
all transits recorded over the period.

This trend of ships going dark while
transiting the strait has intensified in re-
cent weeks. The share of outbound laden
vessels transiting dark stood at 58.5% in
March, slightly dipped to 54% in April
when vessel movements through the
waterway picked up slightly through corri-
dors regulated by Iran, and then rose
sharply to 65.2% in May, as per Vortexa.

“Commercial operators are simulta-

India-bound
shipstoo

@ Indiadepends
heavily on the Strait
of Hormuz, with over
40% of its oil im-
ports, 60% of its LNG
imports, and 90% of
its LPG imports
coming through this
narrow passage.

@ Many of the energy
cargoes that have
reached India via the
Strait of Hormuz over
the past three
months went dark

as they crossed

the strait.

neously adapting both operationally and
physically to the environment through pro-
longed dark operations, altered routing, es-
cort behaviour, and possible vessel harden-
ing measures. Taken together, the Strait of
Hormuz is increasingly functioning as a
contested low-visibility operating environ-
ment where commercial transit continues,
but under growing military pressure, de-
graded transparency, and sustained en-
forcementrisk,” maritime intelligence pro-
vider Windward said in a note last month.

Of the energy cargoes being trans-
ported by tankers that are going dark to
cross the Strait of Hormuz, crude oil and
condensates account for around 40%,
‘clean products’ (like petrol, diesel, jet fuel,
and naphtha) account for about 25%, ‘dirty
products’ (like bunker oil and bitumen)
have a share of about 18%, and LPG ac-
counts for about 14%, shows Vortexa data.
LNG tankers, hitherto absent from dark
shipping activity in the region, appear in

the data from April into May.

Accepted protocol

Ship tracking data shows that tankers
belonging to or chartered by the national
energy companies of countries such asthe
UAE, Qatar and Saudi Arabia are also going
dark to cross the strait. In March, non-Ira-
nian operators accounted for 37% of dark
outbound laden transits through the
chokepoint, which rose to 56% in Apriland
67% in May.

Vortexa analysis shows that UAE-linked
vessels account for the largest share of dark
transits at around 27%, followed by Iraq at
about 11%, and Qatar at around 10%. Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, and Bahrain together ac-
count for another 9%.

Experts point out that with global
energy flows disrupted due to the crisis,
there is increasing pressure on major
energy producers from the Gulfto keep ex-
ports going to the extent possible.
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100 days of Iran war: Behind Tchran hnkmg ceascefire more to Lebanon than Gaza
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EXPERTEXPLAINS
BASHIR ALI ABBAS

SENIOR RESEARCH ASSOCIATE, COUNCIL FOR
STRATEGIC AND DEFENSE RESEARCH

AS THE US-Iran war touches 100 days, the
two countries have entered into a new
equation that rests on neither side breaking
off talks substantially, while continuing to
trade limited strikes at strategic targets. The
Strait of Hormuz remains blocked.

Even as this equation represents Iran’s
strengthened bargaining position, Tehran
faces an urgent need to translate thislever-
age into tangible gains, not least due to its
continuing economic crisis, with year-on-
year inflation touching 80%.

Iran’s need for decisive outcomes

For Iran, Washington’s overall prefer-
ence for relying on its own blockade of the
Hormuz without a full-scale war (for which
its munitions still run low) is a concern. As
several analysts have noted, the more days
pass before a decisive outcome for Iran (un-
freezing Iranian funds, sanctions removal,
an end to the US blockade), the longer the
break in Iran’s strategy of maintaining
multi-pronged pressure.

Ultimately, Hormuz restrictions are an
indirect leverage — they are sufficient to
deter full-scale American/Israeli attacks but
evidently insufficient to force the US to-
wards decisive concessions.

Hence, on June 5, Advisor to the Su-
preme Leader, Mohsen Rezaee, declared to
CNN that the US failing to unfreeze $24 bil-
lioninblocked Iranian assets and lifting the
blockade would prompt Iran to expand its
punitive actions to the Mediterranean, the
Red Sea, and the Bab-el-Mandeb strait.
AmongIran’s allies, while the Yemeni Hou-
this’ ability to threaten the latter two has
been decisively proven, Lebanon’s Hezbol-

lah maintains an underutilised ability to
threaten military and commercial activity
in the Mediterranean through its anti-ship
cruise missiles.

However, while Iran maintains its re-
liance on UNGA Resolution 3314 todeem US
basesin Arab countries aslegitimate targets
in response to limited US strikes on Iran, it
isIsrael’swar in Lebanon which potentially
allows Tehran to generate new casus belli.

Despite a US-brokered ceasefire between
Israel and Lebanon (Hezbollah) in April, Is-
rael’s campaign in South Lebanon con-
tinued largely unabated, until Iran once
again threatened to call off talks over it. By
June 3, tripartite negotiations led to a joint
statement by Israel, Lebanon, and the US,
recommitting all parties to the April cease-
fire. US President Donald Trump even said
the USwas “speaking to Hezbollah” and that
he “would like to meet” Iran’s new Supreme
Leader Mojtaba Khamenei.

Linkage of US war with Israel’s
in Lebanon
Lebanon is not important to Iran solely

AnIsraeliflag hangs on a destroyed
building in southern Lebanon. ap

due to the formidable value that Hezbollah
bringsto Tehran’s strategic power projection.
Presently, the Israel-Lebanon ceasefire has
a new characteristic — a fragile agreement
thatIran knowsIsrael will inevitably violate.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

This provides Tehran a unique strategic op-
tion: to determine that Israel’s attacks in Le-
banon warrant a tighter chokehold on Hor-
muzor aresumption ofits missile attacks, at
any point when Tehran perceives Washing-
ton to be slow-pedalling a deal.

Already by June 4, Iranian Foreign Min-
ister Abbas Araghchi reaffirmed that “this
war will end only when it ends in Lebanon
as well”. Combined with Rezaee’s state-
ments, it is clear that while protecting Hez-
bollah is a clear Iranian objective, Lebanon
principally serves asa pressure point to force
Washington towards concessions vis-a-vis
Iran itself.

For perspective, Iran has refrained from
officially linking the ceasefire with Israel’s
war on Palestine, or atleast makingitanim-
mediate imperative. Apart from reports from
the semi-official Tasnim News that Tehran
also requires Israel to cease hostilities in
Gaza, Iran’s negotiating posture since April
has prioritised Lebanon. This is despite Is-
rael’s Gaza campaign pre-dating the current
war on Lebanon, causing significantly
greater casualty figures, and prompting in-

New Delhi

ternational investigations into Israeli con-
duct.Iran’s regional posture has alsobeen ar-
ticulated historically as integrally tied with
Palestine (Jerusalem or Al Quds).

Among other things, this reinforces
Iran’s awareness that Washington is more
likely to pressure Israel on Lebanon than
on Palestine; a compromise Iran is willing
to make for its immediate strategic needs.
The alternative would be a bogged-down
Iran with reduced bargaining space in the
face of the marginal likelihood of Israel
withdrawing from Gaza, even if Tehran
threatens military action.

Ultimately, these developments still re-
tain both Iranian and American preference
foradeal. However, it isnow increasingly evi-
dent thatjust as Washington sought favour-
able termsthrough military action in March,
Tehranisinchingclosertoadoptingasimilar
posture. Functionally, this implies that or-
ganic pressures are building within the US-
Iranequation that will either decisively break
the ceasefire, or force Washington and
Tehranintoatleastaninterim arrangement,
pending alarger deal.
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Outsourcing migrant deportations is
incompatible with Europe’s values.
— Le Monde, France
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Policy is undoing what science built. That's

a challenge for Cotton Productivity Mission

FROMPLATETOPLOUGH

BY ASHOK GULATI, AYUSHI
GUPTA AND RITIKA JUNEJA

N APRIL 2026, the Union Cabinet ap-
proved the Mission for Cotton Produc-
tivity with an outlay of Rs 5,659 crore,
torun from2026-27t02030-31. Thein-
tent is to raise lint productivity from
441 kg per hectare (in trienniumending (TE)
2025-26) to 755 kg/ha by 2031. But to under-
stand whether this mission can succeed, itis
worth recalling where India once stood and
how deep the crisis in cotton fields runs.

In 2002, Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee approved the commercial cultiva-
tion of Bt cotton as cleared by the Genetic En-
gineering Appraisal Committee (GEAC). At
the time, he said: “The next big revolution
that is unfolding in the world is the biotech-
nology revolution. Thisisgoingtotouchthe
lives of ordinary people in ways that we can-
not even fully imagine today. We must not
lag behind others in this revolution. India
should aspire to be one of the leaders of this
revolution. We must plant its healthy sap-
lings in different parts of the country so that
we can reap their fruits soon.”

Indiadid notlagbehind. For adecade, it
led. The first Bt hybrids incorporating the
crylAcgene were approved toresist the boll-
worm complex. By 2006, GEAC had ap-
proved Bollgard II, asecond-generation hy-
brid with two stacked genes. The results
were unambiguous. Cotton production rose
from 13.6 million bales in 2002-03 to 39.8
million bales in 2013-14, a 193 per cent in-
crease. Annual output grew at 10 per cent,
and area expanded by 56 per cent, from 7.6
million hectares (mha) to 11.9 mha. Yields
improved by 88 per cent, from 302 kg/ha to
566 kg/ha. India became the largest pro-
ducer and second-largest exporter of cotton.
A technology decision taken by Vajpayee
triggered an agricultural revolution. But
thereafter, the policies by successive govern-
ments, both at the state and central levels,
undid what science had built.

After Bollgard II, Mahyco-Monsanto

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Gen Z’s frustration

THE FIRST street protest staged
by the nascent Cockroach Janta
Party (CJP) in Delhi captured the
imagination of the people (‘At first
protest, CJP calls for Pradhan’s
resignation, IE, June 7). The “cock-
roaches” moved from screens to
streets. The BJP’s electoral
victories cannot obscure the fact
of growing frustration and anger
among the youth for ahost of rea-
sons, with limited job opportun-
itiesbeinga major concern. The
protest has given some visibility to
Gen Z’sdisillusionment with tra-
ditional politics.

G David Milton, Maruthancode

Restoring public trust

WHEN YEARS of effort and
investment are undone by negli-
gence, public trust in national
examinationsis eroded (‘Impun-
ity forexam leaksundermines
trust’, IE, June 6). Education can-
not thrive onanad hoc system.
Restoring confidence in India’s
examination system will require
notonly strengthening
institutional guardrails and tech-
nological platforms but also politi-
cal accountability.

SSPaul, Nadia

Paper incentives

THE CENTRAL bank’s decision
to maintain a wait-and-watch
stance while slashing GDP growth
projectionsto 6.6 per cent
exposes a structural trap. (‘Rates
on hold, focus on bringing foreign
capital’, IE, June 6). While the co-
ordinated tax waivers on govern-
mentbonds and concessionary
forex swap facilities are adminis-
tratively sound mechanisms to
entice foreign portfolio investors,
financial engineering alone can-
not reverse a $28.6-billion capital
flight. Global capital chases ro-
bust ground-level economic vital-
ity, notjust subsidised hedging
costs. Until domestic inflation
settles permanently below the
pump, fiscal concessions remain
paper incentives against volatile
global headwinds.

Krishan Kumar Chugh, New Delhi
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Biotech (MMB) India developed the next
generation: Bollgard II with Roundup
ReadyFlex, and Bollgard III, incorporating
three stacked genes with herbicide-tolerant
traits designed to address evolving pest re-
sistance and rising weed-management
costs. But they were not released.

What killed them was a sequence of
price-control decisions that made seed in-
novation commercially unviable. In 2006,
Andhra Pradesh imposed a Maximum Re-
tail Price of Rs 750 per packet, less than half
the prevailing price of Rs 1,600, of which Rs
1,250 had been charged by MMB as trait fee.
Maharashtra and Gujarat swiftly
matched the cap. In 2015, the
Centre formalised this through
the Cotton Seed Price Control
Order, slashing the trait fee by 74
per cent from Rs 186.95 to Rs 49
per packet. In 2018, the national
retail price was cut further to Rs
740.By 2020, the trait fee had been
abolished entirely.

The consequence was direct.
Faced with unfriendly regulation,

Had India continued on the
production trajectory between
2002 and 2014, cotton outputin
2026 would have reached 65.3
million bales. The actual figure
in 2025-26 is 29 million bales.
The gapis the accumulated
cost of adecade of policy failure

Monsanto withdrew Bollgard II-RRF from
GEAC consideration. Meanwhile, advanced
agricultural economies routinely plant Boll-
gard 3 ThryvOn with XtendFlex, a platform
combining three-gene caterpillar protec-
tion, built-in biological defence against
sucking pests, and tolerance to three separ-
ate herbicide groups simultaneously. Brazil,
where 92 per cent of cotton is rainfed, has
deployed technology and seed innovation
to the point where 60 per cent of cotton-
planted area supports a second crop within
the same agricultural year.

Today, Indiais notaleader of the biotech-
nology revolution in agriculture. It’s
not even a serious participant.

Look at the productivity of cot-
ton: Australia: 2,340 kg/ha; China:
2,311kg/ha; Brazil: 1943 kg/ha, and
the United States: 976 kg/ha. These
arelintyields for the TE 2025-26, re-
ported by the International Cotton
Advisory Committee. And India,
which hasthe largest cotton-grow-
ingareain theworld (11 million hec-

tares), has ayield of just 441 kg/ha.

The gap between India and its competitors
isaprecise measure of the gap in technology
adoption, research investment, and regula-
tory ambition.

What is painful to see is that since 2014-
15, production has declined at an average
annual rate of 2 per cent. Had India merely
continued on the production trajectory es-
tablished between 2002 and 2014, cotton
output in 2026 would have reached 65.3
million bales. The actual figure in 2025-26
is 29 million bales. The gap, 36.3 million
bales, is the accumulated cost of a decade
of policy failure. India went from a net cot-
ton exporter toimporting4 million balesin
2025-26. It won’t take long for India to be-
come a large importer of cotton if business
as usual continues.

It is against this backdrop that one
needs to evaluate the Cotton Productivity
Mission. The Mission’s intent is welcome,
but does it have the technology that global
giants provide? The simple answer is “no”.
How it will achieve the productivity target
of 755 kg/ha by 2031 remains to be seen.
Andevenifitdoes, it would still leave India
at less than half of what Brazil, China, and
Australia have achieved today. How will it
compete with them?

Developing new seed varieties requires
years of investment in plant breeding, bio-
technology, and trait research, followed by a
lengthy biosafety regulatory process with no
guarantee of commercial approval. Without
a policy framework that ensures adequate
returns on that investment, private com-
panies have norational basis for undertaking
it. Price controls that compress trait fees to
zero do not merely limit profits; they elimin-
ate the incentive to innovate at all.

The government, therefore, faces a clear
choice. Either it restores the intellectual
property framework that allows private in-
novatorstorecover their costs, which means
revisiting the Cotton Seed Price Control
Order, orit commitsto funding public sector
R&D atascale sufficient tofill the gap the pri-
vate sector has vacated. What is not sustain-
ableisthe current arrangement, where price
controls suppress private innovation, public
R&D is chronically underfunded, and
farmers are left with dated technology. Can
the Cotton Productivity Mission undo this
policy damage? Only time will tell.

Gulatiis distinguished professor, Gupta a
research associate, and Juneja a senior fellow at
ICRIER. Views are personal

PRIYANKA CHATURVEDI

ET TU, BRUTE? This iconic line from the
play Julius Caesar, written in 1599 by William
Shakespeare, is a reminder for anyone in
politics that the ultimate betrayal does not
come from one’s enemies, but from one’s
closest allies. This is the everyday political
reality in India, in this time of breaking news
content. Itis the age of “Shah Neeti”.

A mere 24-hour window may see twists
and turns, political partieslosing, and engin-
eered splits. In 2022, we saw how the Shiv
Sena split. Of course, thiswasn’t afirstin In-
dia’s history — even Congress split in 1969.
That, however, was an outcome of organisa-
tional revolt. In the Shiv Sena’s case, it was
an engineered revolt that then became a
model to use against other regional parties.
We are seeingit play out now in West Bengal
with the All India Trinamool Congress.

InShakespeare’s play, the deepest wound
to Caesar was not inflicted by steel blades,
butby asingle faceamongthe crowd of
assassins: Marcus Brutus, his protégé
and trusted friend. With that final,
heartbreaking realisation, the Roman
dictator stopped fighting and suc-
cumbed to the daggers. The scene is a
haunting reminder that in the theatre
of power, the sharpest betrayal is always
the one you never saw coming.

As a member of the united Shiv
Sena, I watched every day as party

As TMC weakens within, I
remember Shiv Sena split

I watched everyday as party
members chose sides during
the unfolding saga. Some
were pushed, others lured,
some had pending cases,
some just wanted to align
with the powers-that-be

members chose sides during the unfolding
saga. Some were pushed, otherslured, some
had pending cases, somejust wanted toalign
with the powers-that-be. The people I had
come to lean on, who I thought would stay
on our side, would, within the next hour,
move to the other side. After the split, there
was a meeting of party office bearers at Shiv
Sena Bhavan when we were briefed about
the next steps of the party; someone whowas
aminister in the MVA cabinet and who was
most engaged during the meetingwason a
flight to Guwahati within a few hours. We
could only watch the visuals and be sur-
prised at the audacity. With every new exit,
though, the shock turned to numbness.
Havingseen this in my party, I can relate
to the AITC’s current problem as many of
those who were once fiercely loyal have
started to express anguish with the party’s
functioning. It always begins the same way.
Of course, some grievances could
be genuine. But when it becomes
a template before every party
split, it showsthat “Shah Neeti” is
atwork. The partyled by Mamata
Banerjee hasthe stomach to fight
on, and she will certainly rebuild
and resurrect. I recall my party
president, Uddhav Thackeray,
once saying that old leaves need
to fall in order for new ones to

grow. Thisishowwelive to fight another day.
The current way of doing politicsdoesn’t
shock people anymore. It hasbecome aspec-
tator sport, with real-time betting regarding
the movement of individuals, amid source-
based media speculation. Politicians who
have long been part of the system see im-
mediate rewards being handed out — cor-
ruption cases closed, tickets handed out, a
ministerial berth or standing committee
chairmanship offered as a quid pro quo —
and then switching becomeslucrative. Many
justify thisas political survival. In real terms,
however, it is about opportunities, because
having an ideology now means hanging on
toperksratherthanfightingabattle ofideas.
The new politics alsohasa curated “party
split option”, which can be chamber-specific,
like how the AAP was split up only for the
Rajya Sabha. The formula involves getting
two-thirds of either the political party itself
oritsrepresentativesin the Assembly or Par-
liament. It is a game of numbers that can
even end with the party name and symbol
being handed over to the rebels.
Thedynamics ofthe AITC and ShivSena
are different. But what remains the same is
how an exodus is manoeuvred and a split is
engineered using the Brutuses within.

The writer, a former Rajya Sabha MP,
is with Shiv Sena (UBT)

Who gets rupee
right: Economists,
marketwallahs
or moralists?

ISHAN BAKSHI

N TIMES of crisis, advice, often unsolicited, tends to pour

in from all quarters. This time is no different. Economists,

market wallahs and moralists — all have given their two

cents on how the ongoing crisis ought to be tackled. What

they have proposed, though, has been largely at odds.
That should not be surprising. After all, the advice thatis given,
as is often the case, depends on where you sit.

Economists have, by and large, stuck to orthodoxy — that
the central bank should not defend the rupee. It should neither
draw down its forex reserves nor should it raise interest rates
to defend the currency. An inflation-targeting central bank
should focus on inflation, not the exchange rate. The rupee
should, instead, be left to find its own level. A weaker currency
would, at the very least, help maintain the competitiveness of
the country’s exports. It would also make Indian assetssuch as
stocks and bonds cheaper in dollar terms, increasing their at-
tractiveness for foreign investors.

Efforts to defend the currency are, in any case, likely to be
futile as the rupee’s problems run deep. The energy shock
that has exposed India’s vulnerability, the absence of a do-
mestic Al play alongside the rapid global adoption of Al
models that threatens India's growth engine, the possibility
of the China+1 dream fading away and the risk-return calcu-
lus on domestic investments souring even for Indian firms
— all raise deeper questions about the country’s growth pros-
pects. Itis these concerns that have prompted a flight of capi-
tal and put pressure on the currency that need to be ad-
dressed, not the rupee’s decline.

Market wallahs, including some from India Inc, however,
have a different view, with many in favour of supporting the
currency. Some have even called for raising interest rates to
defend the currency. Never mind that the economy isn’t over-
heating — core inflation (excluding precious metals) is around
just 2.2 per cent. But, for them, “100” is not just another
number. Worries of avicious cycle — the decline in the rupee
triggering more capital outflows, which in turn compounds
balance of payments press-
ures and further weakens
the currency — have
gained traction. The Indian
markets, which find little
mention among global in-
vestors at the moment, are
fearful of a further loss of
investor confidence. The
defence of the currency is,
in some sense, also a de-
fence of the markets.

The Indian central bank
has often tended to side
with this line of thinking
despite its pronounce-
ments to the opposite.
There have been numerous
episodes when, in the face of sustained depreciation pressures,
it has intervened through various tools in order to defend the
rupee — an approach it has pursued across governments of
varying ideological dispositions.

But, if there is one thing that both economists and the mar-
ket wallahs agree on, it is the need to facilitate foreign capital
flows through various channels. While their preferences may
differ, the proposals have ranged from eliminating taxes on in-
vestments of foreign institutional investors in markets to en-
couraging flows through FCNR deposits and/or ECBs, and fa-
cilitating greater FDI flows, among others. Some of these
suggestions have been acted upon. On Friday, the government
and the central bank announced a slew of measures to attract
foreign capital. But the question is: In an environment where
the India-US yield differential isn’t that large, how much can
berealistically mopped up? And would it be enough to ease the
pressure? If not, will the RBI follow thisup with an interest rate
defence as the market wallahs have argued for?

The moralists, on the other hand, have a different take. In
times of distress, personal sacrifices must be made, and those
profiting, the speculators, must be punished. So, thereisaneed
for market interventions and restrictions on economic activ-
ities, demands for austerity and exhortations to curb the use of
foreign exchange.

Of course, the distinction between these categories isn’t
neat. Overlaps do exist. But all these groups are currently jos-
tlingtoinfluence the direction of policy at this critical juncture
for the Indian economy. At the moment, it does appear that the
market wallahs and the moralists have the upper hand. They
may well believe that their measures will help tide over this cri-
sis. But any relief is likely to be short-lived. The focus should
instead be on addressing the core issues facing the economy.

The writer is associate editor, The Indian Express
ishan.bakshi@expressindia.com

URVASHI PRASAD

THE HEADLINE from NFHS-6 on child
health is heartening. Stunting — children
who aretoo short for their age—hasdeclined
nationally from 35.5 per cent to29.3 per cent.
That is a substantial improvement and de-
serves recognition. However, read in full,
NFHS-6’s child nutrition story presents a
more complicated picture: National gains
areuneven, several large states have deterio-
rated, and key drivers of child nutrition re-
main deeply concerning.

Severe wasting, the most dangerous form
of acute malnutrition, declined from 7.7 per
centto5.2 percent. Thisisa meaningful gain
thatshould translate into fewer child deaths.

NFHS-6 data on child nutrition has sobering warnings

Yet overall wasting fell only marginally, from
19.3 per cent to 19 per cent, meaning neatrly
one in five Indian children under five re-
mains acutely malnourished. The propor-
tion of underweight children moved from
32.1 per cent to 31.8 per cent. Nearly one in
three Indian children is still underweight.

The state-level data is even more troub-
ling. In Jharkhand, underweight prevalence
increased from 394 per cent to 41.1 per cent.
In UP, wasting rose from 17.3 per cent t0 19.2
per cent and underweight from 32.1 per cent
to 34.5 per cent. Rajasthan recorded similar
deterioration, with wasting rising from 16.8
per cent to 19.8 per cent and underweight
from 27.6 per cent to 33.3 per cent. These set-
backsinsome of India’s largest states are ob-
scured by the national headline.

The stunting figure itself conceals wide
disparities. Kerala’s stunting rate is 20.1 per

cent, compared with 35.6 per centin Bihar
and 35 per cent in Jharkhand. The gap re-
flects two very different childhood realities
under the same national programmes.
Jharkhand’s wasting rate stands at 22.3 per
cent, more than double Kerala’s 10.9 per
cent, and virtually unchanged from NFHS-
5’s 22.4 per cent despite four years of
programme implementation.

Only 15.3 per cent of children aged 6-23

Breastfeeding remains one of the
most evidence-backed, low-cost
public-health interventions
available. Its decline in states with
high malnutrition burdensis a
serious policy failure

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

monthsreceive anadequatediet, up from11
per cent. This is progress, but it still means
more than eight in 10 children during the
most critical developmental period are not
receiving what nutrition science recom-
mends. Dietary adequacyisonly 8.7 per cent
in Rajasthan and 119 per cent in Bihar. The
decline in stunting has occurred despite this
gap, not because it has been resolved.
Perhaps the most worrying finding is
breastfeeding. Exclusive breastfeeding
among infants under six months has fallen
nationally from 63.7 per centto 55.8 per cent.
In UP, it has dropped from 59.7 per cent to
34.6 per cent. Jharkhand and Rajasthan have
alsoseen sharp declines. Kerala, in contrast,
improved from 55.5 per cent to 72.7 per cent.
Thissuggests the problem is notinstitutional
delivery but postnatal support after dis-
charge. Breastfeeding remains one of the

New Delhi

most evidence-backed, low-cost public-
health interventions available, benefiting
both child survival and maternal health. Its
decline in states with high malnutrition
burdens is a serious policy failure.

There are clear successes. Full vaccina-
tion coverageincreased from 83.8 per cent to
87.1 per cent, while rotavirus vaccine cover-
age surged from 364 per cent to 854 per cent,
reflecting effective national rollout.

NFHS-6 confirms India can reduce stunt-
ing. Butwasting, dietaryinadequacyand de-
clining breastfeeding remain major risks.
Whether the next NFHS shows continued
progress on stuntingwill depend on whether
these warning signs are addressed now.

The writer is senior fellow. Pahle India Foundation
and former director, office of vice chairperson,
NITI Aayog
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‘GOVT CANISSUE FOREIGN CURRENCY SOVEREIGN BONDS IF MORE STEPS NEEDED’

‘Forex measures, FI1 bond tax

leeway could attract $60-8O by’

DEPENDING ON how they are
executed and the final guide-
lines, India could see inflows to
the tune of $60 billion-$80 bil-
lion from the various measures
announced by the government
and the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) on Friday to attract for-
eign capital — from the scrap-
ping of capital gains and with-
holding tax on foreign
institutional investors’ (FIIs) in-
vestment in government debt
to concessional windows to
boost foreign currency deposits
and loans — according to De-
vang Shah, Head of Fixed In-
come at Axis Mutual Fund. And
while these steps appear ad-
equate, there remains space to
take more action, if needed.

“Issuance of foreign currency
sovereignbondscouldserveasa
supplementary step to finance
the fiscal deficit, ease pressure on
domesticyields, and support for-
eigninflows,” DevangShahtold
Siddharth Upasaniinaninter-
view. Edited excerpts:

Whatis your estimate of
the foreign inflows that we
cansee from the measures
announced by the
government and the RBI?
There were two sets of
measures. The government re-
moved capital gains and with-
holding taxes on government
bonds. This itself is a positive
measure which would attract
flows and is expected to serve
as a precursor to government
bonds being included in
Bloomberg’sindices. Ifthat ma-
terialises, it could potentially
result in additional inflows of

$20 billion-$25 billion.

Significant importance
must also be attached to the
second set of measures an-
nounced by the RBIsuch asthe
Foreign Currency Non-Resi-
dent (Bank) deposits, for which
the entire hedging cost will be
provided. In addition, there is
the concessional forex swap fa-
cility for External Commercial
Borrowings (ECBs) by Public
Sector Undertakings (PSUSs).
While the final guidelines are
awaited, it may be understood
that the RBI would have re-
ceived feedback from market
participants for the same. Ifthe
concessional rates are suffi-
ciently attractive, ECB borrow-
ings by PSU lenders could be-
come a significant avenue.

The combined impact of
these two facilities could possibly
bringin inflows of $50 billion-$55
billion, is our estimate.

Further, we believe that the
removal of capital gains and
withholding taxes is expected
to deliver meaningful benefits
over time. Yields in India have
already increased notably,
while the rupee has depreci-
ated by over 15% in the past 18
months. Attheselevels, certain
FIIs and hedge funds may find
yields attractive. Tosummarise:
$30 billion-$35billion may come
from FCNR(B) deposits, $10 bil-
lion-$20 billion from PSU ECBs,
and $20 billion-$25 billion from
the tax concessions and Bloom-
bergindex inclusion.

In aggregate, this could
translate into inflows of $60 bil-
lion-$70 billion over the next 12-
18 months.

Nvidia, SK to detail
chip cooperation plan

Nvidia CEO Huang (right) and SK Group Chair Chey Tae-won. x/@SKHYNIx

Reuters
Seoul, June7

NVIDIA AND South Korea’s SK
are expected to announce a
plan for cooperation between
the two companies on Monday,
with the boss of the US chip-
maker saying that the ongoing
memory shortage would per-
sist for “quite a few years”.

A spokesperson for SK
Hynix said group chairman
CheyTae-won and Nvidia CEO
Jensen Huang plan to
brief media about the plan on
Monday morning, confirming
areport by Newsis.

Huang separately said Nvi-

dia could make announce-
ments with SK on Monday.

“We’re working across
many industries from Al super-
computers to CPUs to new PCs
and robotics. So we are here
to plan and maybe tomorrow
we have some announce-
ments,” hetold reporters, with-
out elaborating further.

He also said he did not see
an end to memory shortages.

“The whole industry supply
chain — everything from
wafers to packaging to silicon
photonics... everything’s in
short supply because the de-
mand is so high. It is going to
persist for several years.”

FE Best banks awards

WINNERS
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Lifetime Achievement
SANJIVBAJAJ,CMD,
Bajaj Finserv

Banker of the Year
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DEVANG SHAH

HEAD - FIXED INCOME
AXISMUTUAL FUND

Are the withholding and
capital gains taxes the only
reason why FIl holdings in
Indian government debt
have been solow? Or does
more need tobe done?

Several measures have been
announced, and their effective-
ness will depend on how they
are executed before any addi-
tional steps are considered.
However, if these measures do
not prove as attractive as antici-
pated for any reason, and if the
West Asia crisis remains unre-
solved, some pressure may
emerge on the fiscal front.

At present, even after the re-
centincreasesin petrol and die-
sel prices, the Centre could face
ashortfall of Rs2.51akh crore-Rs
3lakh crore. Thisgap may widen
further if crude oil prices rise
beyond $100-$110 per barrel. In
suchascenario, the government
could consider issuing foreign
currency sovereign bonds.

While the measures an-
nounced so farappear adequate
and could attract inflows in the
range of $60 billion-$80 billion,

OPEC+decides
on fourthoil

quota hike since
Hormuz closure

London: OPEC+ agreed on Sun-
day a fourth increase in its oil
output targets in as many
months, eventhough theUSwar
with Iran is still preventing sev-
eral of the group’s members
from pumping more.

The war has cut oil flows via
the Strait of Hormuz, creating
the world’s biggest-ever supply
crisis as key OPEC+ members
including Saudi Arabia have
been unable to supply cus-
tomers in full since the end
of February.

The crisis for OPEC+ deep-
ened when the United Arab
Emiratesleft the Organization of
the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries after almost 60 years.

Seven core members of
OPEC+,which groups OPECand
allied producers including Rus-
sia, have increased their output
quotas from April to June by al-
most 600,000 barrels per day.

In reality, the group's pro-
duction has collapsed duetoex-
port cuts by Gulf members,
averaging 33.19 million bpd in
April compared with 42.77 mil-
lion in February, according to
OPEC figures. REUTERS

depending on execution and
final guidelines, there remains
room for additional action if
required. Issuance of foreign
currency sovereign bonds could
serveasasupplementary stepto
finance the fiscal deficit, ease
pressure on domestic yields,
and support foreign inflows.

Could there be anegative
impactifthe numbers fall
short of expectations?

Even if the eventual inflows
are lower than current esti-
mates, thiswould still represent
a positive step. The measures
announced were not expected
to be introduced all at once, but
rather over a period of time,
which underscores the decisive-
ness of both the government
and the RBI. Webelieve that the
measures were announced to
acknowledge the underlying
risk of a potential Balance of
Payments (BoP) deficit. Based
on the market estimates, the
BoP gap for the year could be in
the range of $50 billion-$75 bil-
lion, and the measures collec-
tively aim to address this.

Thereisalsolimited concern
around execution. A relevant
precedent exists from 2013,
when banks successfully mobi-
lised approximately $26 billion
through FCNR(B) depositswith
effective efforts. In that context,
achieving inflows of $30 billion-
$40 billion under the current
framework appears realistic.

Do you expect FIIs to pour
money into Indian debt
immediately or wait for
more cues on the interest

rate front?
There are broadly two types
of investors: those with a
medium-term outlook and
others with a more tactical ap-
proachtointerestrates. Froma
macroeconomic standpoint,
we believe that the RBI has at-
tempted to prepare the market
by highlighting elevated infla-
tion risks and providing clear
forward guidance. It has indi-
cated that if inflation data de-
teriorates further, policy rate
hikes remain a possibility.
Macroeconomicdatawill ul-
timately determine whether FIIs
choose to take positions im-
mediately or adopt a wait-and-
watch approach. However, in-
itial indications suggest healthy
participation given that FII ac-
tivity in the debt market on Fri-
day was robust, with estimated
inflows in the range of Rs 3,000
crore-Rs 4,000 crore based on
changesinholdings. Thatbeing
said, a segment of investors may
prefer to wait for greater clarity
ontheinterestratecycle.Itisim-
portant to note that rates in
India have already moved up
meaningfully. The 10-year term
gov bond yield, which had bot-
tomed at 6.15% in June 2025,
had risen to around 7% prior to
thelatest announcements. His-
torically, in rate upcycles over
the past decade, 10-year gov
bond yields have not moved sig-
nificantly beyond 7.5%. Long-
term govbond yields are already
intherange of7.6-7.65%, indicat-
ing that a substantial portion
of the adjustment has already
occurred. FULLINTERVIEW ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

. « SHARE OF PSU BANKS IN DEPOSITS

CONTINUES TODECLINE

With deposit growth slowing for Indian banks, the RBI bearing
the hedging cost for new FCNR(B) deposits isimportant.
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Sl Shareintotal deposits declining
: Public sector banks especially are
losing out, with their share in total
56% deposits declining to 56% in January-
March from 61% three years ago.
PRIVATE BANKS, ACCORDING TO KOTAK
meanwhile, Institutional Equities, for banks to
have increased sustain margin gains, much depends
their share to 36% on growing the retail deposit
from 34% over the franchise without conceding mean-
same period. ingfully on the cost of funds.

SOURCE: KOTAK INSTITUTIONAL EQUITIES
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INSIDE ANDHRA'S Al AMBITIONS

Why Andhra Pradesh plans
tolet data centres buy &
distribute own electricity

Pratyush Deep
New Delhi, June7

DATA CENTRES, the massive
facilities that power artificial in-
telligence (Al), are among the
largest consumers of electricity
in an economy. As the Al boom
drives up the demand for com-
puting power, governments are
increasingly being forced to re-
think how these facilities access
and procure electricity.

The AndhraPradesh govern-
ment, which has lofty Al ambi-
tions for the state, has an-
nounced a first-of-its-kind policy
move to address this issue — let
data centres function under the
tag of a power distributor by
granting them a deemed dis-
tribution licence (DDL).

DDLs are not a new concept
inIndia’selectricity framework.
Theyhavelargelybeenissued to
government entities, special
€Conomic zones, ports, airports
and industrial enclaves. Even
the Railways, until recently, was
a deemed distribution licencee
for around a decade. Extending
such a licence to private data
centre developers is a major de-
parture from the norm.

But what exactly are these
licencesand howwillithelpdata
centres? Very simply put, it will
allow themto procure electricity
atarelatively lower costand dis-
tribute it within their own cam-
puses. But there’s more to this.
Here’s a deeper dive into the
mechanics of how this policy
will work.

Data centres’ massive

electricity needs

Al runs on algorithms, but
those algorithms require vast
computing power housed in
data centres. Data centres, in
turn, run on massive quantities
of electricity. This is why data
centres are identified not by the
number of servers they house,
butbythe amount of power they
require. As Al adoption acceler-
ates, thedemand for computing
capacityisdrivingasurgeindata
centre construction —and with
it, a sharp rise in electricity
requirement. Inthe US, hometo
more than half of the world’s
data centres by both numbers
and power consumption, the
rapid expansion of hyperscalers
has emerged as a political and
regulatory issue, with concerns
that growing power demand
from data centresiscontributing
to higher electricity prices in re-
gions where data centres are lo-

e POWERING GROWTH

ANDHRA PRADESH is leading
the race to become a major data
centre hub among Indian states

GOOGLEIS settingupa1GW
data centre campusin Visakha-
patnaminone of the largest such
projectsinthe country

THE STATE is also planning to
create 5 GW of data-centre
capacity in Visakhapatnam alone

THE COUNTRY’S installed
data-centre capacity currently
stands at around 1.2 gigawatt

but is estimated to quadruple
by 2030

cated. Such concerns could sur-
face in India as well. The
country’s installed data-centre
capacity currently stands at
around 1.2 GW but is estimated
to quadruple by 2030. Among
Indian states, AndhraPradeshis
leading the race to become a
major data centre hub.

Google is settingup a1 GW
data centre campus in Visakha-
patnam in one of the largest
such projectsinthe country. And
the state is planning to create 5
GW of data-centre capacityin Vi-
sakhapatnam alone.

Howwill DDLs help?

Unlike the US, electricity tar-
iffs for industrial and commer-
cial consumersin India are sub-
stantially higher than those for
residential and agricultural
users. Thisislargely because in-
dustrial and commercial con-
sumers essentially subsidise ag-
ricultural and domestic
consumers. Tounderstand why
DDL status matters for data
centres, itisimportantto
understand how electric-
ity tariffs are structured.

Broadly, a con-
sumer’s electricity bill
has two components:
fixed charges and energy
charges. Fixed charges have to
be paid irrespective of how
much electricity is consumed,
while energy charges vary with
actual consumption. The fixed-
cost component covers ex-
penses such as capacity pay-
ments made to power
generators, transmission infra-
structure costs, salaries of utility
employees, and maintenance of
the electricity network. When a
distribution company (discom)
acquires a large new consumet,
it must ensure adequate power

L.

supply for that consumer by
contracting additional gener-
ation capacity and, where
necessary, expanding trans-
mission and distribution infra-
structure. These costs eventually
find their way into consumer tar-
iffs. This becomes particularly
relevant in the case of data
centres, whose electricity de-
mand can run into hundreds of
megawatts — comparable to
that of a medium-sized city.
Andhra Pradesh’s policy allows
data centres with a minimum
connected load of 300 MW to
obtain DDL status, with inves-
tors permitted to aggregate loads
from multiple facilities to meet
the threshold.

By granting DDL status, the
state effectively allows these
large consumers to arrange
their own power procurement
and develop electricity distribu-
tion infrastructure within their
project boundaries. As a result,
thelocal discom is not required
tomake fresh generation capac-
ity commitments or
undertake network in-
vestments specifically to
serve these energy-in-
tensive facilities. For
data centre operators,
the benefits could be substan-
tial. DDL holders can procure
power from any lawful source,
includingthrough open-access
arrangements, while being
exempted from the cross-sub-
sidy surcharge and additional
surcharge that are typically le-
vied on open-access con-
sumers. This allows them to
avoid the higher tariffs that
commercial consumersusually
pay tosubsidise residential and
agricultural users.

FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

‘Indian cos oot far less govt support
than Chinese peersin 2005-24°

New Delhi: Indian firms re-
ceived significantly lower gov-
ernment support than their
Chinese counterparts during
2005-2024, according to an
OECD (Organisation for Econ-
omic Co-operation and Devel-
opment) report.

OECD MAGIC Database of
Industrial Subsidies measures
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Union Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal (front row, fifth fromleft), The Indian Express Group Executive Director Anant Goenka (front
row, sixth from left) and winners of the FE Best Bank Awards, in Mumbai on Sunday.
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‘Shaps the future
with confidence

New Delhi

what firms actually receive (not
what governments disclose),
covering 525 of the world’s lar-
gest manufacturers across 15
key sectors over 2005-24,
through three instruments:
grants, income-tax concessions,
and below-market borrowings
(cheap state-bank loans).
“Between 2005 and 2024,

* BRIEFLY

Chinese firms received on aver-
age three to eight times more
government support than firms
based in the OECD, a conser-
vative estimate. These subsidies
were also considerably higher
than the support received by
firms based in non-OECD econ-
omies such as Brazil, India, and
Indonesia,” the report said. PTI

LICintalksto
facilitate long-
term instruments

New Delhi:Life Insurance
Corporation ofIndiais
engaging with key financial
regulators, includingthe

RBI and SEBI, toexpand

the availability oflong-term
investmentinstruments as
inflowsintoits annuity prod-
ucts keep onrising, CEO and
MD R Doraiswamy said. An
Annuity product converts
anaccumulated retirement
corpusintoaguaranteed,
lifelong stream ofincome. PTI

‘ATF price
stabilisation fund
agood solution’

RiodeJaneiro: India
setting up the ATF price
stabilisation fundisavery
good solution to address
the problem of higherjet
fuel costs being faced by
the domestic airlines, a
senior IATA executive has

said. While mentioning that
the currentjet fuel scenario
globally isunprecedented
interms of the costimpact,
Hemant Mistry, Director
Energy Transition atIATA,
cautioned thatif the situ-
ation continues, there
would have tobe more
flight reductions. PTI

OpenAlplansto
revamp ChatGPT
ahead of listing

Bengaluru: OpenAlis plan-
ningits biggest ChatGPT
overhaul yet, aimingto
turnitintoa “superapp”
with codingtools and Al
agents toboostrevenue
ahead of a potential stock
market listing, the Finan-
cial Times reported on
Sunday. The overhaul will
give greater prominence
and resources to OpenAl’s
coding product Codex,
initially appearing as
updates to ChatGPT’s
website and mobile apps,
FTsaid. REUTERS
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Testing times

GDP data reveal some strengths, but

they will come under strain

multaneously portray recent economic

strength and reveal some reasons for
worry. The provisional estimates of GDP growth
for 2025-26 have been pegged at 7.7%, which is
marginally higher than the 7.6% predicted by the
government in February. This suggests that
March, the first full month since the West Asia cri-
sis erupted, did not see enough of an impact to af-
fect the full year’s growth. That resilience will be
dented in the months ahead. The data also
showed that several key sectors of the economy,
such as manufacturing and several services sec-
tors, grew by double digits over and above a rela-
tively high base. These are all good signs for an
economy heading into severe supply-related
headwinds due to the war in Iran. Notably, both
Private Final Consumption Expenditure and
Gross Fixed Capital Formation — metrics of hou-
sehold consumption and government and priv-
ate sector investment activity, respectively —
grew faster in 2025-26 than they did in the pre-
vious year. The consumption growth is especially
welcome given that it had been at a tepid 5.8% for
the previous two years. It remains to be seen how
much of the investment growth was driven by the
private sector. Even if this growth was driven by
government spending, it has positive knock-on
effects on the rest of the economy.

The weakness in the agriculture sector, howev-
er, is something to worry about. The sector’s
growth slowed to 3% in 202526 from 4.2% in
2024-25, despite the 2025 monsoon having con-
cluded at 108% of its long period average (LPA).
This is dire news, given that the India Meteorolog-
ical Department has predicted that this year’s
monsoon will only be 90% of the LPA. That is not
counting the fertilizer supply constraints that will
really be felt in the months ahead. The data also
show the rising dominance of services in the eco-
nomy, with their share rising to 54.3% of total
gross value added (GVA) in 2025-26, up from
51.9% in 2022-23. The agriculture sector, which
continues to employ the largest share of the pop-
ulation by far, saw its share in GVA fall to below
20% from 22.1% in 2022-23. The manufacturing
sector’s share has remained largely unchanged,
another cause for concern. This suggests that In-
dia is not growing its value-added manufacturing
sector fast enough. The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI), government, and independent economists
are in agreement that 2026-27 will see growth
slowing significantly. The RBI predicted growth
will dip to 6.6%, and the Chief Economic Adviser
said that he saw no need to second-guess this esti-
mate. Last year’s tariff-related disruptions were a
test of India’s export resilience. This year’s ener-
gy supply disruptions will test the entire econo-
my as well as the government’s policy agility.

Missed call
India must brace itself for a deficient
southwest monsoon

T he GDP growth data released on Friday si-

on June 4, three days past its normal date

and four days behind the India Meteoro-
logical Department’s own forecast. This is the
first time since 2015 that the agency has mis-
judged the onset beyond its margin of error. A
late arrival, in itself, is no calamity. The date on
which the rains touch the Kerala coast has little
statistical bearing on how much falls over the
four months that follow. Many times in the past,
the monsoon has begun early and failed, and also
begun late and recovered. It is what the monsoon
has in store over the next four months that is un-
settling. The India Meteorological Department
has pegged seasonal rainfall at 90% of the long-
period average, with a 60% probability of an out-
right deficient year — its most pessimistic pre-sea-
son call in a decade. Only the northeast is expect-
ed to see normal rain; the northwest, central
India, the peninsula and the monsoon core zone
that waters most of the country’s rain-fed farm-
land are all forecast to fall short. As monsoon
watchers have often cautioned, it is the distribu-
tion — the sudden long dry spells, sown crops
that then face the danger of being unwatered —
that matters. Every monsoon is consequential for
India. This one is exceptionally so, because it ar-
rives atop an input crisis. The West Asia conflict
and the disruption at the Strait of Hormuz earlier
this year throttled energy supply and fertilizer
production.

History offers little comfort. Around 60% of El
Nifio years since 1951 have brought deficient or
below-normal rains; 2002, 2009 were the sever-
est droughts of the century with significant short-
falls in 2014 and 2015. With El Nifio now near-cer-
tain through the heart of the season, the
government must not count on a late, redeeming
swing of the Indian Ocean Dipole. That means ac-
tivating the Agriculture Ministry, Jal Shakti and
Consumer Affairs Ministries on a war footing
along with the disaster management authorities,
with advisories steering farmers toward short-du-
ration pulses, oilseeds and millets over thirsty
paddy. Disciplined groundwater and reservoir
management are necessary and crop insurance
and relief provisioning must be readied. India
will also have to brave more days of severe heat,
which a parched landscape will only sharpen.
The government as recently as last week claimed
to deliver a record kharif production. While hop-
ing for the best, it must prepare for the worst. A
weak monsoon would fall on a farm economy
whose nutrients and fuel are both already scarce
and dear.

T he southwest monsoon reached Kerala
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A targeting in the name of demography

ndia is on the cusp of a demographic

upheaval. Fertility rates across the country

have been falling for decades and are now

on or below replacement levels. We will
soon have to shift from the challenges of finding
jobs for the youth bulge to preparing to care for
an ageing population.

You would not think so looking at the Terms of
Reference (ToRs) of the High-Level Committee on
Demographic Change that the government
constituted at the end of May. The ToRs are
peppered with the need to address “illegal
immigration” and border management. Home
Minister Amit Shah said on the social media site X
while announcing the formation of the committee
that “Illegal infiltration and other reasons leading
to Unnatural Demographic Change is a very big
challenge for the present and future of any
nation.” It is no wonder that the committee does
not have a single demographer to guide its work.
Its chairperson is a retired Supreme Court of
India judge; it has a retired IAS officer and a
retired IPS officer, the Census Commissioner and
an economist.

The infiltration narrative expands

Using strong words about “infiltrators”, the Prime
Minister had announced the need for such a
committee from the ramparts of Red Fort on
August 15, 2025. Indeed, this was the culmination
of years of building a mythology that
undocumented (Muslim) migrants from
Bangladesh are swamping the districts on the
border, spreading across the country and
influencing electoral outcomes. It was way back
in 2018 that Amit Shah, then Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) President, said that Bangladeshi
migrants were termites. The mythology about
hordes of immigrants has seeped into the
citizen’s consciousness and has served well the
electoral purposes of the BJP.

It has worked very well in Assam during a
couple of election cycles, and it was stunningly
effective in West Bengal during the recent
elections where the need to deal with
“infiltration” was a central feature of the BJP
campaign. It is perhaps time now to make it a
nation-wide campaign aided by the
recommendations of the Demographic Change
Committee.

Given how the issue has been highlighted and
framed, we can have a fair idea of what the
recommendations of this committee will be. It is
still important to understand why this has little to
do with demographic challenges and is all about
moving to the next stage of the “Othering” of
India’s minorities, especially Muslims.

To begin with, what is the evidence of
large-scale undocumented immigration from
Bangladesh? It is revealing that the only kind of
official evidence we have so far of “demographic
change” (i.e., immigration from Bangladesh
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The
Demographic
Change
Committee may
become a
platform to
institutionalise
the targeting
of minorities

affecting population size and composition) are
observations by the Home Minister of large
increases in the population of a few of the border
districts. Highlighting such increases without
reference to domestic migration or differential
fertility behaviour among communities is not
proof of undocumented immigration. It is
instructive that studies that had been done by
official agencies showing evidence of
demographic change in the border districts were
removed without explanation, according to a
report in this daily (“Government proposal in
2024 for a panel on ‘demographic challenges’
never took off”, August 16, 2025). We can only
presume that they were deleted because they did
not stand scrutiny.

This is not about undocumented migration
For decades there has indeed been cross-border
migration between India and Bangladesh across
what is an integrated riverine ecology. But given
the economic transformation that has taken place
in Bangladesh in recent decades, it would be hard
to argue for economic distress driving large-scale
migration from Bangladesh to India. India’s
neighbour is no “basket case” as it was derisively
described decades ago.

According to World Bank data, Bangladesh’s
per capita income (in nominal dollar terms) grew
faster than India during 2005-23 (10.4% versus
7.70% compound annual growth rate); it now has
roughly the same income as India’s. In
purchasing power parity terms, India’s growth is
slightly higher. Both countries presently have
roughly the same per capita income however
measured, and both now have the same levels of
human development, according to the UNDP’s
Human Development Index. But the change in
Bangladesh has been much faster. Why then
would there be migration to India of a scale that
there should be talk of being swamped? There
would certainly remain pockets of distress forcing
the poor to consider migrating to India and the
more skilled to West Asia. But we cannot find
economic evidence to suggest waves of
Bangladeshis being pushed by distress to migrate
to India, ending up affecting jobs and electoral
outcomes here.

Of course, all this is not about undocumented
migration. All this is really a code for the place of
Muslims in India and an acceleration of the social,
economic and political discrimination of this
community of Indian citizens that has taken place
over the past 12 years. And here the government
has given a more dangerous diktat to the
committee. Item (iv) reads “to analyse structural
population changes at the level of religious or
social communities, particularly where they
deviate from broader trends”. This in particular is
about the fertility behaviour of Muslims and
“where they deviate from broader trends”.

For a century now, the Hindutva campaign has

whipped up fears of Muslims overtaking Hindus
in population.

This is now firmly impregnated in the minds of
Hindus of all ages, classes, castes and regions. It is
to be found in everyday social conversations, on
social media of course, and it is expressed in less
than thinly veiled terms during electoral
campaigns.

When facts are ignored

It is tiresome to repeat the facts, but one has to,
even when confronted by a wall of disinformation
and prejudice. Yes, the share of Muslims in India’s
population has risen from 10% in 1951 to 14% in
2011, at the time of the last Census. Yes, in the
past, the Muslim community on a whole has
shown a higher fertility than the Hindus and
other religious denominations. This has been on
account of its poorer economic status, lower
education of women and perhaps even religious
beliefs. However, fertility among Muslim women
has begun falling rapidly, with the result that the
gap between Muslims and Hindus has narrowed
and will soon disappear. On the desired number
of children that women want to have, there is
now almost no difference between Hindus and
Muslims. So much for Muslims now having more
children than Hindus. And to repeat what is
well-known, the best example of why religion is
not the determinant of fertility behaviour: Muslim
women in Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Jammu and
Kashmir exhibit lower fertility than the Hindu
women of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. Poverty and
education matter more. This is the deviation that
needs to be addressed, not fertility behaviour
according to religion.

To speak then about Muslim fertility “deviating
from broad trends”, as one of the ToRs of the
committee indicates, is to ignore the facts on the
ground and fall back on familiar tropes about the
behaviour of this minority, giving official
validation of age-old misinformation.

We cannot escape from the realisation that this
committee is being asked to recommend steps to
target minorities under the cover of checking
undocumented migration. After all, we have
already become an inhumane society where,
according to reliable reports, government
agencies have flown Rohingya refugees from
Delhi to the Andamans and then pushed them
into the sea with life jackets. So when the
Demographic Change Committee is asked “to
recommend a streamlined and permanent
operational mechanism for the legal, fair, and
time-bound identification, detention, and
deportation of illegal immigrants already residing
in the country”, there is a chilling similarity
between the language of this “permanent
operational mechanism” and the “Final Solution”
practised in 1940s Europe.

We should not say we have not been
forewarned.

From borderland to India’s strategic resource frontier

ithin days of one another, official
W platforms of the Ministry of Mines cast

several northeastern States in a similar
frame — as repositories of strategic minerals and
untapped potential. Manipur was described as a
“quiet mineral frontier”, Arunachal Pradesh as a
“resource-rich frontier”, while Meghalaya and
Mizoram were portrayed through comparable
narratives that emphasised the hidden wealth
beneath their hills. Governments routinely
publicise natural resources and development
opportunities, and such descriptions would
ordinarily attract little attention.

Taken together, however, they point to a
broader shift in the language through which the
northeast is increasingly being framed in the
national conversation and strategic picture.

The critical mineral push
The timing is significant because critical minerals
have moved from geological discussions into
strategic ones. Lithium, cobalt, graphite, nickel
and rare earth elements increasingly shape
industrial competition, technological
manufacturing and energy transitions. Batteries,
semiconductors, renewable technologies and
defence systems depend upon them, and
countries have begun repositioning themselves
around access to these resources. India itself
continues to depend on imports for several
critical minerals and has consequently expanded
exploration efforts. According to a Ministry of
Mines reply in Parliament, the Geological Survey
of India undertook 43 critical mineral exploration
projects across northeastern States during the
2022-23, 2023-24 and 2024-25 field seasons,
covering minerals such as graphite, vanadium,
lithium, rare earth elements, nickel and cobalt.
Exploration activity has expanded across
Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Assam, Nagaland
and Manipur. In Manipur, projects involving
nickel, cobalt and chromium exploration have
recently been initiated.

Geological surveys have pointed toward
mineral potential across the region for years.
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What appears to be changing is the language
through which that significance is increasingly
being understood. The northeast has long held
strategic significance that extends beyond
geology, but the framework through which that
significance is understood now appears to be
widening.

Shift in language

For decades, the northeast has figured in national
strategy largely through the language of borders
and security. Discussions have centred on
insurgencies, territorial management,
connectivity initiatives and geopolitics
considerations involving neighbouring countries,
while infrastructure and development were often
justified as instruments of strategic access and
territorial security.

The language of resources is increasingly
entering a strategic space once dominated by
concerns over borders and security. Critical
minerals are now discussed alongside trade
corridors and geopolitical access, with territorial
and resource security converging. Places once
viewed mainly as sensitive border regions are
increasingly seen as strategic assets.

The repeated use of the word frontier is
revealing, because frontiers rarely function as
neutral descriptions. They do not merely
describe geography; they often reflect how States
imagine it. Historically, frontiers have been
viewed as spaces awaiting integration,
development or extraction because they appear
as landscapes of future possibility.

The difficulty is that frontiers are rarely empty
spaces waiting to be discovered. The hills and
valleys of the northeast already contain dense
social and political worlds structured around
customary land systems, local institutions and
long-standing relationships with territory.
Questions of land often extend beyond
economics, as they are also tied to authority,
identity and memory. Resource extraction thus
enters landscapes that already possess
institutions and histories of their own.

These questions become particularly
significant in regions where political uncertainties
continue to shape everyday life. In Manipur, years
of violence and displacement have intensified
debates over land and territorial arrangements.
Similar concerns about ownership, ecological
vulnerability and local participation have
surfaced across the northeast at different times.
Projects involving land often acquire meanings
that extend beyond development, as
communities interpret them through the lens of
trust, representation and political inclusion.

Resources and inclusion

India’s search for critical resources is
understandable within a global environment
increasingly shaped by supply-chain uncertainty
and strategic competition. The northeast itself
also requires infrastructure, employment and
economic opportunities that have remained
uneven for decades. Questions surrounding
resource development rarely fit neatly into
positions of support or opposition.

How quickly these transitions unfold and who
shapes them may matter as much as the
resources themselves. For a very long time,
national priorities and local realities in the
northeast often moved at different speeds.
Connectivity projects sometimes arrived without
corresponding economic ecosystems, while
strategic considerations frequently overshadowed
questions surrounding participation and
representation. Resource development risks
reproducing similar tensions if extraction begins
moving faster than institutions capable of
managing its social consequences.

What is being debated extends beyond the
minerals beneath the hills. The northeast has
spent years being viewed first as a border to be
secured and then as a corridor to be connected. If
it now begins entering national imagination as a
landscape of strategic resources, the question is
whether this new frontier will finally include the
people who already inhabit it, or merely assign
another purpose to the land beneath their feet.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The Hindu Huddle 2026
The 2026 edition of The
Hindu Huddle, in Bengaluru,
was an intellectually
enriching experience that
provided a remarkable
platform for delegates to
engage with an eclectic
range of subjects —
spanning the complexities
of domestic and geopolitics

speakers was

to the nuanced worlds of
cinema, art, and music. The
event was well-organised,
ensuring a seamless and city.
hassle-free experience for
all in attendance. It is rare
to find such a thoughtful
curation of topics under one
roof, and the depth of
insight provided by the

Bengaluru

commendable. One hopes
that such vibrant dialogue
continues to flourish in our

Ram Kumar Viswanathan,

The sessions were well
curated and offered an
engaging blend of
perspectives and

discussions. The sessions
featuring the actors and the
mentalist were particularly
refreshing. | especially
enjoyed the discussion with
the diplomats from the EU
and Australia.

L. Gopinath,

Bengaluru

It is distressing that Jammu

and Kashmir Chief Minister
Omar Abdullah
unabashedly bemoans the
abrogation of Article 370
while, in the same breath,
urging the Centre to accord
statehood to the newly
carved-out Union Territory.
He must reconcile himself
to the changed realities and
accept that the welfare of

Jammu and Kashmir can be
better served now than
under the erstwhile
dispensation with Art.370.

Ravi Mathur,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh
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How ICMR is rewiring the health ecosystem

s the nation advances

toward the vision of

Viksit Bharat 2047, the

question is not only
about how to treat disease, but
how one builds a health system
that is anticipatory, equitable, and
innovation-driven. At the heart of
this transformation lies a
reimagined approach to health,
one that connects data to
decisions and decisions to impact.

Building on the hard-earned

lessons of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR), India’s apex
body for biomedical research, has
undertaken a series of
forward-looking reforms. These
reforms range from reimagining its
institutional architecture to
strengthening the way research is
funded and translated into impact.
This shift reflects a deliberate
move towards integrated,
institute-led research aligned with
national priorities, where science
is designed not just to generate
knowledge, but to solve pressing
public health challenges.

A strategic reorientation

A cornerstone of this
transformation is the restructuring
of the ICMR’s institutional
architecture. Recent reforms have
expanded the mandates of several
institutes, repositioning them as
interdisciplinary hubs rather than
narrowly defined entities. The
evolution of institutes toward
domains such as digital health and
data science, child health, and
women’s health reflect the
changing contours of India’s
disease burden and technological
capabilities. Another important
step is the creation of a network of
regional National Institutes of
Health Research across the
country, from Dibrugarh in the
Northeast to Jodhpur in the west.
These institutes will conduct
operational research with State
and district health systems to
ensure that relevant research is
conducted and the output is used
on the ground. These changes
signal a strategic reorientation
toward future-ready science,
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shaped by
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global
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where Al, genomics, and real-time
data systems are integral to public
health decision-making.

Equally important is the shift
from compartmentalised
functioning to a connected
national research ecosystem.
Institutes are now envisioned as
resource centres that contribute to
a shared national mission,
ensuring that evidence generated
in one setting informs action
across the country. This
systems-level thinking is critical in
an era where health challenges, be
it antimicrobial resistance,
pandemics, or non-communicable
diseases, are complex and
interconnected. Similarly, the
research funding ecosystem is also
going through a redesign.

This integrated continuum
marks a decisive shift from
funding projects to enabling
solutions. It is further reinforced
by the National Health Research
Programme (NHRP), which has
identified 13 priority areas ranging
from antimicrobial resistance and
tuberculosis to mental health,
nutrition, and emergency care.

Technology, too, is playing a
transformative role. The
integration of Al into diagnostics,
surveillance, and program
implementation is helping bridge
longstanding gaps between urban
and rural healthcare. Al-enabled
tools for tuberculosis and diabetic
retinopathy screening are already
supporting frontline health
workers, while innovations such
as Al-driven nutritional
monitoring are improving
program delivery at scale. The
i-Drone initiative, which began
with vaccine delivery and has
expanded to transport critical
medical supplies, exemplifies how
cutting-edge technology can
overcome geographic barriers and
bring care closer to communities.
At the frontier of science,
advances across the medtech
gamut, from medical devices and
diagnostics to next-generation
vaccines and therapeutics, are
enabling more targeted,
patient-centric interventions. In
parallel, the integration of

traditional knowledge systems
through innovative,
evidence-based models is gaining
global recognition. Schemes such
as First in the World Challenge
complemented with platforms
such as MedTechMitra and the
Medical Innovations-Patent Mitra
initiative are accelerating the
journey from research to
commercialisation, ensuring that
publicly funded science translates
into affordable, accessible
technologies for the people.

Towards universal access

The true measure of these
reforms, however, lies in their
impact on public health. Initiatives
such as the India Hypertension
Control Initiative have
demonstrated how
evidence-based strategies can
transform chronic disease
management at scale.
Mission-mode programmes in
emergency care, including mobile
stroke units and rapid cardiac
response systems, are redefining
outcomes in life-threatening
conditions. Expanded diagnostic
networks and indigenous
technologies are strengthening
early detection and treatment
across diseases ranging from
cancer to infectious outbreaks.
These efforts are closely aligned
with the National Health Policy
2017, which emphasises
preventive and promotive
healthcare, universal access, and
quality of care.

As we look to the future, the
vision is clear. The ICMR will
continue to serve as a catalyst,
bringing together researchers,
clinicians, policymakers, and the
industry to build a resilient health
ecosystem. The roadmap to 2047
will be shaped by advances in
digital health, bio-manufacturing,
and sustainable development,
with a strong emphasis on
capacity building and global
collaboration. The transformation
underway within the ICMR is an
invitation to all stakeholders to
participate in this journey and to
ensure that science serves society
in the most meaningful way.

A united front for local body elections

All three parties of the ruling coalition are likely to eye the lion’s share of seats

STATE OF PLAY

Hareesh. P

he elections to Urban
T Local Bodies (ULBs) in

Andhra, likely to be
held towards the end of 2026
or in the first half of next year,
are set to pose an acid test for
the National Democratic Al-
liance (NDA) partners, as they
will have to navigate differenc-
es that may arise during the
process of seat-sharing.

While petitions are pending
before the courts questioning
the ongoing ward delimitation
process, the bigger challenge
before the NDA, and more
particularly Chief Minister and
Telugu Desam Party (TDP) na-
tional president N. Chandra-
babu Naidu, is the need to
quell dissidence and ensure
that the NDA emerges with fly-
ing colours in the elections.

There are over 120 urban
local bodies spread across the
175 Assembly constituencies
in the State, and winning them
gives political parties an edge
ahead of the Assembly elec-
tions. This, however, is not al-
ways the case. The YSR Con-
gress Party (YSRCP), which
swept the ULB elections last
time, could not capitalise on
its success in the 2024 general
elections due to a massive an-
ti-incumbency wave that re-
duced the party’s strength
from 151 Assembly seats in
2019 to just 11 in 2024.

Proportional sharing

As the number of wards are
set to increase in corporations
and municipalities, the num-
ber of leaders aspiring to con-
test in the ULB elections will
also rise across all parties;
there is bound to be competi-
tion among the ruling coali-
tion leaders of the TDP, the Ja-
na Sena Party (JSP) and the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Andhra
Pradesh

The JSP, in particular, is
likely to seek a larger share of
corporator and councillor
seats, as well as the posts of
Mayors and Chairpersons. It
had contested just 21 Assemb-
ly and two Lok Sabha seats in
the 2024 elections, even
though there was a strong de-
mand from party leaders seek-
ing a larger share, considering
the prevailing political situa-
tion and the bargaining power
JSP chief K. Pawan Kalyan
wielded at the time. Mr. Ka-
lyan, however, had strongly
advocated the need for a unit-
ed fight against the then in-
cumbent YSRCP government.
The JSP went on to record a
100% strike rate.

Therefore, this time
around, the party’s leaders
and cadre are hopeful that
they will receive their rightful
share in the local body elec-
tions in recognition of the par-
ty’s contributions to the coali-
tion’s victory.

The BJP, on the other hand,
is keen to expand its grass-
roots presence in the State
and hopes to use representa-
tion in local bodies to streng-
then its organisational base.
Similarly, buoyed by the victo-
ry it secured in the elections
two years ago, TDP leaders
too are hoping to secure the
lion’s share of seats, confident
that local bodies generally fa-
vour the ruling party.

This competition among
leaders of the three parties for
seats could lead to internal
squabbles and even instances

of leaders working against the
spirit of coalition politics, the-
reby hurting the alliance’s
prospects and inadvertently
benefiting the YSRCP. This is
where Mr. Naidu’s political ac-
umen will be put to the test, as
the arduous task of containing
dissidence and rallying the
three parties behind a com-
mon strategy will rest largely
on his shoulders.

Focus on local issues
Moreover, Mr. Naidu could be
wary of the possibility of the
YSRCP winning a significant
number of corporations, mun-
icipalities, or even seats in key
local bodies such as the Grea-
ter Visakhapatnam Municipal
Corporation and the Vijayawa-
da Municipal Corporation.
Such victories could energise
the party’s cadre and leader-
ship, turning the results into a
launch pad for the Assembly
elections that are just three
years away.

The NDA will have to rely
on local issues rather than
solely banking on the govern-
ment’s much-publicised suc-
cess of the ‘Super Six” welfare
schemes and its claims of de-
velopment through invest-
ments. With local issues such
as sanitation, sewerage sys-
tems, basic infrastructure and
grassroots development ex-
pected to play a crucial role,
the NDA will have to demon-
strate what it has done to im-
prove cities and towns over
the past two years vis-a-vis the
previous YSRCP regime.

The early completion of
elections and the formation of
new executive and administra-
tive bodies with elected public
representatives at the helm,
replacing the current Special
Officer governance, would
pave the way for a faster and
more effective development of
the ULBs.

hareesh.p@thehindu.co.in

India’s pension scheme lags in terms of coverage, contribution

The Centre’s contribution to India’s flagship pension scheme has remained the same while the add-on contributions by State governments have increased

FROM THE ARCHIVES

B Pndu,

DATA POINT

Nitika Francis

he Indira Gandhi National
T Old Age Pension Scheme

(IGNOAPS) — the Govern-
ment of India’s flagship cash assis-
tance scheme for the elderly under
its National Social Assistance Pro-
gramme (NSAP) — is in dire need of
a revamp as it remains frozen in
time, since 2007, both in terms of
the sum of 3200 it offers per per-
son per month and the roughly 2.2
crore beneficiaries it covers. The
States and Union Territories (UTs)
add their own contributions, rang-
ing from 150 to 32,000, on top of
the 200 offered by the Union go-
vernment for the 60-plus age
group or the 3500 it offers for the
80-plus category.

Chart 1 shows how the Union
government’s contribution for this
centrally-sponsored scheme has
remained the same while the add-
on contributions by State govern-
ments have increased between
2012 and 2023. States such as Te-
langana and Andhra Pradesh con-
tribute the largest sums — of
around ¥2,000. Many others do
not bring as much to the table.
Chhattisgarh offers 150, taking
the total pension to ¥350, while
West Bengal offers a total of 3250.
Goa and Manipur do not provide
any additional amount.

The call for increasing the quan-
tum of assistance, number of be-
neficiaries and linking the assis-
tance with inflation, as it is done
for the payment of Dearness Allo-
wance to government employees,
has been made at least since 2013,
when the task force constituted by
the Ministry of Rural Development
(MoRD) first made such recom-
mendations. The latest official re-
commendations came from the
Public Accounts Committee (PAC)
of the Lok Sabha in 2025 and the
report released in May 2026 based
on an independent evaluation of
the NSAP commissioned by MoRD.
The evaluation report said that the
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real value of the assistance fixed at

%200 has “significantly eroded due
to inflation, and that the amount
should be increased to 3353 to re-
purchasing

tain its
power”.

An analysis by The Hindu based

original

Old and
unsupported

The data for the charts were sourced from the Lok

on the changes in the Consumer
Food Price Index (CFPI) (base year
2012) at the all-India level showed
that since 2013, the value of 3200
has eroded to just around I99.
This means that beneficiaries can
buy only half the quantity of food
items they could earlier buy with
3200. Conversely, they should be
receiving a minimum of around
3400 to be able to afford even the
small quantity of items they could
buy with 200 in 2013 (Chart 2).

Notably, the survey findings in
the latest report highlighted that
over 95% of the beneficiaries cited
increase in prices as the main rea-
son for their demand to increase
the pension amount. More than
80% of them stated that the cur-
rent pension amount does not cov-
er their daily needs (Chart 5).

The task force’s report in 2013,
the PAC’s 2025 report and the re-
cent MoRD report have all recom-
mended an increase in coverage,
stating that the Union government
was relying on outdated BPL data
to fix ceilings on the number of be-
neficiaries. The MoRD report esti-
mated that the IGNOAPS benefici-
aries should be nearly 17 crore at
present and about 20 crore by
2030, which is 10-fold higher than
the present coverage of 2.2 crore
people. Chart 3 shows how the
number of beneficiaries have re-
mained stagnant when compared
with the projected growth of the
elderly population.

The report also surveyed 6,000
beneficiaries across 600 Gram
Panchayats across 10 sample
States. In nine out of these 10
States, less than 10% of respon-
dents thought that the scheme was
“fully adequate”, with a majority
stating that it was only “somewhat
adequate” or not adequate at all
(Chart 4).

With inputs from Pon Vasanth B. A.

Sabha replies, the Ministry of Rural Development’s
report titled “Impact Assement and Evaluation of
NSAP”, and the Minstry of Statistics and Program
Implementation

CHART 1: The monthly pension offered by all
States, barring few Union Territories, under the
centrally-sponsored Indira Gandhi National

Old Age Pension Scheme (IGNOAPS) as of 2023
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Mango big money spinner
for country

New Delhi, June 7: Mango, the king of fruits, is
becoming a big money spinner for India.
According to preliminary official estimates,

Il Centre’s share (in )
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Increase in State’s top up since 2012 (in )
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CHART 2: The erosion of the value of 3200 as per changes
in the Consumer Food Price Index (base year 2012) and the
minimum assistance that ought to be paid to match that value

CHART 3: Number of beneficiaries who have remained
fairly constant over the years when compared to the
projected growth in the elderly population (in crore)
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CHART 4: The response of surveyed beneficiaries in nine States and
Jammu and Kashmir for a study commissioned by Ministry of Rural
Development (MoRD) on the adequacy of assistance under IGNOAPS
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CHART 5: The reasons cited by respondents (%) of
the MoRD study for the need to increase IGNOAPS
assistance

Prices of essential
items have increased

Not enough to

meet daily needs
Household income

is very low

To improve quality
of life of elderly
persons with disabilities

No or very little
savings to rely on

To reduce dependence
on family or others

exports of mango, mango slices, juice, jams,
chutneys, and pickles will fetch the country
nearly Rs. 10 crores this year. The exchange
earnings through exports to Britain, Canada,
West Asia, the Persian Gulf Sheikhdom and
other countries in 1975-76 were nearly Rs. nine
crores.

India produces annually about nine million
tonnes of mango nearly 80 per cent of world’s
output. Of this Uttar Pradesh, the home of the
succulent “dusehri” and “langra” contributes
about 30 per cent (nearly 2.5 million tonnes).

Lucknow, the capital of Uttar Pradesh, has
been made famous by its sweet cream like
“Dusehri” which attracted the Mughal kings to
the abode of nawabs.

This variety is at its best and sweetest in the
latter half of June. This year the mango crop in
U.P. has been damaged by powdery mildew
which has also attacked some areas in Punjab,
Haryana and Delhi. The mango harvest in U.P.
this year will be two million tonnes but the loss
in northern India will be made up by the
bumper mango crop in South India.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 8, 1926
A new anaesthetic

A demonstration of ethylene, an anaesthetic of
American discovery, was given recently by one
of the chief anaesthetists at the Manchester
Royal Infirmary with such success as to assure
its adoption in future in cases of a certain kind.

The drug represents a further step in the
search for the ideal anaesthetic, but is as yet
only supplementary to other methods of
anaesthesia.

Its value lies particularly in its applicability to
cases not met by the ordinary forms of
anaesthesia, principally those in which the
patient is at one or the other extreme of life, or
in diabetic, consumptive, or other cases in
which the administration of the anaesthetics in
common use is attended by a certain amount of
poisoning of the system. The drug has the
advantage of giving immunity from certain
distressing after effects — “The Manchester
Guardian”.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Deaths linked to

Persons injured in Share of grassland lost
violence that erupted by Assam’s Manas
in Somalia’s capital National park

One person was killed and 55

were injured in political

violence that erupted in
Somalia’s capital this week, according to a
government statement on Sunday.
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud has
sparked a fresh political crisis by
announcing a one-year extension of his
term, which had been due to expire on

May 15. arp

in per cent. Assam’s Manas
60 National Park & Tiger

Reserve rolled out the
State’s first grass nursery as it has lost
more than 60% of the park’s grasslands
over the past 35 years. The nursery has
been developed over an area of 7.5 bigha
with financial support from the State
Compensatory Afforestation Fund
Management and Planning Authority. pn

unsafe use of
pesticides in Rajasthan

Amount invested by Number of fatalities
Swiss firms in the US.  reported during
after tariff deal Char Dham Yatra

As many as 535 farmers
535 have died while using

pesticides in Rajasthan
between January 2024 and January 2026,
according to information provided in
response to a legislative assembly
question. The agriculture department said
that 5.10 crore in assistance was provided
to the families of deceased farmers under
the CM’s farmer welfare scheme. e

in $ billion. Swiss companies
27 invested $27 billion in the U.S.

between January and April, as
Switzerland moves to fulfil a pledge to
sharply increase investment following a
tariff agreement with Washington, NZZ am
Sonntag reported. The figure was
contained in an internal email from the
Swiss-American Chamber of Commerce to
its members, it said. reuters

More than 31 lakh pilgrims
161 have visited Uttarakhand

since the Char Dham Yatra
began in April, while 161 fatalities have
been reported among the devotees during
the ongoing pilgrimage season, officials
said on Sunday. According to the latest
report, Kedarnath Dham recorded the
highest footfall with 11,05,676 pilgrims. e
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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The Ordinance question before the SC

The Collegium’s acceptance of an Ordinance that creates four additional judges’ posts raises questions about judicial independence, security of tenure and the

appearance of detachment from the executive; court has taken a calculated risk by staking its independence on the goodwill of the government and Parliament

LETTER & SPIRIT

V. Venkatesan

n February 1937, the President of

the United States of America,

Franklin D. Roosevelt, asked

Congress to enlarge the nine-judge
Supreme Court. He sought a new justice
for each one past 70 who refused to
retire, up to 15 in all. The Senate Judiciary
Committee saw through it. It preferred
“an independent Court, a fearless Court,”
to one that bent “out of fear or sense of
obligation to the appointing power.” The
Senate refused, with 70 members voting
against and 20 in favour, and the plan was
dead.

In Delhi last week, five judges took the
oath; three occupy chairs, that no statute
has created. They sit because the
President, by Ordinance, lifted the
sanctioned strength from 34 to 38.

Ordinance-made seats

The five are fit for office: four sat as Chief
Justices of High Courts, the fifth came
from the bar. Their elevation is not the
grievance; the manner of it is. The
Ordinance was promulgated on May 16,
when the Court sat at 32 against a
sanctioned 34. Two lawful vacancies
existed; two of Tuesday’s appointments
filled them. The other three rest on the
Ordinance alone.

Article 124(1) leaves the number of
judges to what Parliament may prescribe.
An Article 123 Ordinance carries, for its
life, the force of an Act. Independence of
the judiciary is a basic feature of the
Constitution. It is also about whether the
court holds its seats free of obligation to
the political branch. A court that owes
three chairs to a six-week renewable
Ordinance holds them at the executive’s
sufferance.

A test of principle

In 2015, a Constitution Bench decided
Supreme Court Advocates-on-Record
Association vs Union of India. It struck
down the 99th Amendment and the
National Judicial Appointments
Commission. Parliament had passed it
367 to nil in the Lok Sabha, with the
States ratifying. The commission was to
have six members: the Chief Justice, the
two senior-most judges after him, the
Union Law Minister, and two eminent
persons. The eminent persons were to be
chosen by a panel of the Prime Minister,
the Chief Justice, and the Leader of the
Opposition. That composition was meant
to keep the choice neutral. Yet the Act
provided that any two members could
veto a name. The court feared that the
Law Minister and even one eminent
person could thus block a candidate the
judges favoured. It held that this
destroyed the judiciary’s primacy in its
own appointments.

Yet the Supreme Court Collegium has
accepted an Ordinance that seats three of
its own, despite the uncertainty over its
fate. Under Article 123, the President may
withdraw an Ordinance at any time. Both
Houses may disapprove it by resolution.
Otherwise, it ceases to operate six weeks
after Parliament reassembles.

The court itself taught the country to
distrust the Ordinance. In D.C. Wadhwa vs
State of Bihar (1986), it called governance
by repromulgated ordinance a fraud on
the Constitution. In Krishna Kumar Singh
vs State of Bihar (2017), a seven-judge
Bench ruled against using
ordinance-making power as a parallel
source of legislation.

If the Bill replaces the Ordinance, the

M »

CJI Surya Kant administers the oath of office to Justice V. Mohana as a judge of the Supreme Court, in
New Delhi on June 2. She is only the second woman to be elevated directly from the Bar to the court. PTI

anomaly closes. If not, the apex court’s
strength reverts to 34, and the executive
cannot bridge the gap by repromulgation,
the fraud Wadhwa condemned. Whether
a judge appointed to an
Ordinance-created post can be removed
once that post lapses is untested. Their
judgments hold under the de facto
doctrine, affirmed in Gokaraju Rangaraju
vs State of Andhra Pradesh (1981). The
subtler harm is to appearance: in any
matter touching the Union, the
government whose majority must
regularise their seats may appear before
them. A judge whose tenure lies, even
loosely, in one party’s gift cannot wear
the detachment the office demands.

The calculated risk
The court sits at 37; the 38th and last
sanctioned post is empty, the calendar
suggests why. Justice Pankaj Mithal retires
on June 16 and Justice J.K. Maheshwari on
June 28. Their retirements reopen two
lawful seats, into which two of the three
Ordinance judges move. A judge in the
38th post would be the junior-most. Its
occupant would reach a lawful seat only
at Justice Satish Chandra Sharma’s
retirement on November 29, months after
the Ordinance expires. Leaving it empty
spares the court a judge stranded that
long.

That leaves Justice V. Mohana, alone of
the five from the bar and so junior-most,

GETTY IMAGES

The five are fit for office: four sat
as Chief Justices of High Courts,
the fifth came from the bar

on an Ordinance post. She can reach a
lawful seat only when Justice Sanjay Karol
retires on August 22. Here, the Collegium
seems to have taken a calculated risk.
Justice Karol’s retirement all but coincides
with the Ordinance’s likely lapse, six
weeks into the monsoon session. The
replacing law should thus arrive first, and
even a short delay is caught by his
vacancy, which absorbs her. Her position
turns precarious only if the Ordinance is
rejected or lapses before August 22. Then
the strength reverts to 34, the court still
sits at 35, and she holds a post that the
law no longer recognises. That a judge of
the highest court should depend on
which reading prevails, and on when
Parliament meets, is the disquiet.

Larger question

The wager will likely be won; the
government has the numbers, and the
Opposition will not unsettle freshly sworn
judges. But that is not the point. The
court has staked its independence and its
judges’ security of tenure on the goodwill
of the executive and Parliament.

The U.S. Senate’s warning of 1937 was
against a court bound by obligation to the
appointing power. The graver danger is a
court that no longer notices the
obligation. Independence of the judiciary
is not only the right to say no to the
executive. It is the instinct to want to.

(V. Venkatesan is Contributing Editor at
Supreme Court Observer. Views expressed
are personal)

THE GIST

v

Five judges were sworn in to
the Supreme Court after the
sanctioned strength was raised
from 34 to 38 through a
Presidential Ordinance; while
two appointments filled
existing vacancies, three were
made to newly created posts.

v

The Supreme Court has
previously held in cases such
as D.C. Wadhwa vs State of
Bihar and Krishna Kumar
Singh vs State of Bihar that
ordinance-making power
cannot become a parallel
source of legislation and that
repeated promulgation of
ordinances is unconstitutional.

v

If Parliament does not replace
the Ordinance with a law, the
court’s sanctioned strength
would revert to 34, raising
unresolved questions about
the status of judges appointed
to Ordinance-created posts
and the legal implications of
such appointments.
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Meta rolled out its Al support assistant chatbot on Facebook and Instagram in March. REUTERS

Did Meta’s own Al support bot help hack

Instagram accounts?

Hackers allegedly used Meta’s Al support assistant to change account details and hijack Instagram profiles; the incident has raised concerns about

Al-enabled cyber-attacks and the security of customer support chatbots

Sahana Venugopal

The story so far:
n May, a number of Instagram users
were locked out of their accounts
by hackers. Many of the affected
users took to other social media
platforms like Reddit and X (formerly
Twitter) to post their complaints. Screen
recordings later circulated online
suggested that their Instagram accounts
were hacked with the help of Meta’s own
Al support chatbot. Adding to the users’
worries was the lack of transparency from
Meta’s side about the security lapse,
fuelling fears of an Al-enabled hack.

How were users’ Instagram accounts
hacked?

Meta rolled out its Al support assistant
chatbot on Facebook and Instagram in
March. The feature is different from the
company’s better known Meta Al. The Al
support assistant can take action for users
when it comes to requests such as
reporting content, understanding content
takedowns, managing privacy settings,
resetting passwords, and updating profile
settings.

Several widely-circulated recordings
and images of the hack revealed hackers
purportedly instructing the Meta Al
support assistant to use an email ID that
was different from the one associated
with users’ Instagram accounts. After the
switch was made, hackers were able to

access the verification code sent to the
new email ID. They used this to reset the
account password and hijack the user’s
Instagram account.

Many affected users claimed they were
logged out of their accounts and that
trying to contact Meta for help led them
to another Al chatbot. Some noted they
had been unfairly penalised after being
hacked.

Multiple high-profile accounts were
also hacked around this time period, such
as the White House Instagram account of
former U.S. President Barack Obama
(@obamawhitehouse), which last posted
in 2017. At the time of writing this story,
Meta did not confirm whether this
specific security breach is linked to
hackers who used the Meta Al support
chatbot.

According to TechCrunch, the attacks
on users’ accounts continued even after
Meta addressed the issue.

What was Meta’s response?
While the company did not issue a formal
statement about the hack, Meta
spokesperson Andy Stone replied to users
on the X platform about the cyber-attack.
“This issue has been resolved and we are
securing impacted accounts,” Mr. Stone
told one user, without offering further
confirmation or denial.

Mr. Stone told another X user that
Instagram was trying to restore access to
affected individuals, which meant that

some users could see password reset
notifications or security question
verification while logging in. This, in turn,
triggered alarm and suspicion amongst
some users who worried they were being
targeted by additional phishing attacks.

The Hindu reached out to Meta
multiple times in order to clarify the
details of the exploit and learn how many
users were affected, but did not receive
an official response.

Are such AI-enabled attacks
common?

While malicious actors have adopted
Generative Al and agentic Al technologies
to launch phishing attacks or social
engineering attacks at scale, Meta’s case is
unique. Here, the shared evidence points
to the company’s own Al customer
support chatbot helping hackers commit
cyber crimes. Unlike other cyber-attacks
that use third-party Al tools, this incident
breaks the trust that a customer places in
a company’s supposedly vetted Al
chatbot.

Satnam Narang, Senior Staff Research
Engineer at the cybersecurity company
Tenable, said that the Meta incident was
“one of the most consequential abuses of
Al chatbots” seen thus far. He warned that
as companies begin using Al to power
their chatbots, more such incidents can
be expected.

“The incident with Meta was believed
to have been addressed, but persistent

attackers still found ways to continue to
leverage the chatbots for nefarious
purposes. It is believed that this incident
is now resolved, but once Pandora’s box
is opened, we can expect attackers to
start hunting for and probing other
chatbots for potential exploitation,” said
Mr. Narang.

He added that most everyday internet
users did not have to worry about their
accounts, observing that many hacked
targets were those with high-demand
Instagram usernames, or accounts
belonging to high-profile users.

“The downstream effects are more
likely to affect users if an account is
hijacked, and it is used to conduct
follow-on attacks, whether it’s phishing or
financial-fraud related, that is where most
everyday internet users may be
impacted,” explained Mr. Narang.

As experts have stressed in the past,
multiple layers of security — two-factor
authentication (2FA) and multi-factor
authentication (MFA) — help to safeguard
accounts.

This is especially crucial for celebrities,
business users, official bodies,
influencers, or those working in sensitive
fields who might end up losing their
reputation and livelihood due to hacks.

But after an unprecedented Al-enabled
hack impacting one of the world’s most
valuable tech companies, Instagram users
want to see Meta taking responsibility
with more than just a few tweets.

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz to test your knowledge of oceans on World Oceans Day

V.V. Ramanan

QUESTION 1 A
Why was June 8 specifically chosen for
World Oceans Day and when was it
first observed officially?

QUESTION 2

Oceans cover about 70% percent of
the Earth. According to the
International Hydrographic A
Organization, how many oceans are
officially recognised and which is the

by 1.5°C, the estimated loss of
which remarkable biodiverse
A natural feature is 70 to 90%?

QUESTION 5

In one of the biggest
environmental disasters, the Aral
A Sea dramatically shrank because
of massive water diversion
projects in the 1960s on two
major rivers. Name the rivers.

QUESTION 6
What is a ‘seamount’?

smallest? A

A QUESTION 7

QUESTION 3 What body of water separates

Which distinct characteristic of oceans Madagascar from the African

is because of mineral runoff from land continent?

and hydrothermal activity on the A

seafloor? QUESTION 8

A Which ‘colourful’ sea’s name is a Visual Question:

QUESTION 4 direct translation of its ancient

If the average global temperature rises Greek name Erythra Thalassa?
oM »

Name this member of the deepest-living fish family that have
been recorded in trenches of over 8000m.

/“7

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

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s
daily quiz: 1. What was the name of the World
Cup before it was changed to the FIFA World Cup
Trophy since 19747 Ans: Jules Rimet trophy

2. Who scored the first-ever goal in World Cup
Football history? Ans: Lucien Laurent of
France

3. Which country has taken part in all 22 editions
of the Football World Cup held so far? Ans:
Brazil

4. Which country has the dubious distinction of
having played the World Cup final the most times
yet still to win it on a single occasion? Ans:
Netherlands (3) - 1974, 1978 & 2010

5. Which country has reached the semi-finals the
most times in World Cup history? Ans: Germany
(12 times - played as West Germany before
unification)

Visual: Identify this player who holds a unique
record in World Cup history of having played in
three consecutive finals? Ans: Cafu, Brazil
(1994-2002)

Early Birds: Prem Raj P. | Sadhan Panda | Prem
Nath Tiwari | Keshav Raturi | Pulkit Sathe

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The teenager
is being called
a wunderkind

The die was cast the moment he
accepted the bribe

S. Upendran

What is the meaning of
‘wunderkind’? How is the word
pronounced? (Sandeep Reddy,
Ongole)

‘Wunderkind’ has been borrowed from
German, and it consists of two words -
‘wunder’ and ‘kind’. The first word,
‘wunder’, consists of two syllables; the
vowel in the first, sounds like the ‘u’ in
‘full’, ‘pull’ and ‘bull’, while the following
‘e’ is pronounced like the ‘a’ in ‘china’.
The 4’ in ‘kind’ sounds like the i’ in ‘kid’,
‘bid’ and ‘hid’. The word is usually
pronounced ‘WUN-de-kind’, with the
stress on the first syllable. It is also
possible to pronounce the ‘w’ like the ‘v’
in ‘vet’, ‘vase’ and ‘village’.

In German, ‘wunder’ means ‘wonder’
and ‘kind’ means ‘child’; the term literally
means ‘wonder child’. In English, the
word is frequently used to refer to a very
young individual who has achieved
tremendous success in his chosen field.
Another term for such a person is ‘child
prodigy’. During the recently concluded
IPL tournament, commentators were
waxing lyrical over the batting exploits of
the teenager, Vaibhav Sooryavanshi. In
the past two years, he has demonstrated
that he is highly skilled with the bat. Many
experts of the game believe that he is a
‘wunderkind’. The term can be used with
anyone young who excels in any field -
not just sports.

Neither of his parents are interested in
music. So, they are surprised that he is
frequently referred to as a musical
wunderkind.

The wunderkind had published five
successful novels by the time he turned 20.

What is the meaning and origin of ‘the
die is cast’? (J Arun, Kanchipuram)
The ‘die’ in the idiom has nothing to do
with death. When we play board games
like Snakes and Ladders and Monopoly,
we roll the dice to determine how many
squares we can move. When you are
referring to two or more of the cubes,
then you say ‘dice’; if you are making use
of only one cube to play the game, then
you refer to it as ‘die’. In other words,
‘die’ is the singular form of ‘dice’. When
you say that the ‘die is cast’, what you are
suggesting is that you have made certain
decisions that cannot be reversed or
changed; the chain of events are no
longer under your control. There is no
turning back. When the die leaves your
hand, your fate has already been
determined; you have no control over the
number that the die will land on.

The moment he accepted the bribe, the
die was cast. He could never go back to
leading the life of an honest man.

The die was cast when Joseph started
making fun of her father. She called off the
engagement the very same day.

According to scholars, when Julius
Caesar crossed the Rubicon in 49 BC to
invade Rome, he is supposed to have said,
‘Alea iacta est’, meaning ‘the die is
cast/thrown’. In other words, by crossing
the river, Caesar was declaring war
against Pompey and the Roman Republic
— the decision he was taking was
irreversible. The civil war that resulted,
lasted over four years; and the rest, as
they say, is history. The translation of this
Latin idiom became part of the English
language only in the 16th century.
upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Tarry:

be about a place without any apparent purpose

Syn ONYMS: stay, drag, linger, loiter

Usage: He tarried outside the station, waiting
for a friend.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/tarry

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /taeri/

Y

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

NFHS-6 shows better health indices; more data awaited

he recently released sixth edition of the

National Family Health Survey, which

covered 6.79 lakh households across 715
districts between May 2023 and December 2024,
points to improvements in health metrics atan
all-India level, even as detailed data on some
indicators is awaited. The latest fact sheet has 101
indicators, against 131 in NFHS-5 (2019-21). Over 10
new metrics find a place in the fact sheet of NFHS-6,
while about 40 have not been included in it.

O The Survey’s focus on new indicators,

a  suchasthose pertaining to financial

I'I inclusion, vaccination coverage, share of

v  elderlypopulation is well thought-out. The
achievements in the post-Covid period are
notable. Institutional deliveries are up from
88.6 per cent in NFHS-5 to 90.6 per cent.
Maternal health, child immunisation and
nutrition have looked up. Stunting, wasting
and underweight prevalence among children
has fallen. Breastfeeding of infants, as well as
complementary foods for them, has also
improved. Health infrastructure as well as
nutritional schemes have done their bit. On
the flip side, there has been an increase in
C-section deliveries, from 21.5 per cent to
27.2 per cent. There is a nutritional paradox
at work, with the share of both the
overweight and underweight increasing in
both sexes. The Survey’s focus on
hypertension and diabetes is a valid one.

However, the differences between the fact
sheets of NFHS-5 and 6 have become a
subject of debate, and the Centre has issued a
timely explanation. The omissions in the
latest fact sheet can be put into three
categories. First, omission of the parameter
at the questionnaire stage itself, suchasin
anaemia and disability. The capillary testing
method (finger pricking) is believed to
distort anaemia readings, as a result of which
NFHS 6 dropped tracking it. The ICMR will
conduct a separate survey with venous blood
sampling, the Centre has said. The second lot
of omissions comprises parameters “tracked
through specialised surveys and
administrative platforms...making the
duplication within Fact Sheets unnecessary.”
These include clean cooking fuel coverage,
sanitation, statistics relating to mortality
and birth registration. These are expected to
be covered by Sample Registration System,
Civil Registration System and the Census.
Third, “several indicators” such as those
related to family planning, child health
interventions, women’s health and HIV will
be presented in a more detailed report later.
This should be brought out soon, as a year
and half has gone by since the conclusion of
the survey.

Notwithstanding the ‘duplication’
(multiple sources will enhance verification),
a 360-degree overview of indicators should
be placed in the public domain. It will also
translate into better policy formulation, and
assessment of existing schemes on
sanitation and fuel use. Raw, unit data should
be made available to researchers, as in the
past, to provide critical insights. That said,
the Centre’s assurance on data robustness is
tobe welcomed.

OTHER VOICES.

Gl'{gll‘dlall

Big tech and far right are allied in an outrage arms race
To learn of the last minutes of Henry Nowak’s life would be shocking and
distressing under any circumstances. The stabbed teenager begged
officers for help, as they handcuffed him before realising their mistake. To
watch those final moments, on the police body-cam footage released this
week, is all the more immediate, and unbearable. The outrage is widely
shared. But the way it has been weaponised is alarming. His family’s wish
is for his legacy to be a renewed effort to reduce knife crime, not
increased antagonism along racial and religious lines. Instead, the
unscrupulous are using the power of the footage and the speed of social
media to spread myths about “two-tier policing” and turn trauma into
political mobilisation. Lonoon, sune s
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THE YOMIURT SHIMBUN

Deepen Ties by Working Together against Climate Change
International discussions on how to halt the deterioration of the marine
environment caused by global warming and marine pollution due to plastic
waste remain at a standstill. However, tackling such environmental problems is
an urgent issue for small island nations. As a fellow maritime country, Japan
must take the lead in efforts to resolve various ocean-related challenges.
Aiming to raise international awareness, the first Island States Ocean Summit
was held in Tokyo to discuss issues faced by island nations. The conference
was hosted by the Nippon Foundation, which works to address social issues, in
cooperation with the Foreign Ministry and UNESCO. Among the 300 attendees
were leaders and government officials from 35 countries. Tokvo, June7
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TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

here comes a time in the life

of governments, especially

the long running ones, when

after agreat run they

suddenly appear helpless,
incompetent, bumbling. As they sayin
America, they appear to be on the skids
which means sliding down in an
uncontrollable way.

We must now seriously confront this
problem in respect of the 12-year-old
Modi government. Its troubles started
last summer when Donald Trump,
peeved that India would not give him
any credit whatsoever for ending that
three- day war with Pakistan, suddenly
turned on India.

He grew closer to Pakistan and
increased tariffs from India to ridiculous
levels. All this happened so
unexpectedly that the government was
caught completely unawares.

Then came the American-Israeli war
with Iran this year and the sharp drop in
oil and gas supplies from the Middle
East. Again the government was caught
off guard.

And since January, the sustained
withdrawal of foreign investment in the
stock market has amounted to about $25
billion.

The rupee has depreciated by over 10
per cent against the dollar over a year
and the RBI has been struggling to keep
volatility down. It’s like what happened
in 1990 and 2013. The government has
been forced to fiddle with the rules that
determine the rate of return on foreign
investment. It is, not to put too fine a
point on it,a climb down.

At the same time the monsoon looks
like it won’t be normal. There’s also an
E1Nifio building up. There’s a shortage
of fertilizer, and fuel for everything.
Overall, there’s a strong possibility of a
sharpincrease in inflation.

PREFERENCES CHANGE
Well, you might say, quite correctly, that
these things happen. They are
happening all over the world, thanks to
Donald Trump and that India is not an
exception.

The problem, however, is the length of
time this government has been running

the country continuously. Hence the
question: are we reaching the stage
when people say please go, anyone other
than you would be preferable? It has
happened very recently to the DMK and
the TMC.

Most people would say no, the Modi
government is nowhere near that point.
But it’s still early days. The resentment
that turns into massive anti-incumbency
takes time to marinate.

This fate has befallen such
governments in the past and it can
overwhelm the Modi government also

The Trump tariffs, the
Iran war-led energy
supply disruption, the bleak
monsoon forecast — all
point towards rising
inflation and economic pain
ahead. This could lead to
voters to look for
alternative options
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The 12-year- oId Modi government is

'5' looking jaded. Will voter boredom lead to a

change in government in the next elections? =%

unless it handles it all with sensitivity.

In this regard we also have to bear in
mind AAP and TVK. Newcomers can
cause massive upsets when the
electorate is already fed up.

Indeed, even without sucha
phenomenon in 1964, no one would
have thought that, in 1967, the Congress
would lose more than two thirds of the
State legislatures.

In 2011, no one thought that the
Congress would be down to just 44 seats
in Parliament. But both happened.

It’s not just the parties. Even leaders
of immense popularity and stature come
a-cropper when they annoy enough
people.

Indira Gandhi was one such. Rajiv
Gandhi was another. From hero to zero
isnotall that uncommon.

VOTER BOREDOM
The BJP therefore needs to ask itself if
this could happen to it. It has a solid base
comprising about 220-230 seats. Those
are pretty much guaranteed.

In this Parliament it has just 240 seats
and is already in a small coalition. If it

drops another 25, which isnot atall
inconceivable, it will have to form a
much larger coalition.

Can this happen? It’s easy to convince
yourself that because there is no
Opposition and because when push
comes to shove you can dribble your way
to the goal, you are safe.

Many people think, quite wrongly,
that SIR and delimitation are exactly
this. But those are lawfully mandated
exercises, not political tactics of
disenfranchisement that may
occasionally happen.

But when the voters are either bored
with you or angry, they will not heed you
atall, and you can dribble as much as you
want.

The mood then becomes “let’s give
someone else a chance”. I think there’sa
very high probability of this now. After
12 years in power the Modi government
islooking jaded.

It reminds me of a Cabinet Minister in
2013 who told me and a colleague that
they were tired now and that time had
come to sit on the verandah and watch
the river flow by.

Fiscal health index’ rewards prudence alone

Developed States that historically have high social spending are unfairly ranked lower on the fiscal health charts

L]

Christopher Sujoy Thomas
Niranjana VH

Sumalatha BS

editions of its Fiscal Health

Index (FHI) using audited
Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG) data for the financial year
2022-23 in January 2025 and the
financial year 2023-24 in March 2026, to
examine and benchmark the fiscal
performance of states in India,
especially that of 18 major general
category states.

A comparative analysis of the FHI for
2022-23 and 2023-24 shows
discrepancies in State-level fiscal
performance. Odisha successfully
maintained its achiever position by
increasing its score from 67.8 to 73.1
across two years. Goa also moderately
improved from 53.6 to 54.7,and Haryana
has made a noticeable rise from 29.3 to
32.9, moving from the aspirational to
performer tier.

On the other hand, Bihar has
marginally improved from 36.1 to 36.2.
Meanwhile, Jharkhand improved its
position despite a moderate decrease,
with its score dropping from 55.2 to
44.3, causing a downgrade from achiever
to front runner.

Similarly, Karnataka’s score dropped
from 46.2 t0 20.2, and Telangana’s from
47.9 to 44.3,both got downgraded to the
performer tier.

Tamil Nadu has faced a major drop
from 39.5 to 32.1, moving from
performer to aspirational tier, while
Kerala’s score also declined from 28.9 to
27.3,remaining in the bottom
aspirational category.

The comparison shows a broadening

T he NITI Aayog has published two

‘Southern Fiscal Paradox’, where States
with traditionally high social spending
seem to be disadvantaged, whereas
fiscally restrained States get
comparatively higher rankings in the
index. The fundamental question that
arises is whether the FHI, in its current
form, is a true measure of fiscal health or
anindex of fiscal restraint that rewards
States for cutting expenditure and
borrowing less.

GSDP DENOMINATOR TRAP

One of the core issues in the index is the
use of Gross State Domestic Product
(GSDP) as a denominator across various
sub-indicators like Capital
Outlay/GSDP, Gross Fiscal
Deficit/GSDP, and Outstanding
Liabilities/ GSDP.

When States’ GSDP increases rapidly,
as seen in the case of mineral-rich
Odisha, the GSDP-normalized ratios
would automatically improve even when
absolute fiscal performance remains the
same. On the contrary, a State that
increases its capital expenditure (capex)
but experiences slow GSDP growth is
simultaneously penalised.

This procyclicality structurally
benefits resource-rich States and
punishes the States whose development
has been built on human capital and
services rather than natural resources.

A similar discrepancy is evident in the
measurement of revenue mobilization.
Both sub-indicators, namely State Own
Revenue/GSDP and State Own
Revenue/Total Expenditure, merge
institutionally earned tax revenue with
geographically endowed non-tax
revenues like mining royalties in Odisha,
and mineral or resource-linked PSU
dividends in Chhattisgarh.

No State can manufacture these

FISCAL HEALTH. Quality of spending
matters

mineral deposits, nor can these
geographical advantages enjoyed by
these States be replicated through
policy. Thus, mineral-rich States
consistently top the revenue
mobilization rankings not due to their
superior tax administration or fiscal
effort, but rather due to geological
advantages. To obtain a much more
credible picture of true fiscal
self-reliance, it is preferable to
differentiate own-tax revenue from own
non-tax revenue and to introduce an
indicator of tax buoyancy.

The comparative analysis of all 18
major general category States in the FHI
based on composite score change, rank
movement, and tier transition across
both editions has revealed that five
States, Haryana, Bihar, Goa, Jharkhand,
and Maharashtra improved, seven States
Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, West Bengal, Andhra
Pradesh, and Kerala remained stable,
and six States Chhattisgarh, Karnataka,
Telangana, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, and
Punjab deteriorated.

As Tamil Nadu got degraded from the
performer tier to the aspirational tier in

FHI 2026, both Kerala and Tamil Nadu,
which were regarded as India’s
undisputed leaders in literacy, life
expectancy, and composite human
development outcomes, now occupy the
bottom-most position in the index. On
the other hand, Odisha, Goa, and
Jharkhand, which ranked poorly on the
human development outcomes, have
occupied the top positions in fiscal
health.

This is not a mere coincidence; it is
structurally produced. High-developed
States bear high committed expenditure
as the fiscal legacy of their social
investment over decades. They often
receive proportionately lower Central
devolution despite contributing more to
the national GDP.

The FHI penalises all of this, and it
rewards States that maintain fiscal
surpluses while their citizens lack access
to the quality public services they
deserve.

Thus, States that are fiscally healthy
but poor in human development
outcomes must be encouraged, in order
to spend more on social development,
not celebrated for fiscal restraint.

The Fiscal Health Index is a good
indicator, and its methodological
consistency is a true strength. But its
present form requires modifications.
Measuring fiscal health only based on
fiscal indicators mislead States’
performance in development. Therefore
it should be linked to States’
socio-economic development than mere
performance in fiscal indicators.

States must be nudged to spend more
on their social development.

Sumalatha is Assistant Professor, Gulati Institute of
Finance and Taxation, Thiruvananthapuram; Thomas
and Niranjana are students of economics

© BELOW THE LINE

Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang

REUTERS

Humour or marketing?
Acknowledging your partner Jensen
Huang style. During his GTC Taipei
keynote, the Nvidia founder opened
with a giant slide displaying almost
150 partner logos, as he
acknowledged the companies that

help build the chip giant’s Al
infrastructure.

Huangannounced that he wanted to
thank every partner individually and
proceeded to walk across the stage,
stopping to pose for photographs
with each logo.

As the exercise stretched on from
one partner to next, the audience
started to erupt in laughter, as the
sheer size and reach of the world’s
most valuable company became
apparent.

Better late than never
When the stock exchanges are
executing orders in nano-seconds
and trade cycles are being attempted
at T+0,an administrative warning
letter dated May 25 by the capital
market regulator SEBI to ICICI

Prudential AMC was received
through email on June 2 and the
disclosure was made on June 3.
Though there was no major breach,
people are wondering whether there
was aslip between the cup and the
lip.

Wheels of virtue

Austerity can be ademanding virtue.
Especially when there are cameras
around.

This week, Delhi’s favourite visual
was ministerial car-pooling. With the
Prime Minister urging curbs in
government expenditure, several
Union Ministers duly arrived for the
Cabinet meeting in shared vehicles,
producing exactly the sort of images
that communications teams dream
aboutand television channels

happily replay.

The moment, however, proved
short-lived. Ahead of a conference
the following day, organisers hosting
asenior Union Minister reportedly
received a request that no
photographs or videos be taken
during the Minister’s arrival or
departure.

Cameras would be welcome, but only
once the guest of honour was safely
inside.

The instruction may well have been
routine. Yet its arrival so soon after
the public celebration of shared
transport has given Delhi’s
professional eyebrow-raisers plenty
to chew on. The obvious question,
whispered rather than spoken aloud,
was: what exactly was not meant to

be photographed?

After all, if the arrival was entirely
unremarkable, why the concern
about who might be watching the
driveway? In the Capital, where
optics often enjoy a longer shelf life
than explanations, the request has
generated more curiosity than the
event itself. Some journeys, it seems,
are meant for the cameras; and some
are best left out of the frame.
Unperturbed

The Sangh Parivar didn’t seem
perturbed over the happeningsin
Tamil Nadu’s BJP. Allittle bird said it
took over 90 years for the parivar to
ascend to power in Delhi.

“Probably, we will get another one
better than Annamalai?” the little
bird said. Our Bureaus
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CONTRAPUNTO

You can’t make an omelette
without breaking eggs

- PROVERB

The Stayatollahs

100 days of Iran war are littered with US missteps.
Trump should start firing some advisers
It’s a conflictthat nobody—except Israel - wanted. And vet, the US-Israel

war against Iran has now lasted 100 days, with no clear end in sight.

To put it bluntly, this speaks to terribly poor strategy. Hundred
days of immense losses and disruptions, thousands Killed, hundreds of
thousands displaced, and unprecedented global economic pain, thanks
to the shuttering of Strait of Hormuz . But the war, like a typical fight
between bar bullies, first threw logic to the wind, and is now trapped 1n
a battle of machismo, with neither side willing to back down.

US plans were doomed from the moment the Iranian regime
withstood the initial assault, and refused to crumble. Washington
completely misread the nature and strategic depth of the mullah-led
govt. Iran is not Libya. It’s a country that has survived more than four
decades of sanctions. The regime, though brutal, is also strategically
supple. But by attackingIran, US ensured that theregime had no choice
but to go on the offensive. That in turnrallied the regime’s supporters,
and ensured its survival —the opposite of Washington’s initial goal.

Meanwhile, Israel 1s operating on a completely different strategic

| plane. Itiscarrying out operations in
southern Lebanon against Hezbollah
— a ceasefire extension announced
last week barely lasted hours. It'sagain
ramping up operations in Gaza, despite
last Oct’s ceasefire there. And it has
shown the willingness to carry out
limited operations even in Syria. The Israel-Palestine Two State
Solution is iIn tatters, Tel Aviv 1s potentially preparing for future
conflicts (with Turkive?), and Netanvahu, facing elections later this
year, 1s giving wings to Israeli far-right’s dreams of ‘Greater Israel’.

So, what we have is a perfect Mexican standoff: Iran weaponises
Hormuz, and locks up a fifth of global supplies inoil and gas. US does
a counter-blockade of Iranian ports. Tehran periodically targets
Gulf states like Kuwait and Bahrain, to demonstrate it still retains
offensive capabilities. Gulf Arabs, upset with the whole thing, want
torestrain Iran’s wartime exuberance. Israel wants US to finish the
job 1n West Asia, and therefore, plays fast and loose with ceasefires
in Gazaand Lebanon-aredlineforTehran. Actually, US would have
been far more successful had it threatened a blockade of Iran first,
and offered negotiations, instead of going in all guns blazing.
Tehran would have had reasons to respond positively, even leading
to an Armenia-Azerbaijan-type success for US. Trump, therefore,
should seriously channel his old TV persona, and start firing some
of hisadvisers. That would be a service to the world.

No Handshakes

Sport is no longer insulated from geopolitics, but
every qualified athlete must get to compete

O rganised sports play inside a theatre of politeness. Sportsmanship,

it’'s often called. Ritualised handshakes, lining up after amatch,

applauding opponents, accepting officials’ decisions, wearing
uniforms, observing rules...these are all built around *“the good
life” idea. Of how human belngs ought to live together. Their
rawest impulsesregulated by norms and rituals. In lawn tennis, the
handshake at the end of the match takes place at the net, the barrier
becoming the meeting point. But last week, after Russia’s Mirra
Andreeva defeated Ukraine’s Marta Kostyuk 6-1, 6-3 at the French
Open semifinal, Kostyuk refused to shake hands with Andreeva.
This, hnwever was no shock. Gradually, as wars and other
geopolitical skirmishes change the playing
field, performative politeness is beingreplaced
by something else. Some call the new Kid on
the block, authenticity Beingreal.

Some things I1n life are ahead of
sportsmanship, Suryvakumar Yadav said
after ano-handshake Asia Cup dust-up with
Pakistan. But there remains an important
distinction, between what sportspersons do
of their own volition, and what their govt forces them to do against
thelr wishes. For example, rather than face Israeli opponents, Iranian
judokas and wrestlers are made to accept defeat, to avoid the optics
of ahandshake. Variousdefections have made it clear how unhappy
Iranians are with such curbs. And now, with a football World Cup
taking place in the shadow of the Feb 28 war, international restraints
have multiplied. The Iran team’s training camp forced to relocate
from Tuscan to Tijuana, highly restrictive US visas, reduced
coaching, all of this with bombs still threatening their homes.

Geopolitical fragmentation is seeping into the world of sports.
It can no longer be idealised as a politically neutral arena. Still, one
1ideal must hold. Everyone who qualifies for a competition, must
be allowed to participate in it.

Wild Objections

Animals demand linguistic justice

Sunil Warrier

At precisely 10am, under the unforgiving Mumbai sun at Azad
Maidan, animalsassembled in whatauthoritiesarecallingthe
largest interspecies march since Noah invited several into his
ark. Association Against Verbal Abuse of Animals (AAVAA)is
what their collective’s called. There were loud slogans, occasional
' barks, brays, mews, roars, and general cacophony.
Dﬂgs arrived early, naturally, only to discover that Cats had already occupied
the media-friendly shaded area. What followed was not “birds of afeatherflock
together”,evenas Reporter Raju, havingjostled through asea of bodiesaround
and below him, furiously took notes. “Humansarethereal snakesinthegrass!”
hissed Cobra. A delegation of Donkeys carried banners reading: STOP
CALLING US STUBBORN AS MULES. Nearby, a group of Owls looked deeply
offended at centuries of pressure toremain “wiseasanowl”.
| “Every time humans betray each other, suddenly they ‘smell arat’.
(‘iif)) Why not smell a human for once,” said a voice from above, which
/

Reporter Raju jotted down as that of Giraffe. Rats, meanwhile, held

perhaps the most emotional press conference of the day. “We have
tolerated ‘ratrace’, ‘dirty rat’, ‘don’t rat on me’ for generations,” squeaked their
leader. “Frankly, humans invented tax fraud, spam calls, reality TV, pineapple
pizza. Yet somehow, we re the villains?” Crocodile attempted to speak but was
booed for displaying what the crowd dismissed as “crocodile tears”.

Elephants demanded legal action against motivational speakers who constantly
advised people to “never forget because elephants never forget”. One elderly
elephant clarified that he had, in fact, forgotten why he came to the protest.
Then came the final straw. A coalition of roaches got onstage with the placard:
WE OBJECT TO METAPHORICAL USAGE. “For centuries,” declared Cockroach
in a trembling voice, “humans have compared corrupt politicians, terrible
roommates, and ex-boyfriends to us. We survive nuclear threats, pesticides,
and Mumbai apartments during monsoon season. Frankly, we deserve better.”
Thunderous applause followed. Even Snakes gave a standing ovation.

As evening approached, animals passed a unanimous resolution demanding
immediatelinguisticreform. Humans were warned that unless changes were made,
the animal kingdom would retaliate by inventing its own idioms. Notebook
spilling over with words, Reporter Raju made his way to the office trying not to
add to the crushed casualties on the ground, not figuratively but literally.

The Cockroach Isn’t A Nuisance

India’s too big for a movement of the young to upend its system. And youth anger doesn’t necessarily produce
better governance. That said, politicians must respond to what justifiably angry young Indians are saying

R Jagannathan

Politicians tend to get spooked when
threats, real or imagined, emerge from
an unexpected source. A social media
phenomenon called the Cockroach
Janta Party got the Modi govt worried
enough to block its website, and
related social media handles on Instagram and X. But
its founder, one Abhijeet Dipke, seems unbowed.
Perhaps because the NEET paper leak and the uproar
over Class 12 CBSE results, appear to have
triggered wide interest in CJP.

CJPisbothsignal and noise. Thesignal
iIs more important than the political
noise and any embarrassment it may be
causing. Dipke and supporters were given
permission by Delhi police to hold
protests at Delhi’s Jantar Mantar on June
6, but this may not be the end of the story.
NEET, for example, opens the doors to
careers in medicine. When you adopt a
mammoth project like NEET, you cannot
afford to goof up.

Still, comparisons to the Bangladesh
and Nepal GenZ protests, which upended
govts, are far-fetched, for India is far too
diverse to unite under one cause, even if
it's the cause of youth. And even if CJP’s
sudden popularity is indicative of growing
restiveness among India’s youth.

India’s 15-29 cohort is, often, not
gainfully employed. According to Azim
Premji University’s State of Working
India 2026, nearly two out of five young
people in the 15-25 age group are
unemployed, and even those in the 25-29 :
age group face 20% unemployment. Those who do get
jobs are often in gig work.

It’'snot as if any poor orlower middle income country
with a significant youth population, has found an
answer to the problems of mass unemployment or low
wages. It doesn’t help when the political leadership in
most countries largely comprises men in the older age
groups. There simply aren’t enough people from lower
age groups in govt, who can speak to and engage with
young people, including arestive GenZ, for whom social
mediais thefirst go-to forum for engagement.

Butrecent election results in Assam, West Bengal

and Tamil Nadu have been won by Himanta Biswa
Sarma, Suvendu Adhikari and Joseph Vijay — who
are in their 50s, energetic to a fault, and who hold
some appeal for youth. BJP also doesn’t lack for
relatively younger leaders. Yogi Adityanath is 54,
Fadnavis 55, Pramod Sawant and Rekha Gupta are
also in their early 50s.

Congress has Rahul Gandhi at 55, but 1t doesn’t
have a second line of younger leaders in most states. In
Kerala, where it won big, it had to choose between three
leaders who were all in the 60s. The recently deposed
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Karnataka CM Siddaramaiah is 78, and his replacement
DK Shivakumar is 64.

While dynastic parties have less of a problem, unless
they haveno heirsatall or have incompetent ones, most
cadre-based political parties should be grooming much
younger leaders, those still in their 30s or 40s, who can
vibe well with the youth, and put them in positions of
power. This is not to suggest that age alone matters, but
in a world where social media has turned our sense of
reality upside down, and sent youth aspirations to
unrealistic levels, it is important to at least understand
what is going on in the minds of youth.

The NEET and CBSE mess-ups should be taken
seriously, not only because they indicate that the
system is corrupt or incompetent or both, but also
because so many young people think that an exam is
what stands between them and a reasonable career. If
so many parents are investing their life's savings in
coaching classes, to enable their sons and daughters to
crack an exam, the problem 1s not CJP, but something
worse: Hopelessness, if one fails to crack an exam.

Modi govt, various BJP and Congress state govts,
and all political parties that hope to govern some state
some day, should be worried about their
likely lack of real connection with today’s
youth. Thisisthereal tragedy in a country
with 360-370mn people in the 15-29 cohort
whose hopes will have to be fulfilled at
least partially between now and 2040-45,
when this group’s share in the population
startsfalling.

It’s pointless getting angry at CJP or
scared. Opposition parties, too, should not
think BJP’s discomfiture is somehow to
their benefit. When youth erupt, they will
take down many leaders’ fortunes, and not
only those of the parties in office.

General youth discontent seldom ends
well for any country. Govts were toppled in
Nepal and Bangladesh, but the succeeding
govts do not necessarily have better
answers on unemployment or inflation or
the AI challenge. The Arab Spring that
spread out from Tunisia, did not solve
anything for the youth. In fact, it replaced
many incumbent govts with even more
dictatorial ones.

While one should not assume that such
= things will also happen here, the warning
signs must be noted, and seen as a message favouring
change. Whichever political party gets this message
faster than the rest will probably strike itrich in future
elections. But more than winning elections, these
parties must deal with the issues that young people are
now obsessing over. The key is effective communication
and the rebuilding of hope in the future.

CJP may or may not sustain as a phenomenon, but
youth disillusionment and angst will be with us for a
long time. We should take note of it early, before it boils
over into something anarchic and counter-productive.
The noise can be discounted, the signal cannot.
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One Fire In Capital, Three Lessons For India

Delhi B&B tragedy shows why safe density, proportionate fire compliance, and continuous
Inspection matter more than ritual NOCs - a lesson every Indian city needs to learn

Piyush Doshi

Last week, 21 people died when a
fire tore through a five-storey bed-and-
breakfast in Hauz Rani, Malviya
Nagar, Delhi. Thirteen were foreign
nationals. Reports say the building
had no fire NOC, a single entry and
exit, sealed windows, a locked terrace, and a basement
kitchen from which smoke and flames moved up the
central staircase.

This was a specific failure. It was not an unusual one.
In Dec 2025, a nightclub fire Killed 25 1n Goa. In April
2025, a firecracker warehouse blast killed 21 in Gujarat.
In 2022, 27 died in a commercial building fire in
MundKka. The locations change; the script does not.

Arrests, FIRs, and sealing drives will follow.
They should. Criminal negligence must be punished.
But govts that stop there will repeat a familiar cycle:
outrage, mass inspections, sealings, court stays,
overburdened officials, and then business as usual
until the nextfire.

Ad hoc drives do not merely fail - they drain the
administrative and judicial capacity that a real
safety system needs. Every sealed building that
reopens on a court stay signals to thousands of
others that the system does not mean what it says.
Accountability and reform must run together.

First, Indian cities must make safe, legal density
possible. After a fire in an illegal building, the
instinct is to blame permissiveness. The better
guestion is why illegal construction is so universal.

Floor Area Ratio — the permitted ratio of built-up
areatoplotarea—sitsat1.5to2 inmost of Delhi. Ahmedabad,
Jaipur, and Lucknow are no different. Singapore’s
dense zones reach 25; Los Angeles goes to 13; even
Mumbal’'s commercial areas can goto 5. Pileon ground
coverage limits, height caps, setbacks and parking
mandates, and legitimate small hotels, PGs, and clinics
become financially unviable.

Demand does notdisappear. It moves into converted
homes, extra floors, and basements. Around 40L Delhi
residentsliveinunauthorised colonies. The storyisnot

different in Surat, Indore or Patna. Informality is not
an exception to India’s planning system; it is one of its
largest products.

The answer is legal categories for uses that
already exist everywhere — budget guesthouses, PGs,
neighbourhood commerce - with more buildable
space exchanged for non-negotiable life-safety
conditions: protected staircases, safe kitchens, clear
exits, working alarms.

Second, fire safety must be built in, not bolted on
through a separate no-objection certificate (NOC). A
guesthouse in a narrow lane cannot meet the same
checklist as a grade-A tower. When compliance feels

impossible, the NOC becomes a transaction. Once paid,
the incentive to meet even the basics collapses. Malviya
Nagar was not a building with inadequate fire safety;
it was a building with none, because the operator had
already bought his way out of the system.

The structural answer 1s to abolish the fire NOC as
a standalone instrument. Issuing it as a separate
approval after building plan sanction, creates a second
corruption queue, divorces fire-safety design from
architectural design at the cheapest moment to
integrate them, and gives fire departments a clerical
workload that crowds out firefighting.

Fire safety compliance should instead be embedded
in building plan approval: architects and licensed fire-
safety engineers certify that designs meet proportionate,
risk-calibrated standards — different for a five-storey
hostel and a highrise commercial block. The fire
department’s role becomes standard-setting, third-
party empanelment and enforcement, not paperwork.

Third, fire departments need privatesector help. No
state fire department —-Delhi’s, Mumbai’s, Bengaluru’s
— has the staff to inspect its full building stock on any
meaningful cycle. The answer is empanelled private
fire safety auditors: authorised to inspect, certify, and
upload reports, with the fire department auditing a
sample and punishing fraud with blacklisting and
criminal liability. Delhi’s amended Fire Service
Rules, notified on May 26, do exactly this. Other
states should follow without waiting for their own
tragedy. A national framework under the Bureau of
Indian Standards (BIS), building on the 2016 National
Building Code, should set minimum standards for
auditors, and push states to Integrate third-party
certification into building approval workflows.

Aftereveryfire, the easiest demand isfor toughness:
seal more buildings, arrest more owners, order more
surveys. Some of that is warranted. But toughness
without reform only raises the price of illegality,
and consumes the scarce official capacity that
continuous, system-level safety would actually require.
The harder task 1s to make legality possible,
compliance affordable, and inspection continuous.

The Malviya Nagar fire is not an aberration. It
was India’s urban bargain catching fire: everyone
knows the rules are unworkable, everyone knows they
are beingviolated, and everyone hopesnothingterrible
happens. That bargain plays out in Goa nightclubs,
Gujarat warehouses, Mumbai basements, and Delhi
guesthouses alike.

It must end. Build more legally, regulate more
realistically, free fire departments from clerical NOC
gueues, and inspect more widely That will matter
more than another ritual crackdown.

The writer is Operating Partner, The Convergence
Foundation
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A Rebel Against The Absurdity Of Life

Jug Suraiya

other died today. Or, maybe,
I \ / I yvesterday;ican’t be sure.” Thisis
the compelling opening of Albert
Camus’s 1942 novel, The Outsider, and
they represent the gauntlet that the

writer flung in the face of what he saw as the

essential absurdity of human existence. of thingsin which dissolution N nn“ﬂ > itself towards the heightsis
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to Paris in the period between the Inevitable outcomes; thatis § A4 2 One must imagine Sisyphus

devastation of World War 1and that of the absurdity of the by oo happy.”

World War II, which fomented what TS human condition. Camusrejected nihilism,

Eliot called the ‘Death Wish’ of Western In The Myth of the belief in believing not-

civilisation.

Camussought torelay the founda-
tions of anew way of thought and living
toreplace the physical and psychological
ruins of two watershed episodes that
had laid waste both to the consolation of
religious belief and the reassuring
rationales of philosophy.

Camus saw himself as an architect
of amoral affirmation in the face of an

uncaring universe. The problem that
lay before him was the ethical counter-
partof the physics paradox: What
happens when an irresistible force
encounters an immovable object?

For Camus, the irresistible force was
humanity’s unquenchable thirst for
meaning in an immovable scheme

Sisyphus, published in the
same vear as The Outsider,
Camus drew upon the
Greek legend of Sisyphus who incurred
the wrath of Zeus for twice cheating
Thanatos, the god of death. The enraged
Olympian condemned Sisyphusto
eternal life in which he wouldroll a
boulder up a hill, only to have itroll
down again, forever and ever.

Camus portrayed Sisyphus as

the archetypal “absurdist hero” who,
instead of longing for oblivion through
suicide or seeking salvation by divine
intercession, through affirming his
life of torment turned the agony of
existence into the joy of sheer being.

Camus concludes: “The struggle

hing, as hedid religious faith
THE SPEAKING TREE | which LTlll’El.gE -likerecedes
into an unreachable horizon.
Camus’s Key to the solution of
the absurdist paradox, the search for
meaning in a meaningless world, was
revolt, an unconditional commitment to
permanentrebellion against injustice
in all forms, whether political, ideological,
or the blindness of random fate.

Meursault, the protagonist of The
Outsider, rebels against the platitudes
of social conventions, opiates that dull
consclousness into the acquiescence
of conformity.

Branded an outcast by society for
his seeming lack of human sensibility;
asevidenced by the openinglines of the
narrative, Meursault is sentenced to
death for the subsequent killing, more
by happenstance than by design, of a
man who had assaulted his companion.

With an equanimity worthy of
Sisyphus, Meursault contemplates his
execution with calm acceptance, “I was
happy then, and iam happy now.”

The Outsider of his own story, Camus
affirmed his solidarity with all humanity
by hisreinterpretation of the self-centric
Cartesian ‘1think, thereforeiam’, as the
universalism of ‘irevolt, therefore we exist.’

What better way toauthenticate
one’s own existence than by authentifying
the existence of each and every one of us.






