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Wait and Watch Before
Reciprocating Tariffs

The US President has slapped 50 per cent tariffs on
Indian goods, which might hit the Indian economy
badly, but it is certainly not the end of the road

In an unprecedented move, the US President has done what
he has been threatening all along. His decision to slap a 50
per cent tariff on Indian goods - coupled with threats of
secondary sanctions — has triggered one of the sharpest
escalations in bilateral trade relations in recent years. The
move is indeed worrisome, as some 18 per cent of Indian
goods reach US shores every year. Yet, in New Delhi, while
the concern is genuine, the approach is pragmatic. The
mood is less about desperation and more about calculation
- a recognition that this move may be as much a negotiating
tactic as an economic strike. The US move has achieved
something missing so far in the Indian landscape: Unity.

The whole Opposition is standing with the Government in
taking on Trump. Prime Minister Narendra Modi now has a
rare political advantage: The open backing of the Opposition
to push back against Washington. This united domestic front
could harden India’s stance in ongoing trade negotiations,
particularly on issues that directly affect politically sensitive
sectors such as agriculture.

What the US wants is easy access to the Indian market, but
that may be detrimental to Indian interests. The cost of
access to the dairy industry, for instance, may alone be equal
to the cost of tariffs. The cost of allowing US dairy imports
into India could be as damaging as the tariffs themselves,
estimated at around 1.8 lakh crore ($20 billion).

Even the most pessimistic projections, such as Morgan
Stanley's estimate of a 60-basis-point hit to GDP (around
$23 billion), suggest pain but not devastation. Foreign direct
investment could also take a hit, with higher tariffs making
India marginally less attractive for certain US - linked
manufacturing investments. The weaker rupee could, over
time, soften the blow for exporters. Much of India’s services
trade — accounting for about 40 per cent of its US trade -
remains untouched.

The tariffs are explicitly tied to India’s continued oil
imports from Russia. Washington's stance has drawn
accusations of hypocrisy from New Delhi, pointing to
America's own continued trade with Moscow. Despite the
provocation, India’s response so far has been measured, yet
firm in defending red lines.

Rushing into countermeasures risks foreclosing a
negotiated solution, especially when the US may be using
tariffs as a bargaining chip. India has already shown
goodwill in other areas - from reducing duties on select
American goods to inviting Tesla to set up operations in
Mumbai, and even withdrawing the so-called “Google tax”
on digital services. With the potential for geopolitical shifts
in the coming weeks, New Delhi has every reason to watch
developments closely before committing to major
concessions. Until then, economic resilience and a
diversified trade strategy may allow India to ride out the
turbulence - and perhaps even turn the tariffs into a
moment of leverage.
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A purple heron catches a frog in shallow water, in Nadia. PTI
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TRUMP, PUTIN, NETANYAHU:
DISRUPTING WORLD ORDER

The three leaders currently
causing the greatest instability
in the world are, ironically, the
ones occupying the highest
positions in their respective
countries.

It is because of these three
that hundreds are being Killed
every day in the 25th year of
the 21st century.

At the top of the list is Israel’s
Prime Minister, Benjamin
Netanyahu, under whose
command Palestinians in the
Gaza Strip are dying of hunger,
disease, and military attacks.

Second is Russia’s self-
proclaimed dictator, President
Vladimir Putin, who has
extended his rule indefinitely.
His justification lies in wipe out its 2 million residents
preventing Ukraine from joining through starvation and bombing,
the European Union and NATO. It  while global institutions merely
was for similar reasons that issue statements.

several Soviet states, including JANG BAHADUR SINGH | JAMSHEDPUR

Ukraine, had earlier seceded.
Now, Putin seeks to forcibly
reintegrate them into a revived
Soviet Union.

At number three is US
President Donald Trump, who
calls himself a nationalist.
Judging from the last election
and prior controversies, many
believe he should have been
behind bars. Today, if any
foreign power is responsible for
Israel’s Killing of 75,000 people
in the name of the Gaza war, it is
the White House and the
Pentagon.

Netanyahu openly declares he
wants to occupy the entire Gaza
Strip — with Trump’s support.
Within a year, these two may
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Harnessing People Power

The provisions of NCP-2025 are both revolutionary and progressive. They have the potential to transform community — based
enterprises into sustainable and profitable ventures, fostering business hubs at the grassroots across India

KK
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The Ministry of Cooperation (MoC) has kept its
promise of introducing a comprehensive
policy dedicated to the country’s cooperative
development by releasing an all — inclusive
‘National Cooperation Policy 2025’ (NCP-2025),
following a prolonged wait of 23 years.

NCP-2025 — drafted by a 48-member com-
mittee under the chairmanship of former
Union Minister Shri Suresh Prabhu after exten-
sive pan-India stakeholder consultations — is
not merely a reform document. It is a strate-
gy paper that envisages a developed India and
outlines strategic actions to achieve the pre-
defined targets.

NCP-2025 & Viksit Bharat @2047

NCP-2025 envisions contributing to India’s col-
lective ambition of Viksit Bharat @2047 by fol-
lowing the Hon’ble Prime Minister’s mantra -

doing business, and prioritising member-
driven governance capable of facing compe-
tition. Furthermore, cooperatives are encour-
aged to function independently. The policy
includes provisions for establishing sup-
portive infrastructure, enabling legal frame-
works, and arranging adequate and timely
finance. Many of these enabling provisions,
as reflected in NCP-2025, have already been
implemented by the MoC.

Over the last four years, one of the MoC’s
significant initiatives has been the adoption
of model bye-laws for PACS by 32 States/UTs
— enabling the creation of a vibrant, multi-
purpose, and multi-dimensional cooperative
culture at the grassroots. In addition, inte-
grating PACS businesses with Common
Service Centres for delivering nearly 300 e-
services; empowering them to function as
Pradhan Mantri Bhartiya Janaushadhi
Kendras and Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samriddhi
Kendras; incentivising the production of
pulses (tur, masur, and urad) to reduce
import dependency; and raising maize pro-
duction to support the Ethanol Blending
Programme through the National
Cooperative Consumer Federation and the

Sahkar se Samriddhi. Realising this vision
demands the promotion of an enabling envi-
ronment for sustainable cooperative
development by building an inclusive and
equitable Bharat.

It proposes a targeted mission over the next
10 years to achieve 16 core policy objectives
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National Agricultural Cooperative
Marketing Federation of India are particular-
ly noteworthy.

The strategic initiative to integrate Farmer
Producer Organisations (FPOs) and Fishery
Farmers’ Producer Organisations within the
cooperative framework marks a major leap

by strengthening the foundation of the coop- GRANTING in strengthening rural livelihoods and diver-
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grassroots. Within the overall architecture of
governance, and by adopting a whole-of —

informed, skilled, and sustainable coopera-
tive ecosystem — ensuring that the spirit of

Government approach, cooperatives are
poised to become profitable business ventures
and bolster the initiative of making India self-
reliant. The NCP-2025 is expected to aid in
achieving the outlined goals for comprehen-
sive cooperative development.

Actions Are the New Policy

for cooperatives so that they may operate on
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cooperation is not only preserved but
empowered for future generations.

While the MoC has already consolidated
the short-term cooperative credit structure,
it has also contemplated adequate measures
to strengthen the long-term cooperative
credit framework. Planned, quality, and
comprehensive computerisation of both
short-term and long-term credit structures
is expected to resolve existing inadequacies

the same footing as corporate sectors. It
promises action on access to finance, ease of

and inefficiencies in their operation. NCP-
2025 emphasises cooperation among coop-

eratives through suitable networking, aiming
to position the cooperative network as a key
driver of sustainable, inclusive, and progres-
sive economic growth. It reaffirms the role
of cooperatives in the country’s holistic
development —including equitable income
and wealth distribution and the reduction of
both local and global economic disparities.
The policy advances the concept of Sabka
Cooperative to contribute towards the
national vision of Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas,
Sabka Prayas, Sabka Vishwas, and pays
homage to India’s philosophical ethos —
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (The world is one
family) and Ekam Eva Balam Yoge (Unity is
strength).

When States Align, Cooperatives
Shine

States/UTs are crucial stakeholders and
must play transformative roles in coopera-
tive development. Since cooperation is a
State subject, they need to adopt and imple-
ment the provisions of NCP-2025 in the
right spirit. States/UTs must internalise these
provisions while leveraging local demo-
graphic, physical, and financial opportunities,
as well as relevant macro and micro-environ-
mental factors.

Alongside infrastructure development and
technological advancement, appropriate
reforms in governance and leadership within
the cooperative space are urgently needed.
States/UTs should establish robust, sustain-
able, tech-enabled market infrastructure,
logistics, and networks through clustering —
supported by the cluster development fund;
develop cooperative economic zones;
promote youth-led start-ups through train-
ing, education, innovation, and incubation;
facilitate ease of doing business and timely
access to capital; and form cooperatives in
emerging sectors.

The provisions of NCP-2025 are both rev-
olutionary and progressive. They have the
potential to transform community-based
enterprises into sustainable and profitable
ventures, fostering business hubs at the
grassroots across India.

Ifadopted and implemented with the right
intent, the policy would establish an Indian
cooperative ecosystem where professional-
ism is encouraged — with guaranteed ease
of doing business, comprehensive digitisa-
tion, and integration with national welfare
programmes.

NCP-2025 is not merely a policy aspiration
— it is a call to action for inclusive, people-
centric economic transformation. By uniting
efforts across all levels of governance,
strengthening cooperative institutions, and
empowering grassroots entrepreneurship,
we can build a resilient and equitable coop-
erative ecosystem to realise the true Bharat
by 2047.

The Spirit of Secular India
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India has a democratic set-up in which people elect the
Government through adult franchise. Due to its pluralis-
tic culture, every citizen has been given the right and
freedom of religious belief without any kind of interference
by the Government. The Indian polity is, therefore, known
as secular. However, a few unpleasantincidents that took
place recently across various Indian states have prompt-
ed much talk of a threat to the “secular” character of our
nation. Most of the political parties, who see themselves
as “secular”, have strongly condemned those incidents as
the local Government’s alleged inability or unwillingness
to control them. The political blame game has been going
on for quite some time in our country, and it is not diffi-
cult to see why. India’s Constitution declares that the

country is a “Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic
Republic”. But how has secularism been practised by polit-
ical parties in India? Today, secularism has been reduced
to a vote-catching slogan by political parties who have deep-
ened the religious divides in society by resorting to vote-
bank politics. While they do not openly appeal to the voters’
faith, political parties of all hues reinforce religious divi-
sions by nominating candidates according to the religious
composition of a constituency. Thus, candidates from
minority communities are fielded in constituencies with
a sizable minority population — obviously with the expec-
tation that they will get the votes of their community regard-
less of their individual merit. Such concessions made to a
vote bank are generally regarded as appeasement and
breed resentment in other communities.

One reason such divisive politics succeeds is that our elec-
toral system has been hijacked by vested interests, and the
honest citizenry has either been reduced to an ineffectu-
al minority or has opted out of it from sheer disillusion-
ment. In an effective democracy, the elected representa-
tive is expected to enjoy the confidence of at least half of
the electorate for it to qualify as rule of the majority. But
take the voting figures for our elections over the years-on
average, just about 61 to 55 per cent of the voters cast their
vote in the general elections held so far. This problem has
been compounded by the proliferation of political parties.

With numerous candidates contesting from one constituen-
¢y, a candidate can now get elected with as little as five
per cent of the votes.

Electoral reforms may remedy this situation and safe-
guard secularism to a certain extent, but they cannot
promote the secular spirit among people. That can be
achieved only through education and socio-cultural
processes, because secularism is, in essence, a cultural
concept wherein people, while cultivating their religion,
have equal respect for other religions. Such an outlook
requires moderation, tolerance, and compassion. These
values cannot be imparted by statutes — they have to be
cultivated as a way of life.

The call of the time is to consciously develop a culture
of secularism, and the best means for achieving this is
through education, particularly through spiritual educa-
tion. Knowledge of our true selves as souls automatically
lifts us above the superficial distinctions of religion, race,
and sex and promotes true secular thinking. But why spir-
ituality? Because it is impeccable — itimplies universal love,
non-violence, compassion, virtue, simplicity,
honesty, detachment, and an attitude of humanity and
service —all in one.

The writer is a spiritual educator and a popular columnist )
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Court slams incestuous violence

The Supreme Court has delivered a powerful message
against incestuous sexual violence, asserting that
such acts “tear through” the foundational fabric of famil-
ial trust. Upholding a man’s conviction for the rape of
his minor daughter, a bench of Justices Aravind Kumar
and Sandeep Kumar declared the dignity of women as
“non-negotiable.”

They urged the legal system to prevent any intrusion
into this dignity under the “guise of misplaced sympa-
thy” or “procedural fairness.”In their order on 4
August, the judges emphasised that justice extends
beyond conviction to include restitution.

Consequently, the top court directed a compensation
of ?10.50 lakh to be paid to the survivor, in line with
Himachal Pradesh state rules.

The court aims to send a clear signal that such
offences will be met with an equally unsparing judicial
response. This significant decision came as the top court
addressed the man’s appeal against a Himachal
Pradesh High Court ruling.

The High Court had upheld his conviction and sen-
tence under Section 6 (sexual assault) of the Protection
of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012, and Section
506 (criminal intimidation) of the IPC.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

Kartavya Bhavan: A costly affair?

The PM recently inaugurated Kartavya Bhavan in New
Delhi, forming a key part of India’s ambitious Central
Vista redevelopment project. While the name (Kartavya,
duty in Hindi) and intent are to do with moving away
from India’s colonial past, one really wonders if the
lavish building will live up to its name.

Our bureaucracy is well known for its lethargy, cor-
ruption, red-tapism, and for being an impediment rather
than a facilitator to the attainment of socio-political
goals. India’s bureaucracy lives up to this quote by
Robert A Heinlein, US novelist and naval officer —
“Government! Three-fourths parasitic and the other
fourth stupid fumbling.” It is no secret that our bureau-
crats, like bureaucrats in other parts of the world, are
more concerned with routine than results (Frank
Herbert’s quote).

One seriously doubts if the new building (Kartavya
Bhavan) will, in any way, incentivise our bureaucrats
to dedicate themselves to the nation? Is the humon-
gous cost on this building, which is just the first of ten
planned Kartavya Bhavan buildings, justified?

On the one hand, our PM keeps repeating ad
nauseam that he wants to take India away from our
colonial past.

AVINASH GODBOLEY | MADHYA PRADESH

Support breastfeeding

It has been established that a host of disorders and ill-
nesses in infants can be prevented through proper
breastfeeding. The antibiotic richness and immunity-
boosting properties of breast milk are well document-
ed. Moreover, mothers themselves benefit — breastfeed-
ing offers protection against certain gynaecological
cancers. Experts have consistently recommended
exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months to ensure
the infant’s optimal health.

However, for mothers to follow this advice, they must
feel comfortable and supported in public and profes-
sional settings. Recognising this, several governments
have taken steps to support lactating women. Last year,
the Odisha Government directed officials to establish
“breastfeeding cabins” in offices and public areas, includ-
ing private institutions, to allow women to feed their
babies with dignity.

Building on this initiative, it has now proposed exclu-
sive rooms for lactating mothers at bus stands and
railway stations. These provisions not only affirm the
rights and dignity of women but also contribute signif-
icantly to maternal and child health outcomes. Such
efforts deserve appreciation and should be replicated

across the country.
GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA
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The demand for herding all stray dogs in
Delhi in shelters misses two points — it is
impracticable and will not end their pres-
ence in streets and public places. The
impracticability of it becomes clear on
considering the number involved. The latter
will determine the number of shelters
needed, the built-up area of each, the land
needed for building shelters, the cost and
time of construction, and the number of
administrators, veterinary doctors, para-
medics and other staff needed to run them.
It will also determine the recurring operat-
ing costs in terms of salaries, electricity and
water charges, vaccines, medicines and food
for dogs.

The last census of stray dogs covering the
whole of Delhi, conducted in 2009 by the
NGO Wildlife SOS, on behalf of the Municipal
Corporation of Delhi (MCD), put the stray-dog
population across Delhi at 262,740-252,000
in areas under the MCD, and 7,630 and 3,110
respectively in areas under the New Delhi
Municipal Council (NDMC) and the Delhi
Cantonment.

At its third meeting on January 17, 2019,
Delhi Legislative Assembly’s “House
Committee to Examine the Issue of Stray
Dogs and Monkey Menace in Delhi (hence-
forth House Committee),” appointed a sub-
committee tasked with making Delhi rabies
free. The committee’s report mentions that
the sub-committee had estimated that
Delhi had 800,000 stray dogs. The report
does not provide any supporting evidence.
Nevertheless, the actual number may well
have been around that. A survey by the
global NGO, Humane Society International
(HIS), conducted on behalf of the South Delhi
Municipal Corporation (SDMC) in 2016,
found that there were 189,285 stray dogs in
SDMC’s four zones.

This was during the interlude when the
MCD had been trifurcated into the SDMC,
North Delhi Municipal Corporation (NDMC)
and the East Delhi Municipal Corporation
(EDMC). Stray dogs in areas under the
NDMC, EDMC, New Delhi Municipal Council
and the Cantonment Board — none of
which had conducted a street canine census
that year — had to be counted to arrive at
the total number of stray dogs in 2016.

Shelters Are Not The Answer

Sheltering all of Delhi's 600,000 stray dogs is unfeasible and costly, requiring vast land and funds. Even if implemented,

Hence, figure must have been quite high
and might have risen to around 800,000
in 2019 — and even higher thereafter as
few sterilisations were done during the
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020-2021.
Arbitrarily choosing a figure that s likely
to be lower than the actual, one may
assume that there are 600,000 stray
dogs in Delhi. Six hundred shelters would
be needed even if 1,000 of them are to be

putin one.

What should be the principle determin-
ing the size of the land granted for each
of them? One needs here to look at the
Basic Management Guidelines for Dog and
Cat Shelters (henceforth ‘Guidelines’),
prepared by Animal Asia and Humane
Society International for the second
Companion Animal Welfare Conference at
Guangzhou, China, on November 10 and
“Most importantly,
they [shelters] should be a place of safety
and comfort for the animals....Stress
reduction and disease control should be
your goals when determining how to

The writer is Consultant
Editor of The Pioneer
and former Editor of
Hindustan Times. He has
authored four books in
English and two novels
in Bengali
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house animals.”

11, 2007. It stated,

According to the Guidelines, each dog
“should have ample room to stand, lie

square metres.

1,000 square metres).

down, turn around and sit normally.” This
required a minimum area of 4 feet by 4
feet (16 square feet) for each dog. A shared
5-feet by 10-feet kennel (50 square feet)
should hold no more than two large or
medium, or three small dogs.

Assuming that in a shelter for 1,000
dogs, 600 lived in single, and 400 in
shared, kennels, and three dogs lived in
each shared kennel, one would require a
floor area of 9,600 (600 x 16) square feet
plus 6666.6 (50 divided by three and mul-
tiplied by 400) square feet =16,266 square
feet respectively. This would come to 1,511.1

Space will also be required for admin-
istrative offices, reception centres, veteri-
nary clinics, sick room for dogs, quaran-
tine areas for dogs with infectious dis-
eases, stores, staff quarters and parking
space forvans and ambulances and other
vehicles. All this would require a minimum
of 1,000 square meters. Hence each
shelter housing 1,000 dogs would require
at least 2,511 square metres (1,511.1 +

That this calculation is more or less
correct is suggested by the House commit-

it won't solve the issue, as unsterilised dogs from neighbouring states would continue entering the city, making the effort unsustainable

tioned above.

to0 ¥550,000.
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Claiming the gaze:
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Every year on 9th August, the United Nations
calls upon the world to observe the
International Day of the World's Indigenous
Peoples. It is a day marked by panels, policy
reports, cultural showcases, and social media
hashtags. The intention is noble: to highlight
the struggles, rights, and contributions of
Indigenous peoples across the globe. But as the
date approaches again, one cannot help but ask
— what does this "international" day mean to
the tribal communities of India? Does this com-
memoration speak from within
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Tribal communities have contributed to
India's civilisational ethos not

their lived experiences, or does it
impose an imported framework
upon them? This is not a rhetorical
question. In an age of increasing
global convergence, such interna-
tional observances have a way of becoming the
dominant way of remembering. And yet, the
very notion of indigeneity in India does not sit
comfortably within the categories prescribed
by the West.

The Indian Context:

India is home to over 700 recognised Scheduled
Tribes. From the Gonds of Central India to the
Dimasa Kacharis of Assam, from the Santhals
of Jharkhand to the Apatanis of Arunachal
Pradesh, these communities constitute a vast
archive of indigenous knowledge and ecolog-
ical wisdom. But unlike in settler colonial soci-
eties, Indian tribal societies were not complete-
ly displaced from their lands (though many have
been pushed to the margins due to colonial
imperialism). Nor were their cultures erased in
the same way.

Instead, what we find in India is something
unique: a continuity of Indigenous knowledge
and cosmology that has persisted across cen-
turies, resisting erasure even in the face of colo-
nial disruption, modernist rationality, and
global homogenisation. This cultural continu-
ity is not merely about the survival of rituals or
festivals, but the endurance of entire epistemic
frameworks — ways of knowing, being, and
relating to the natural and metaphysical
worlds. They are not communities waiting to
be remembered. They are communities that
have always remembered themselves.

This is where the International Day, as cur-
rently framed, begins to feel inadequate. Its
model of indigeneity is rooted in a binary of
absence and recovery, trauma and represen-
tation. Butin India — it is about presence, per-
sistence and regeneration
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merely as peripheral or folkloric
presences, but as foundational
knowledge bearers whose ecolog-
ical wisdom, cosmological insights,
and ethical lifeways have informed
agriculture, medicine, festivals, linguistic prac-
tices, and spiritual worldviews This enduring
presence calls for a re-writing of Indian history
that centers Indigenous perspectives not as
residues of the past, but as custodians of cul-
tural continuity and sustainable futures.
Tribal Festivals as Memory:

In Western discourses on indigeneity, there
is a heavy focus on recovering forgotten rituals
and restoring lost languages. In contrast,
many tribal communities in India continue
to mark time through their own calendars,
linked to the moon, the crops, the river, and
the ancestors.

For eg the Dimasa Bushudima festival is a
communion with ancestors through song and
rhythm — a way of affirming belonging to a
lineage and a land. The Sarhul festival of the
Oraon, Munda and Ho community is a celebra-
tion of sacred groves and the flowering of Sal
trees, tied to ideas of fertility and renewal.
Kharchi Puja in Tripura has strong tribal roots
in its worship of earth deities and the cleans-
ing of ancestral sins. These are not cultural arte-
facts on display.

The Problem of External Recognition:

The roots of this distortion lie deep in colonial
anthropology and missionary ethnography.
These disciplines, under the guise of scientif-
ic inquiry or moral upliftment, often reduced
Indigenous life worlds to data points, rituals to
spectacles, and oral traditions to primitive folk-
lore. Such categorisation robbed communities
of their intellectual dignity. Colonial archives
classified Indigenous people as 'subjects' to be
governed and studied — not as thinkers,
philosophers, or theorists in their own right. The
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legacy of this objectification persists in modern
academia and policy discourse, where tribal
knowledge is often viewed as secondary, pre-
modern, or quaint.

Towards Rooted Celebrations:

In this context, the observance of 9th August
should be approached not merely as a symbol-
icact, butas an opportunity to decolonise our
understanding of tribal life. Rather than mimic
global formats, we must turn to our own cul-
tural landscape and ask: How do Indian tribal
communities remember themselves? What are
their modes of archiving memory, history, and
resistance?

For tribal communities in India, Janajati
Gaurav Diwas — commemorated on 15th
November —is not merely a calendar event. It
is a day born of memory, resistance, and rev-
erence. Marked on the birth anniversary of Birsa
Munda, a legendary tribal freedom fighter and
spiritual leader, the day offers an opportunity
to move beyond symbolic recognition towards
self-defined celebration.

Itis declaration of civilisational continuity and
Indigenous ethics.

Let us reflect not just on what is remembered,
but how and why it is remembered. For many
tribal communities in India, the deepest forms
of memory are not marked by declarations or
dates. They are marked in the grain of rice
offered to ancestors, the first song taught to a
child, the sacred grove that is never cut, and
the ritual that welcomes the monsoon. The real
work of honouring Indigenous life is not per-
formed on stage. It is carried in nature, forests,
in courtyards, in prayer, and in the quiet
dignity of communities that have never needed
a reminder to remember who they are.

The writer is Professor, @ phirmi_bodo
Centre for the Study of Social L.

Systems at the Jawaharlal @ Phirmi_Bodo
Nehru University
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tee’s report indicating that an estimated
“1000-1200 sq. metres” would be needed
for setting up a sterilisation centre. A
shelter would require a much larger area
as it would not only have to sterilise
unsterilised dogs coming in but perma-
nently house the dogs and accommodate
the other requirements for space men-

Six-hundred dog shelters would need
1,506,660 square metres (2511.1 X 600).
Where would the land come from? And
the money to build and run them? The
operating cost per month would have to
include salaries for at least two veterinary
doctors/surgeons (100,000 x 2 = %
200,000), five para-vets (320,000 X five =
%100,000), 10 helpers and cleaners
(%15,000 X 10 = %150,000), two cooks to
prepare meals for the dogs (330,000 x 2
= %60,000) and two cooks’ assistants
(¥ 20,000 X 2 =340,000). The total comes

Other salaries would have to include
that of the shelter’s administrative head
(3100,000 per month), an accountant
(75,000 per month), a van/car driver
(30,000) and his/her assistant. The total
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comes to 3345,000.

The total of all the above amounts
would come to ¥895,000 per month. In
addition, at the rate of 320 per head per
day, the cost of feeding 1,000 dogs would
come to 600,000 in a month of 30 days.
Add to this the cost of medicines, vaccines,
injection syringes, buying of mattresses for
dogs to sleep on, electricity, water, fuel for
van/cars, servicing and repairing charges
for the latter, and one would get a total
of atleast another Rupees two lakh or so.
This would make for a total monthly oper-
ating expenditure of 1,695, 000 or an
annual expenditure of 320340000 or
%2.034 crore. The estimated annual expen-
diture on 600 shelters would be ¥220.4
core

The expenditure of even this astronom-
ical amount will be fruitless. The reason
is simple. According to the Guidelines for
Dog Population Management, released by
the WHO and World Society for the
Protection of Animals (WSPA) in May
1990, “Each habitat has a specific carrying
capacity for each species.

This specific carrying capacity essential-
ly depends on the availability, quality and
distribution of the resources (shelter,
food, water) for the species concerned. The
density of the population for higher ver-
tebrates (including dogs) is almost always
near the carrying capacity of the environ-
ment.”

Under the ABC programme, street dogs
are picked up, sterilised, vaccinated
against rabies, and returned to the area
from which they had been taken. Being
territorial, they keep unsterilised and
unvaccinated dogs out of their areas, and
the authorities can concentrate on ster-
ilising and vaccinating in new areas until
all stray dogs in a city or district are
covered. Putting all dogs in an area in shel-
ters would enable unsterilised, unvacci-
nated dogs from other areas to come in
and the authorities will have to return
again and again to the same area to
remove the new arrivals. Until the promul-
gation of ABC Rules, the number of stray
dogs continued to increase in India
despite relentless mass killings.

With Delhi’s stray dogs locked in shel-
ters, those from Uttar Pradesh and
Haryana will move into the national
capital — unless, of course, Delhi Police sets
up check posts, manned 24x7, in every
road, lane and by-lane along the borders
of its two neighbouring states, to keep
stray dogs from these out.

One cannot see that happening.

Inland fisheries:

India’'s silent

revolution in the blue economy

e MALIKA
. PANDEY

Beyond the plate, fish in India have long
embodied stories, symbols, and the silent
memory of a civilisation. From Harappan
pottery evoking water deities to Vishnu's fish
avatar in the Matsya Purana, from Kalidasa's
royal imagery to matrimonial rituals in Bengal,
fish have shaped our culture and identity. In art
forms like Madhubani paintings and films such
as Chemmeen, the 1965 Malayalam classic, they
evoke abundance, longing, and the fragile
rhythms of life by water.

While states like Uttar Pradesh

Yet for decades, fisheries remained
peripheral to public policy. That
began to change after 2014 as India
positioned freshwater aquaculture
not merely as a source of nutrition but as a
strategic driver of rural livelihoods and econom-
ic renewal. A turning point arrived with the
launch of the Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada
Yojana in 2020, backed by a 320,050 crore outlay.
Moving beyond input-centric support, the
scheme sought to modernise the entire fisheries
value chain from hatcheries and feed units to
cold storage, transport infrastructure, and
market linkages, laying the groundwork for a
more resilient and integrated sector. Most of this
growth has come in the past decade with total
fish production nearly doubling, and inland fish-
eries now contributing over 75 per cent.

Alandmark reform in February 2024 extend-
ed crop insurance to fish farming under the PM
Matsya Kisan Samridhi Sah Yojana, classifying
fish stock as insurable. This mitigated risks for
marginal farmers and catalysed private invest-
ment, accelerating inland aquaculture's rise.
With an 8.58 per cent average annual growth
rate, the sector now outpaces all other agri-allied
domains. Institutional support has followed with
disease surveillance programmes and biosecu-
rity protocols strengthening trust among
farmers. Yet potential remains unlocked. A
majority of inland fish farming continues to rely
on traditional practices, with limited adoption
of scientific feed formulations or species diver-
sification. Post-harvest infrastructure is weak.
Value addition through fish processing remains
negligible. Despite India's seafood exports
reaching ¥60,524 crore in 2023 to 2024 across
132 countries, inland aquaculture contributes
little to this success, which is still dominated by
marine production. Without a strong retail and
export supply chain tailored to inland fish, the
sector remains an untapped frontier of India's
blue economy. Disparities persist.
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and Bihar have surged ahead,
others like Uttarakhand and
Arunachal Pradesh lag due to
underinvestment, poor infrastruc-
ture, and limited extension services. Climate vari-
ability further constrains progress. Nearly three
crore livelihoods depend on the sector, with
women comprising 30 per cent of the workforce.
Despite their roles in hatcheries, processing, and
marketing, access to training, credit, and own-
ership remains limited. This is the moment for
consolidation, not reinvention. India must
create Inland Fisheries Infrastructure Corridors
in key aquaculture districts with mobile cold
storage and mini-processing hubs. States should
launch Aquaculture Acceleration Missions
bundling credit, insurance, and technical
support to scale innovations like RAS and cage
culture. A Digital Blue India platform powered
by 10T and blockchain can revolutionise pond
monitoring and traceability. Disease surveillance
must go real time linking state labs to a nation-
al dashboard. With two decades to capture our
demographic dividend, inland fisheries must be
central to India's growth strategy. Their integra-
tion into the national economic narrative rep-
resents more than reform. It signals transforma-
tion. India's blue economy must not remain con-
fined to its oceans. It must rise from ponds, tanks,
and reservoirs flowing through the rural heart-
lands that have long remained on the margins.
Inland fisheries, once overlooked, now stand at
the forefront of food security, livelihood creation,
and export growth. They are no longer silent.
Awakened and surging forward, they carry with
them the quiet momentum of rural economic
resurgence.

The writer is Public Policy @ malikapandey28
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Tariffs and Trust

ust six months after pledging to double bilateral

trade by 2030, US President Donald Trump has

slapped India with a combined 50 per cent tariff on
all imports ~ 25 per cent as part of his broad trade over-
haul, and a fresh 25 per cent penalty targeting Indian
purchases of Russian oil. The announcement came via
a formal executive order citing national security threats
arising from India's continued energy dealings with
Moscow. The language of the order leaves little room
for ambiguity. India’s direct or indirect imports of Russ-
ian oil, it claims, “undermine US foreign policy” in
Ukraine. But the unprecedented move goes well bey-
ond economic recalibration. It exposes a new era of
transactional foreign policy ~ where punitive tariffs are
not just about deficits or reciprocity but about com-
pelling alignment with Washington’s broader geopo-
litical objectives. The Indian government has rightly
called the measure “unjustified and unreasonable.”
After all, it was the redirection of Russian energy to
Asian buyers like India that helped stabilise global oil
prices following Western sanctions in 2022. US officials
at the time tacitly encouraged this shift to prevent a
global shock. New Delhi’s energy strategy, driven by
commercial and logistical realities, helped fill a supply
vacuum created by Europe’s sudden turn away from
Russian crude. India’s energy calculus is not ideological
but pragmatic. With Europe crowding out traditional
West Asian suppliers, and volatility in global markets,
Russian oil offered both availability and affordability.
Even private Indian refiners based their sourcing on
price, not politics ~ something Western oil majors rou-
tinely claim as standard practice. To now weaponise
those very actions is not just hypocritical, it is disin-
genuous. The justification ~ that Indian purchases of
Russian oil threaten US interests in Ukraine ~ sounds
less like strategy and more like selective morality.
Washington had no qualms about conducting $3.5 bil-
lion in trade with Russia under President Joe Biden just
last year. Yet India, whose energy decisions were driven
by commercial logic and global supply dislocations, is
now being punished under the guise of principle. India
has chosen not to retaliate ~ at least for now. But the
tariffs will bite. The Delhi-based Global Trade Research
Initiative estimates that Indian exports to the US could
drop by nearly 50 per cent if these duties stay in place.
This includes everything from textiles and pharmaceu-
ticals to auto components and IT hardware. And the
broader message being sent to India and others is chill-
ing: foreign policy independence may carry a steep
price tag. For all the rhetoric of friendship between
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President Trump,
the present state of bilateral ties points to a deeper div-
ergence of interests. The shift from shared democratic
values to hard-nosed economic coercion marks a turn-
ing point. India may eventually re-enter trade talks with
Washington, but it will do so with caution and a sharp-
ened sense of self-interest. Washington must ask itself
what it ultimately wants from its allies: loyalty, leverage
~ or respect. It is losing all three.

Symbolism and Stakes

F I \he United Kingdom’s announcement that it will

recognise a Palestinian state unless certain con-

ditions are met by Israel signals not just a policy
pivot, but a deep reckoning with history and principle.
It is also a moment fraught with political consequence,
as symbolism collides with the hard limits of power
and diplomacy. For decades, Britain, like many of its
Western allies, has spoken of Palestinian statehood as
the inevitable outcome of a negotiated two-state solu-
tion. But negotiations have long stalled. Instead, the
reality has shifted on the ground: Israeli settlements
have steadily expanded across the West Bank, the Gaza
Strip remains under siege, and Palestinian governance
is fractured and largely powerless. The idea of a two-
state solution has gone from diplomatic orthodoxy to
political fiction. What then does recognition mean in
such a context? It means, primarily, the affirmation of
a people’s right to self-determination. More than 140
nations already recognise Palestine as a state, though
many do so in name more than in consequence. For
Britain to join them, especially as a former colonial
power in the region, is to acknowledge that moral
responsibility lingers long after the empire. The Balfour
Declaration promised a home for Jews but also warned
against prejudicing the rights of non-Jewish commu-
nities. The failure to uphold both ends of that promise
is a wound that remains unhealed. Yet recognition is
not just an act of atonement or a symbolic gesture of
solidarity with Palestinians under siege. It is also a polit-
ical lever aimed squarely at a government in Israel that
has made no secret of its disdain for Palestinian sov-
ereignty. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu'’s
refusal to entertain a two-state solution, combined with
Israel’s on-going military campaign in Gaza and recent
threats of West Bank annexation, has effectively closed
the door to a credible peace process. In that light,
Britain’s recognition pledge becomes a conditional ulti-
matum. It gives Israel a diplomatic off-ramp ~ ceasefire,
no annexation, return to negotiations ~ but it also sets
a deadline. Few expect Israel to yield, but the move
forces a stark choice into the open: either uphold the
viability of two states or acknowledge that the alterna-
tive is indefinite occupation, and the erosion of both
Palestinian rights and Israeli democracy. Critics may
argue that recognition, without a functioning state
apparatus or defined borders, is a hollow act.

But hollow acts can still echo. They can redraw the
moral map of international diplomacy. They can signal
to the Palestinians that their cause is not forgotten;
and to Israel that unchallenged impunity is no longer
guaranteed. France and Canada’s recent decision to
recognise Palestine, alongside earlier moves by
Ireland, Spain, and Norway, signals a broader Western
shift. With Britain poised to follow, the moral and diplo-
matic isolation of Israel deepens and the demand for
justice, even if symbolic for now, becomes impossible
to ignore.
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Census challenge

At the time of the launch of the reservation policy, the concept of other backward
classes was not in place, and therefore job reservation for them as a group was
also not on the agenda. The demands for job reservation came up strongly only
after the submission of the reports of the Mandal Commission on 31 December
1980. The commission in its report recommended, inter alia, 27 per cent reservation

for jobs under Central government for the members of OBCs.

*-
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Population Census 2027

i [0 phartses, wilh Casle enumer alion

he notification for Cen-
sus 2027 was finally
issued by the Govern-
ment on 16 June 2025.
This represents a delay of more
than six years as the notice for
Census 2021 was issued on 26
March 2019. That notification
has now been cancelled, and the
government has named the
present census “Census 2027.”
This also indicates that the gov-
ernment has finally admitted
that the nation has broken its
chain of 150 years’ history of
uninterrupted census-taking.

Now the government will
have to decide whether it will
continue the previous tradition
of taking a census in the first
year of each decade, or a ten-
year interval from the present
census, to take the next one in
2037. Section 3 of the Census
Act 1948 provides the govern-
ment with the power to notify
its decision to take a census and
its time. The best course of
action in this context will be to
continue the present conven-
tion of taking census at the
beginning of each decade, as
this will require only minor
readjustment of the data.

The notification dated 16
June has not given any further
information regarding the
much-talked-about proposal of
updating the National Popula-
tion Registrars (NPR). The NPRs
are prepared and updated under
the provisions of the Citizenship
(Registration of Citizens and
Issue of National Identity Cards)
Rules, framed under the Citizen-
ship Act 1955. Under Rule 3 (4)
of these rules, the Union Gov-
ernment is to issue an order
stating the dates for preparation
of NPRs.

Similarly, rule 4 of these
rules empowers the Central gov-
ernment to carry out house-to-
house enumeration for the col-
lection of specified particulars
from the persons, including
their citizenship status. Thus, it
is for the Central government to
issue a notification much prior
to the beginning of house-to-
house enumeration for census
2027. It may be noted that NPR
was first prepared in the year
2010, and thereafter these were
last updated in the year 2015.

Another notable absence
visible in the context of the
“Census 2027” notification is the
information about the govern-
ment’s decision to headcount
the caste population. The caste
populace was enthusiastic
about the announcement made
by the government on 30 April
2025. But thereafter, nothing
came out. The government
issued the notification under
Section 3 of the Census of India
Act 1948. The provision is that
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Cancer gains

Sir, When President
Richard Nixon launched
the “War on Cancer” in
1971, few could have imag-
ined the strides we would
make over the next five
decades. Initiatives like the
Cancer Moonshot have
played a pivotal role in
accelerating research, en-
hancing treatment modal-
ities, and improving overall
patient outcomes.

Today, we witness a

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

remarkable transforma-
tion: nearly two-thirds of
people diagnosed with
cancer survive at least five
years, compared to only
one in two in 1971.

This is not just a statis-
tic ~ it is a testament to col-
lective scientific effort,
innovation, and human
resilience.

On a personal note,
my wife was diagnosed
with colon cancer in early
2018. By God’s grace and
modern medicine, she is
doing well so far.

the government must announce
publicly their decision to go for
a census. Nowhere in the Act of
1948 has the word ‘census’ been
defined.

So, the provision of Section
3 is very broad, and the Union
Government could have elabo-
rated on their decision to take a
census along with their inten-
tion to capture caste data. But
government avoided this per-
haps thinking it to be too early.

In this context, the govern-
ment has to decide first about
the modalities to be adopted for
capturing caste data. At present,
there are two lists of caste
groups/communities, viz., 1) the
Central list showing State-wise
caste groups containing a total
of 2,633 caste groups and 2) the
list of each State. The present
State lists together contain na-
mes of more caste groups than
the existing Central list.

In view of this, the Central
Government would have limited
scope to choose the Central list
for the present census, because
this would mean leaving out
some of the caste groups/com-
munities from enu-

both jobs and educational insti-
tutions is working effectively.

Fixation of the size of the
quota for job reservation, etc.,
for SC and ST communities is a
matter that falls within the
purview of the States. Almost
every State in India has its leg-
islation dealing with the size of
the reservation quota for SC &
ST populations. This is mainly
done depending on the size of
their population. In most cases,
these State enactments were
made during the 1970s and 80s,
and therefore the size of the
quotas is proportionate to the
populations of the SCs and STs
as recorded in the censuses of
1971 and 1981.

For example, in Andhra
Pradesh the strength of the SC
and ST populations was 16.41
per cent and 7.0 per cent,
respectively, as per the 2011
census. Against this, the quota
for SC and ST was fixed at 16.0
and 7 per cent, respectively, of
the total vacant jobs. Similarly,
the proportions of SC and ST
populations in Gujarat were 6.74
per cent and 14.75 per cent,
respectively. As

meration that are
already on the list
and getting the
admissible benefits
from States. This
would open up a
wide scope for liti-
gation, defeating
the purpose of con-
ducting a census.
On the other hand,
accepting the State
list for the census
would mean more
State compliance

UDAYAN
HAZARIKA

The writer is a former
IAS officer, who retired
as Secretary, Finance,
Government of Assam

against this, the
job reservation
quota was fixed at
7.0 and 15 per
cent, respectively.
Likewise in Kar-
nataka, as against
17.15 per cent SC
and 6.95 per cent
ST populations,
quotas were 16.0
and 7 per cent,
respectively. This
makes it amply
clear that the

in the census pro-

cess, especially concerning tho-
se caste groups/communities
which are not in the Central list.

The government, although
it has not come up with any
information about the caste
census, will soon have to com-
ply with the provisions of Sec-
tion 8(1) of the 1948 Act read
with Rule 5(1) (c), when they will
be required to notify the census
schedules for public informa-
tion. These schedules must
also comprise the schedule pre-
pared for capturing data of caste
population.

The basic purpose of enu-
meration of backward castes
such as Scheduled castes and
Scheduled Tribes, and OBCs, is
to bring them up from the level
of backwardness. For this, the
Constitution has provided vari-
ous benefits and concessions to
the communities belonging to
SC, ST, and OBCs, including
reservations in government jobs
and reserved seats in govern-
ment educational institutions,
etc. So far, the quota system in

=1 . .
exercise of fixa-

tion of quotas for reservation of
jobs, etc., for scheduled castes
and scheduled tribes was not
much of a difficulty, as the pop-
ulation for both the categories is
enumerated in successive cen-
suses. Quotas were fixed, keep-
ing some room for accommo-
dating future increments in the
populations of both categories.

At the time of the launch of
the reservation policy, the con-
cept of other backward classes
was not in place, and therefore
job reservation for them as a
group was also not on the agen-
da. The demands for job reser-
vation came up strongly only
after the submission of the
reports of the Mandal Commis-
sion on 31 December 1980. The
commission in its report recom-
mended, inter alia, 27 per cent
reservation for jobs under Cen-
tral government for the mem-
bers of OBCs.

The recommendations of
the report, however, were not
implemented till 1990, the year
in which the VP Singh-led gov-
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ernment decided to implement
the recommendations and
accordingly made an announce-
ment in Parliament.

Immediately after the an-
nouncement, the Government
issued an office memorandum
declaring 27 per cent reservation
of jobs for the people belonging
to OBCs. However, this was
challenged in the Supreme
Court by a senior advocate,
Indra Sawhney.

A nine-judge Constitution
bench had taken up the case of
Indra Sawhney vs. Union of
India. The judgment was pro-
nounced on 16 November 1992,
which elaborately explains the
constitutional provisions inher-
ent under Articles 14, 15, and 16.
It opened up a new vista in the
matter of reservation of jobs for
backward classes in India. Of the
several critical aspects that were
covered in the judgment, one
important one was the fixation
of the ceiling limit for reserva-
tion at 50 per cent.

Now the real issues con-
cerning the other backward
classes will emerge once the
census data pertaining to the
caste are available. The govern-
ment has already made ade-
quate publicity about the elec-
tronic mode of data collection
in this census. This would help
in processing the data quickly
and thus it can be expected to
be available for the public online
soon. In this context, one thing
that is very sure is that the cen-
sus will record more caste pop-
ulation than what is expected
and that will undoubtedly
exceed the present limit of 27
per cent. The Mandal Commis-
sion recorded 3,743 caste groups
comprising 52 per cent of
India’s population, and the
Supreme Court subsequently
ordered that the Government
move to reserve 27 per cent
reservation in government for
OBCs, but it should be in exclu-
sion of the creamy layer, i.e., the
socially advanced section
among them.

The NSSO 55th Round
(1999-2000) estimated the pro-
portion of OBC population in
the total population of India at
35.8 per cent. This estimate was
revised upward during their 61st
Round (2004-05) to 41 per cent,
and in their 68th Round (2011-
12), the estimate was further
revised upward to 43.1 per cent.
Although these estimates are
based on tiny samples, at pres-
ent this is the only baseline data
available to us. If we go by the
rising trend as presented by
these estimates, the coming
census can be expected to
record a population of the size
of not less than 47 per cent of
the nation’s total population.
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Theatres merged
to strengthen
cultural identity

he Viet Nam Cai Luong

Theatre, the Viet Nam

Cheo Theatre and Viet-

nam Tuong Theatre will
be merged into the National Tra-
ditional Performing Arts Theatre.
In addition to staging traditional
performances, this new theatre
will also be tasked with preserv-
ing and promoting Viet Nam’s
traditional art forms.

The Viet Bac Folk Song and
Dance Theatre will be combined
with the Viet Nam Song, Dance
and Music Theatre to form the
National Song, Dance and Music
Theatre. Its mission includes per-
forming folk and contemporary
music, as well as collecting, pre-
serving and developing the folk
music and dance traditions of
Viet Nam’s ethnic minority
groups.

Following the Prime Minis-
ter’s directive, the ministry is im-
plementing the merger cautiously
and scientifically. We’ve conduct-
ed a thorough review of each the-
atre’s organisational structure,
human resources, creative capac-
ity and production scale. The aim
is to preserve artistic identities
while fostering collaboration
among different art forms.

This merger aligns with broa-
der efforts to reform public agen-
cies in the cultural sector ~ not to
erase identities, but to unify and
revitalise Viet Nam'’s traditional

Viét Nam News.
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arts. It seeks ways to streamline
operations, reduce redundancy
and increase management effi-
ciency.

Ultimately, the goal is to
build modern, versatile and auto-
nomous theatres capable of pro-
ducing large-scale performances
for regional and international
audiences, while preserving her-
itage through innovation, audi-
ence engagement and cultural
tourism. The reform also encour-
ages financial autonomy, profes-
sional communication and re-
duced dependency on state fund-
ing. One key advantage is the
strong backing from the Govern-
ment. The current drive to strea-
mline public agencies, guided by
the Viet Nam Communist Party's
resolutions and the Prime Minis-
ter’s decisions, has created clear
legal and strategic frameworks for
the merger.

National cultural and sports
planning for this decade and
beyond provides solid direction,
paving the way for unified imple-
mentation and long-term devel-
opment of these theatres into
influential cultural institutions.

The merger enhances organ-
isational efficiency by reducing
redundancy, streamlining staffing
and management, and optimis-
ing shared finances and person-
nel. A larger, unified theatre ma-
kes it easier to attract socialised
funding.

It also opens artistic oppor-
tunities ~ combining strengths
from each theatre, sharing facili-
ties, staff and experience, and
enabling large-scale productions
with both national and interna-
tional reach. The merger encour-
ages a shift in mindset, from ad-
ministrative to creative and mar-
ket-oriented thinking, and pro-
motes collaboration between
artists of different styles.

However, this is no easy task.
It requires careful, step-by-step
implementation with coordinat-
ed solutions in policy, staffing,
finances and artistic develop-
ment. Artists and performance
quality remain central; the merg-
er is not just about reducing
numbers but restructuring and
elevating State-funded theatres
towards a more modern, profes-
sional model aligned with global
standards.

epaper.thestateermn,ﬂ?{n

Yet, like many cancer
survivors and their fami-
lies, we live with a quiet
undercurrent of apprehen-
sion ~ the shadow that can-
cer often casts.

Back in the early
1970s, during our post-
graduate ENT training,
hospital wards were over-
whelmed with advanced
cases of throat cancer ~
patients with large second-
ary growths in the neck,
gasping for air, struggling
to swallow, torn between
hunger and helplessness.

peration.

sentence.”

It was an era where
euthanasia became a
whispered word, born not
from neglect but from des-

Thankfully, times have
changed. With targeted
therapies, immunotherapy,
early detection, and com-
passionate care, cancer is
no longer a death sentence.
It has become, as some
now say, “a word ~ not a

Nagaon, Assam, 5 August.

FAILURE

institutions.

Sir, CRPF officer Kala-
vathi’s emotional video
appeal, after the theft of
her wedding jewellery and
the Tamil Nadu police’s
alleged inaction, stirred
public sentiment and rais-
ed serious concerns about
the responsiveness of state

Though the investiga-

of delay and neglect in law

enforcement. On the posi-
tive side, her brave stand
brought her struggle for
justice to light. But what
kind of system forces a uni-
formed officer to seek jus-
tice on social media? Isn’t
that a failure of the very
institutions meant to pro-
tect her? Public trust dem-
ands that justice be swift,
impartial, and proactive
reaching victims before

tion was eventually laun- they are forced to cry out.
Yours, etc., ched, the initial apathy re- Yours, etc.,
DrKC Dutta, vealed a troubling pattern Mohammad Asad,

Mumbai, 6 August.
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IS 100 YEARS AGO

anwal Sibal, 77, is a career
diplomat, who retired as
Foreign Secretary of India.
He was conferred with
Padma Shri for his distinguished
services in the field of Public Affairs
in 2017. Sibal was appointed to the
Indian Foreign Service in July 1966.
He has been an ambassador to
Turkey, Egypt, France and Russia. He
served as Foreign Secretary from July
2002 to November 2003. In an exclu-
sive interaction with Sushil Kumar of
The Statesman, he talked about the
Opposition questioning the govern-
ment on Operation Sindoor, Pak-
istan once again offering talks;
China, Pakistan coming together
against India, and the US President,
Donald Trump, announcing from
the roof-top time and again that he
is the one who secured a ceasefire
between India and Pakistan.

Q. Does the Opposition asking
questions about Operation Sindoor
give any kind of leverage to Pak-
istan?

A. There is no point in the
Opposition asking questions about
Operation Sindoor as one can talk
about it only after 10-15 years and
not now.

You must understand despite
the world having images of destruc-
tion in Pakistan caused by the Indi-
an strikes, it’s not revealing any
losses officially. They have not
uttered even a word on it, then why
are the political parties in India ask-
ing to reveal anything about India’s
loss or anything else in connection
with the military operation that we
launched against them.

Pakistan is not accepting any
claim regarding the attacks and sub-
sequent damage simply because it
would be demoralising for them.

[ do not see a point in India dis-
closing anything about it, especially
when it’s still going on. Also, the
Indian armed forces have made offi-
cial statements on the entire issue,
published papers on it, what else do
you want to know?

Raising questions on it is like
providing Pakistan an opportunity
against India. It will pick it up and
make you look weak. The Opposi-
tion by doing so is taking up the
Pakistani line.

Q. A few days ago, Pakistan’s
Deputy Prime Minister, who also
holds the portfolio of Foreign Min-
ister, Ishaq Dar reiterated Islam-
abad’s willingness to engage in dia-
logue with New Delhi on a range of
issues -- from trade and economic
cooperation to counter-terrorism,
do you think India should accept
the talk offer?

A. No point in it. It’s their agen-
da of putting the ball into India’s
court as they have mentioned it
also. India, as we all know, has
made it clear several times that
there would be no talks unless Pak-
istan stops supporting terrorism,
and removes all terror facilities from
its soil.

Offering talks on all issues is
their effort to make Kashmir a cen-
tral point of talks. It’s their usual
ploy, and India would not fall for it.
There is no ground for holding any
dialogue with them unless they do
what is expected of them. India’s
position on having any kind of talks
with them is crystal clear — stop ter-
rorism and talk.

They want to falsely show to the
world how willing they are to
resolve issues with India but their
idea of talks is hollow. I believe they
cannot befool the world, and far as
India is concerned, it knows their
game plan.

Q. Leader of Opposition in Lok
Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, has charged
the Central government with what
he calls ‘bringing China and Pak-
istan together as a force against
India - the biggest mistake that the
government has made’, do you
agree with him?

A. It’s complete nonsense.
China and Pakistan have been
together for a long time now. They

joined hands against India in 1962,
much before the BJP came to
power. Pakistan has been buying
arms from China. China has also
been providing all sorts of help to it
for decades to contain India, and
now someone saying that the BJP
contributed in uniting the two
against the country does not make
sense at all.

The whole world knows the
truth, and statements such as this
do not hold water. It was unneces-
sary and uncalled for, Rahul Gandhi
should not have made it.

This confuses the masses. It’s
understandable that it was political
but one should avoid making such
claims as it looks foolish.

Q. How do you look at US
President Donald Trump’s repeat-
ed claims of brokering a ceasefire
between India and Pakistan?

A. US President Donald Trump
is doing it for his domestic audi-
ence. Even before he got elected to
the office, he would make all sorts
of claims, and that is exactly what
he is doing.

He, right after assuming the
office for the second term, tried to
do it with Ukraine and Russia. He
would call up the President of Rus-
sia, speak to him on the phone for
hours but nothing would happen.
Similarly, he met Ukraine President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy at the White
House, and the whole world saw
how frustrated he was with him in
order to make him accept what he
was offering to him in terms of a so-
called peace deal.

President Trump is desperately
trying to display himself as a peace-
maker, and he is trying it in several
parts of the world, be it Israel and
Hamas, India and Pakistan, and
other regions where countries are
confronting each other.

Several diplomatic channels were
active during the Indo-Pak conflict
but that does not mean that Trump
got it done. Donald Trump is doing
what no US president has ever done.

He is totally self-centered and very
unpredictable, and indulging in such
acts for his domestic audience.

Q. Should India continue to
have relations with countries that
supported Pakistan during Opera-
tion Sindoor?

A. It does not work that way. It
would be disastrous, no country can
afford to do that. Many countries,
including China and the US, sup-
ported Pakistan directly or indirect-
ly but relations can’t be put on hold
just like this. You have to deal with
the issue diplomatically, be it the
US, China or any other country.
There are several countries that
offered support to Pakistan during
our military confrontation with it.

pointless’

Q. Are you satisfied with the
government’s response to the
Pahalgam attack or do you think
something more should have been
done?

A. This is for the first time that
such a response was given to Pak-
istan for its terror acts against India.
India attacked its terror bases ear-
lier also but this time it was far big-
ger. Our defence forces attacked
them right inside their country, and
it was there to be seen by the world.

However, we do not encourage
war or any confrontation with any
county but in case of provocation,
we would deal with it. India has
made it clear to Pakistan that any
terror attack would be met with a
solid military response.

RUHI TEWARI

t has been over two decades since

Congress leader and Gandhi family

scion Rahul Gandhi ventured into

politics. In these years, he has
served as the vice president of India’s
largest opposition party and then as its
president. He has been elected Mem-
ber of Parliament five times and has
been the party’s de-facto face against
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. He has
been his party’s star campaigner,
addressed innumerable rallies across
several elections, and led two pan-
India yatras. As of today, he is the
Leader of Opposition in Lok Sabha—a
position of heft and meaning.

And yet, despite these decades of
exposure and experience, Rahul
Gandhi has yet to master the basic
craft of managing public perception
and continues to seem callow in poli-
tics. Yet another recent instance
brings to light how Gandhi’s lack of
political maturity remains jarring. Ear-
lier this week, the Supreme Court of
India censured the Congress leader
for his remarks against the Army in
the wake of the 2020 Galwan clash
with the Chinese, stating a “true Indi-
an” would not say such things. The
court, however, paused the defama-
tion proceedings against him.

The Congress party has respond-
ed firmly, with Congress leader and
Rahul Gandhi’s sister Priyanka Gand-
hi Vadra saying the court does not
“decide who a true Indian is”. To be
fair, Vadra isn’t wrong. It isn’t quite
the court’s job to define a ‘true Indi-
an’, and preaching and moral policing
should hardly be its domain. This
rebuke, as the opposition has rightly

pointed out, is indeed unwarranted
and also highly questionable.

But that is beside the point here.
Politics is nothing if not a game of
optics and perception. And it is in that
department that Rahul Gandhi con-
sistently slips up. His remarks that
earned him the court’s rap on the
wrist claimed that the Chinese Army
was “thrashing” Indian soldiers in
Arunachal Pradesh. It takes quite a
degree of political juvenility to pub-
licly make this claim against the
armed forces - an emotive issue by
any stretch. This seems particularly
imprudent given how national secu-
rity and an aggressive version of
nationalism have been a key pillar in
the rise and rise of Narendra Modi.

This, however, is hardly the first
time Rahul Gandhi has displayed a
complete inability to read the room,
with his political career peppered with
such faux pas.

The Congress leader has mould-
ed his politics in what can only be
described as a confused and often
puerile, even if well-meaning, fashion.
The starkest drawback of his politics
has been his complete lack of self-
awareness. Gandhi’s biggest liability
is his entitlement of birth and the tag
of being a political dynast, and yet, the
Congress leader has never had the
wisdom to try and detach himself
from this baggage.

His ill-timed and many, many vaca-
tions (which seem to have fortunately
reduced now) created the perception of
him being a ‘non-serious’ politician, par-
ticularly in the face of the Narendra
Modi-Amit Shah duo that has made
being ‘24x7 politicians’ fashionable.

Ahead of the 2019 Lok Sabha
polls, when Modi was seeking his first

re-election, Gandhi mounted a cam-
paign that was bound to be a self-goal.
He pushed ahead with the slogan of
‘chowkidaar chor hai’ as a reference
to corruption allegations in the Rafale
deal, essentially accusing the prime
minister of being a ‘thief’. With this,
he gave Modi the perfect weapon
against himself: The chance to launch
a combative campaign that brought
out the distinction between the ‘enti-
tled, rich dynast’” who was trying to
bring down a ‘self-made’ prime min-
ister who had risen through the ranks.
Needless to say, Modi’s ‘naamdaar
versus kaamdaar’ (the dynast versus
hard-worker) campaign hit the bull’s
eye while Rahul’s chowkidaar jibe
flopped.

Then there have been his on-off
flirtations with soft Hindutva and
claims of being a ‘janeudhaari Brah-
min’ (one who wears the sacred
thread), which have landed his party
and him in the confused space of being
neither truly secular nor showing
absolute commitment to Hindutva.

More recently, Rahul Gandhi led
the campaign demanding a Caste Cen-
sus, which it perhaps even found to be
working on the ground. The Congress
made it a single-point agenda. Howev-
er, Modi-Shah’s BJP isn’t one to be out-
smarted, and with its sudden
announcement of conducting such a
census, it left the Congress agenda-less.
Even though the Congress has been
touting this as its victory, the BJP is
bound to run with the narrative on this,
given its crafty messaging.

These are merely a handful of
examples from a career generously
sprinkled with poor decisions and even
more poorly implemented ones, com-
bined with a slew of flawed optics.

Blooper-prone Rahul must manage optic

Politics is about the right optics
and the ability to manage public per-
ception. This has further become
accentuated in India in the Modi era,
given his remarkable ability to manip-
ulate perception and project an image
that is palatable to his voters.

Unfortunately for the Congress, it
is this very area in which Rahul Gandhi
finds himself to be the weakest.

Take, for instance, the latest
Supreme Court incident. While Gand-
hi has every right, much like every cit-
izen of the country, to question the
government and poke holes in its
claims, what he needs to ponder upon
is whether it is really sensible of the
face of the main opposition party to
be seen as criticising the armed forces,
and belittling them by alleging they
were being ‘thrashed’. All that the BJP
needs to do, and will in all likelihood
do, is magnify the message of the top
court of the country questioning
Rahul Gandhi’s commitment to India.

Again, the right or wrong, free-
dom of expression and the right of the
opposition to attack the government
are moot points here. It is about the
right messaging in the right form,
using suitable language and under-
standing the political implications of
one’s decisions and remarks.

The Bharatiya Janata Party under
Modi and Shah has shown tremendous
ability to fight back - its successive vic-
tories in state elections after what was
considered to be a disappointing show
in the Lok Sabha polls - is testimony to
this. To counter an opponent like that
- which has mastered the art of public
perception and the science of elections
- the Congress needs to be extra cau-
tious and strategic in its messaging. To
that end, Rahul Gandhi’s palpable lack
of astuteness is the albatross around
its neck, and the Congress leader must
reinvent his path to get rid of it.

The Kathmandu Post/ANN.
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ACROSS

8 No dancer recalled
mistake about line 17 Informer
further down (10)

9 Type of sugar not power (5)

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

backtracking on an
irregular basis (8)

16 Immoral gamble
absorbing number (4)

comprehends losing

25 Hot gasis subject of 4

university award (4)
28 Insect repellent
dispersed into cellar 6

popular for tooth (4) 18 Opening without (10) by American spies given by a
10 Developer very much latest lead actor (4) (6) component
ahead (4) 19 A lot of point in DOWN 7 Make useless vain of salad? (6)
11 Article in photo blocking attractive flapping over Liberal,| 21 No restricting one in
producing alarm (5) bargain (3-5) 1 Give way over cereal see (10) series from an older
12 Sandbank about to 21 Peevishly complain (4) 14 Dreadful delay time
return and drift French article about 2 Hannibal s involving Queen (6)

sideways (4) wine is regressive (6) introduction into worried sufficiently 24 Some cloth to

13 Grant, perhaps, to 22 No repetition in European battle, (10) munch? That Il
import a new sweet expensive part of nothing less? 15 Head of serpent show me up (4)
wine (6) programme (4) (8) mostly emulating 26 Injured lady

15 Detectives are 23 Revolutionary piano 3 Incompetent work on Adam and Eve in heartlessly, without
ditching English melodies bearing fruit piano - tricky getting Eden? Wily thing much thought
operations, (5) round that (6) (5) (4)

Main role in ballet is 17 Hard work removing

clip (4) lover | neglected new bit of hair in jam
27 University lecturer (4) (8)
recalled in live 5 Becoming mostly 18 Possibly overlooked

bitter, tucking into a
lot of beef (8)
Plant account penned 20 Quantity of energy

source of smoke -
burning? (8)

CM K
epaper.thestatesman.com

OCCASIONAL NOTE

THE politicians of the Central
Provinces have had another chance, and
again failed. The Governor, anxious to work
the Government of India Act, has been in
negotiation with the Swarajist leaders, as
representatives of the largest party in the
Assembly, in the hope of enlisting their
services in the work of administering the
province, but with no result. Two of the
three were unwilling to accept office, the
third was not in policy opposed, but in the
circumstances did not think a stable Min-
istry could be formed. The Ministry will
therefore remain in suspense, and admin-
istration will be carried on by a system that
was long ago found inadequate. The
province will, we imagine, deplore this fail-
ure. We are moving towards 1929, and the
contribution of the Central Provinces and
of Bengal towards future developments will
be largely negative. The satisfactory fea-
tures in the situation are the anxiety of Sir
Montagu Butler for co-operation and the
candid attitude of the Swarajist leaders.
Better a thousand times a candid “no” than
an insincere or hesitating “yes.”

CS NEWS ITEMS

FRENCH LOSSES IN SYRIA

REBELS THREATEN
DAMASCUS

A French column intended for the
relief of Sueida was attacked and scattered
by the rebel Druses, who have captured
Sueida and laid seige to the citadel.

The French lost 200 killed and 600
wounded in the engagement, and they
are now said to be preparing to defend
Damascus.

The rebellion is ascribed to foreign
influences among the Druses.

HEAVY TASK FOR VICEROY

ISSUES FOR EARLY
DECISION

(FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT.)
SIMLA, AUG.

WITH the return of Lord and Lady
Reading and the arrival of Field- Marshal
Sir William Birdwood, the permanent Civil
and Military heads have assumed charge
of their posts. Both looked well, after their
holiday; but a strenuous time will be theirs
in the immediate future.

Lord Reading has hardly a fortnight
to make up his mind on a large number
of important outstanding issues on which
he has to give his final decision. There is
the Muddiman Report the personnel for
the Currency Commission, and the Public
Service Commission. It is expected that
Lord Reading will now devote his time to
important issues, so that his speech on
August 20 (which is keenly looked forward
to) may be as full of as interest and as
many announcements as he can sandwich
in the usual administrative review of the
year’s activities. Lord Reading has a heavy
task to accomplish in a short period.

Sir William Birdwood will have his
hand’s equally full. The report of General
Shea’s Committee on the Auxiliary and Ter-
ritorial Force awaits disposal, and that of
the Skeen Committee will shortly be ready.

AKABA OCCUPATION

HUSSEIN'S
PROTEST: APPEAL
TO BRITAIN

(“TIMES " SPECIAL SERVICE.) LONDON, AUG.

THE latest notable seeking publicity
in the columns of The Times in order to
appeal to the world is Hussein, ex- King
of the Hedjaz.

In the course of a letter, he protests
against the occupation of Akaba as con-
trary to Britain’s promise to the Arabs, the
result of which he says has been the inter-
ruption of communications with Medina
“which will fall into the hands of the
Wahabis and Bedouins, who will ruin it as
they ruined Mecca.”

“Remember us in our misfortunes.
Knowing the nobility of the people of
Britain I am sure they will never permit
our enemy to ruin Medina which belongs
to the Arabs and Moslems.”

CRITCAL SITUATION

UNITED STATES &
RUBBER INDUSTRY

LONDON, AUG.

IN the House of Commons, replying
to Mr. J. Duckworth (L. Blackburn), Mr. R.
McNeill, Under-Secretary of State for For-
eign Affairs, stated that the United States
Ambassador left with him on July 27 an
aide-mémoire stating that a critical situa-
tion had arisen in the United States rubber
industry owing to the high prices of crude
rubber and the smallness of stocks in Lon-
don and the United States, said to be due
to the working of the Stevenson scheme.

The aide-mémoire quoted certain pro-
posals of the Rubber Association of Ameri-
ca for improving the situation and as likely
to stabilize the price of rubber at a reason-
able figure, and stated that such stabiliza-
tion was essential for the continuance of
the normal operations of United States
manufacturers, and consequently for the
encouragement of the rubber-growing
industry.—Reuter’s Special Service.
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Opportunity in crisis

Trump’s tariff shocker should prompt India
to push ahead on big-ticket reforms

hereisamassive churn underwayin the global economicenviron-

ment as the rules-based trading order is being upended by the US

President Donald Trump’s tariff disruption. Coercive diplomacyis

in play against all countries, including India which has just been
slappedwith additional duties of 25%—besides the 25% on India’s goods to
the US—forimporting Russian oil as sanctions on Moscoware imminent for
its continued war with Ukraine. The big question is whether India should
yield to Trump’s bullying or face the consequences being tariffed at 50%.
Indiahasrightlyresponded that theadditionallevy of 2 5%is“unfair, unjus-
tified,and unreasonable”and that itwould take all actions necessary to pro-
tectitsnational interests.Thereisnodoubt that 50% tariffswould adversely
impact more than half of India’s exports tothe US.Prime Minister Narendra
Modihasfirmlystated that the countryiswilling toa payaheavy price for pro-
tecting the interests of farmersand fishermen as shrimp farmersin Andhra
Pradesh, diamond cutters from Gujarat, and textile and apparel exporters
from Tiruppurwill get hit by the 50% duty.

Theadditional 25% dutyon India forbuying Russian oil threatens India’s
energy security interests as the availability of deeply discounted crude oil
eased pressure on our external accounts. Since 202 3, Moscow has provided
36% of our requirements of five million barrels of oil a day. Trump berates
India for being the largest buyer when everyone wants Russia to stop the
killing in Ukraine. Ironically, it was the previous Joseph Biden administrat-
ion that encouraged India to source its requirements from Moscow as long
asitremained belowthe cap of $60 abarrel set by the Group of 7 nations. In-
diahas,again,forcefully questioned this change of US’s stancewhile highlig-
hting thatwestern nationswhoare criticising Indiaare themselvesindulging
insuch tradewith Moscow.If Indiawere to stop such purchases,wherewould
itreadily find two million barrels of oil a day? Although Trump is convinced
that a lower price of oil will bring Russia’s war to an end, his tariffs on India
will only result in a tightness of the global oil market and raise prices.

The global churnrepresentsbotha crisisand opportunity for India. While
there is transitional pain ahead for us, it is also a good time to get our act
together on the reforms front so that we engage with the world from a posi-
tion of strength. Anand Mahindra, chairman of the Mahindra Group, has
eloquentlysuggested that India should seize this momentlikeitdidin 1991
sothat today’s churn over tariffsyields some amrit or nectar for the country.
For starters, India must improve the ease of doing business in the states to
attract global capital. Secondly,the power of tourism must be unleashed not
only as an engine of growth but also to earn foreign exchange and create
more employment.Land and labour reforms must be implemented.To bol-
steritsenergysecurity,India must make determined efforts toboost domes-
tic oil production that has been steadily declining. This has been falling for
various reasons including low investment due to obstructive regulations,
high taxation, and declining output from old and marginal fields. A more
facilitative tax regime is necessary to promote exploration and drilling that
will improve relative self-sufficiency over the medium term.

Tourist sites, flash floods
are on a collision course

IT'S ONE OF the world’s fastest-growing tourist sites, attracting more visitors than
the Statue of Liberty, the Tower of London, or Pompeii. It’s also one of the locations
most at risk from devastating natural disasters as our planet warms.The Chota Char
Dham,acircuit of four of the most sacred Hindu sitesin the foothills of the Himalayas,
hasgrowninrecentyearstobecome one of the biggest annual pilgrimages.With more
than four million visitors every year, it attracts about 10 times as many religious
touristsas Spain’s Camino de Santiago,and roughly twice as manyas the Hajjin Mecca.

It’s also become the site of a grimmer spectacle: Flash flooding and landslides, as
unchecked development in rapidly-thawing mountain valleys turns ever-intensify-
ing rainstorms into avalanches of mud, rock,and water. In the state of Uttarakhand,
atleast fourhave died and dozens moreare feared trapped orlost after one such cloud-
burst this week swept away much of the village of Dharali.

There’s a horrible inevitability about the location. The Chota Char Dham is con-
sidered sacred because it takes pilgrims to shrines associated with the many tribu-
taries of the Ganges,which rises in Gangotri,just upstream from this week’s disaster.
Those waters in turn are fed by steep-sided river valleys, and ultimately by glaciers
that have shrunkabout 40% since pre-industrial times.

Those local conditions and the unchecked development from a soaring tourist
trade are fast making the region synonymouswith catastrophes.

Flash floods in 2013 killed more than 6,000 people after a glacier above the pil-
grimage town of Kedarnath gaveway.In 2021,anotherflood near Badrinath,another
town on the circuit,left more than 200 dead. Slow-moving subsidence in Joshimath,
agatewayto Badrinath,hasleftaboutafifth of buildings uninhabitable since ground
fissures started openingin 2023.

More pilgrims were killed by a landslide on the Kedarnath route the same year,
while a total of 246 died during pilgrimage in 2024, according to state government
data.Withlessthan 1% of India’s population, Uttarakhand consistently uses up about
10% of the country’s budget for natural disaster relief.

The pilgrimage onlyreally existsin its current form thanks
to concrete and asphalt.The isolated mountain shrineswere
littlevisited until the 196 2 warbetween China and India,after
which New Delhi started building more roads toimprove mil-
itaryaccesstoadisputed borderjust 30 kilometres (19 miles)
or so from this week’s disaster site.

Visitor numbers have since soared as growing incomes
and better transport links have improved access.That’s been
turbocharged by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s intensely
personal and religious association with the pilgrimage. He’s
visited the mountain shrines multiple times and thrown his
weight behind ¥860 billion ($9.8 billion) of road and railway
projects linking the four towns.

All thiswork is damaging a desperately fragile mountain
landscape.Building roads, railways, hotels, restaurants,and shops to serve the boom-
ing tourist trade results in deforestation and the dumping of excavated earth into
rivervalleys.That speedsthe path of rainfall from the cloudsinto the narrow channels
that carry it away downstream, increasing the risk of damaging floods.

Uttarakhand lost about 0.8% of its forest cover in the decade through 202 3. Cut-
tingroadways into slopeswithout extensive engineering to stabilise the soil also leaves
themvulnerable tolandslides. Nearly a quarter of the state isat high tovery high risk
of natural disasters,according to a study in June by academics at Shiv Nadar Univer-
sityin Uttar Pradesh.

There are ways to limit this damage, but they’re not the paths the government is
pursuing. The highway is being built in the interests of military planners, on a tight
budget.Cutting corners,however,increases the chances of floodsand landslides.Ille-
gal constructionwork,whichisrifeas tourist rupees pourin,can be prevented by satel-
lite monitoring—so long as officials aren’t getting kickbacks to turn a blind eye.

Most of all,though, India needs to limit visitor numbers,as is done at other envi-
ronmentally fragilessites such as Machu Picchuand Mount Fuji. Pushing back against
religious tourism isn’t a move Modi likes to make—as we saw in 2021, when he
ignored therisks that the Kumbh Mela pilgrimage in the Uttarakhand city of Harid-
warwould turn intoa Covid superspreader event.If New Delhireally cares about the
lives of religious devotees, however, it’s going to have to start turning back pilgrims
for their own safety.

DAVID
FICKLING

Bloomberg
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Why India, US

RESIDENT DONALD
TRUMP isabully,but India
could have played its cards
better with him—on Rus-
sia, Pakistan, and tariffs.
Because it did not,in one fell swoop the
Trump administration belied India’s
claim to be a global player. The salvoes
fired by Washington in the form of 50%
tariffs on Indian exports to Americaand
as a penalty for India’s huge oil pur-
chases from Russia are reminders that
no foreign country believes either
India’s claim to be a world actor or the
Vishwaguru. If some Indians believed
Delhi’s assertions they were poorly
informed about international opinion.

With one of Asia’s lowest GDP per
capita, high unemployment, many
goods that are uncompetitive for
exports, and with considerably less to
offer developing and industrialised
countries than its Asian arch-rival
China, India has a long way to go,
despite its $4-trillion economy which
cannot compete globally with China’s
$19-trillion one. Most developing
countries, some members of the Euro-
pean Union (EU), and India’s South
Asian neighbours are in any case on
China's Belt and Road Initiative which
does give China a worldwide economic
presence. Moreover,itisnotjustaques-
tion of high Indian tariffs: labyrinthine
bureaucratic procedures stifle eco-
nomic ties with trading partners and
India’s own progress.

Relatively a weak economic player,
India has dismayed even the EU, with
whom it hopes to sign a free trade
agreement, by its huge oil buys from
Russia over the last three years.If geog-
raphy makes it hard for India to buy
more American oil from across the
Atlantic Ocean, larger oil purchases
from Iraq and Saudi Arabia—from
whom it alreadybuys some oil—would

TRADE TENSIONS
THE ASPIRING GLOBAL POWER COULD HAVE PLAYED ITS CARDS BETTER WITH TRUMP'S AMERICA

ANITA INDER SINGH

Founding professor, Centre for Peace and
Conflict Resolution, New Delhi

not have offended the USand EU.That
might have helped India to avoid the
penalties Trump wants to impose over
and above the tariffs he intends tolevy
on India’s exports to America. But
Delhi ignored diplomatic urging by a
friendlier President Joe Biden and West
European democracies to take a stro-
nger stand against Russia’s attempted
conquest of Ukraine in the name of
India’s national interest. It is entitled
to do that. However, now
that national interest has
come into open conflict
with Trump’s wish to stop
India from propping up
Russia’s war economy and
to prevent Moscow from
extinguishing Ukraine’s
statehood.

Furthermore, India’s
weakness as an economic
player is evidenced by its
refusal to join Asia’s
Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership in

Where India fits
into Trump 2.0's
calculations is a
mystery. Delhi must
clarify where it
stands with the
US—which is the
largest single buyer because of his “leader-
(18%) of Indian
exports

Indo-Pak problem. Unfortunately, this
implies that Delhi has failed to over-
come theinternational hyphenation of
Indiaand Pakistan despiteits claim that
India is a global actor.

Trump—and Delhi—have dealt with
the Indo-Pak conflict in ways that are
highly disadvantageous to India. His
many assertions thathe prevailed upon
India and Pakistan to cease fire have
been vociferously denied by Delhi. This
implied Trump was lying,
while Trump’s insistence
that he persuaded Delhi
and Islamabad usherin a
ceasefire implied that
Indiawas lying.

In contrast, Pakistan’s
army chief, Asim Munir,
complimented Trump by
offering tonominate him
for the Nobel Peace Prize

ship and proactive role”
in facilitating the cease-
fire. Trump then invited

2019. India has also lost "IN Munir to the White

global ground by labelling

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as Europe’s
war.Many countries,including Trump’s
America, have not supported India’s
stance on Pakistan’s terror attack in
Pahalgam.Thelogicis that if Ukraineis
Europe’s war, then the recent Indo-Pak
air war, representing a territorial-cum-
ideological feud which datesback to the
partition of British Indiain 1947, is an

House. He blasted the
“dead-end economies” of Russia and
India—and delivered the biggest blow
to Delhi by announcing that America
would help Pakistan to develop its oil
reserves and adding that India would
soon be buying oil from Pakistan. To
Indians generally, the idea that they
should be dependent on an economi-
cally weaker Pakistan, which India
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Indian National Congress leader Shashi Tharoor

Our average tariffs on American goods are 17%.
Why should we stop at 17%? We should also raise it
to 50%... We need to ask them, do they not value
our relationship? If India doesn't matter to them,
they should also not matter to us

are at odds

broke up throughwarin1971,is unac-
ceptable.

This brouhaha could have been
avoided if, for instance, Delhi had
thanked Trump for persuading Pak-
istan to cease fire. Instead, the White
House has rebutted India by asserting
that Trump’s mediation makes him the
ideal Nobel Peace Prize winner.

Where India fits into Trump 2.0’s
calculations is a mystery. Delhi must
clarify where it stands with the US—
which is the largest single buyer (18%)
of Indian exports.Indiain contrast buys
only 2.1% of US exports and provides
America with a mere 2.9% of its
imports. Military ties have become
stronger over the last two decades but
America is not one of India’s top three
arms suppliers—those are Russia,
France,and Israel.

Onanother plane, no political point
is made by lecturing Washington
about the contribution made by the
Indian diaspora in America. China’s
skilled diaspora competes with them
but Beijing neither regards itself, nor
is it viewed as, a strategic partner by
Washington. Those diasporas—like
many others—have been in America
because of its liberal culture. The US is
the only country to have prided itself
as being a nation of immigrants. If
Trump succeeds in transforming it
into a more closed country, India will
certainly lose, if only because remit-
tances by Indians in America account
for some 3.4% of India’s GDP—which
is more than the 2.4% of GDP that
India spends on defence.

Seventy-eight years after achieving
independence, it is time for India to
learn from Asian countries, including
democratic Japan, whose progress has
enhanced their ability to offer America
more than India and also their reputa-
tion as global actors.

Red lines beyond agriculture

ABHUIT DAS

The writer is an international trade expert

The govt must ensure access to affordable medicine, India’s
digital future, and policy flexibility to boost manufacturing
are not compromised through the India-US trade deal

AFTER US PRESIDENT Donald Trump’s
announcement of imposing a 25%
penalty tariff on India for its trade rela-
tionswith Russia, India’s exportstothe US
will face a 50% illegal import duty over
and above World Trade Organization
(WTO)-consistent tariffs. Trump’s latest
salvo comesat the timewhen negotiators
from the two sides are scheduled to meet
withinafewdays forresolving the negoti-
ating deadlock.

India’s negotiators have their task cut
out.While protecting India’s agriculture
from subsidised imports coming fromthe
USis clearlyared line in the trade negoti-
ations,certain otherissues of core national
interest also deserve attention of the
negotiators. What are these issues? What
could be the implications of agreeing to
the US's demands for India?

Apart from agriculture, there are at
least five other issues that should consti-
tute India’s core national interest in the
bilateral negotiations. First, in respect of
intellectual property, India is likely to be
under pressure to make changes to its
domesticpatentlaws for facilitating ever-
greening patents on pharmaceutical
products. This could destroy India’s
genericmedicineindustry,therebyresult-
ing in a sharp increase in the cost of
healthcare among the sick and poor. It is
reassuring that the government has
clearly spelt out its opposition to conces-
sions in trade agreements that could
result in evergreening of patents. How-
ever, it is also important that the govern-
ment does not fall prey to the narrative
being spun by some think tanks that to

become an innovation-driven economy,
India must make changes to its intellec-
tual propertyandalignitslawswith those
prevailing in the developed countries.

Second, in the digital arena, the US is
likely to seek a commitment from India
not to impose taxes on the exports of US
digital products.Inaddition,Indiamaybe
required to allow unrestricted cross-bor-
derdataflowsandimplement mandatory
sharing of government

defence equipment, aircraft,and energy
products from it.It maynot be prudent to
purchase some of these products fromthe
US if India is able to secure better terms
and conditions from reliable non-US so-
urces. This would also reduce our depen-
dence on the US.Reducing its trade sur-
pluswith the US must not become India’s
priorityinthebilateral trade negotiations.
Fourth, India could also be required to
open up its government

publicdatawith USentities. m—— s procurementmarketforUS

These commitmentswould
foreclose the possibility of
generating revenue from
the most vibrant economic
sectorandalsocompromise
India’s ability to create
domestic digital champi-
ons, especially in the artifi-
cial intelligence segment.
Further, the government
must not accept the sim-
plistic opinion being pro-
moted by some lobby

Even after an trade
deal, the US will
continue to use the
threat of tariffs to
ensure India’s
policy decisions
and other actions
promote economic
and political
interests of the US

suppliers on terms more
favourable than what India
has finalised with the UK
under the recently-con-
cluded free trade agree-
ment. Expansive commit-
ment to provide
non-discriminatory treat-
ment to US suppliers in
India’s government pro-
curement market would
erode the government's
ability to utilise this policy

groups and experts that - ————— instrument for boosting

accepting the US demand
fora permanent moratorium on customs
duties on electronic transmissions would
boost India’s information technology (IT)
and IT-enabled service exports. This is a
technically complex and multi-dimen-
sionalissue.India’s negotiators mustalso
remain mindful thatbilateral concessions
to the USwould undermine our ability to
protect patentlegislation fromlegal chal-
lengesat the WTO.

Third, the US may demand that India
provide a firm commitment to purchase

THE EDITOR

Review projections

Apropos of "Time to review pause”
(FE, August 7), given the volatility in
the global trade scenario, India Inc
needs to go slow vis-a-vis any policy
decision either on interest rate review
or assessing the progress of long-term
projects. Changes in tariff are happen-
ing by the hour and planners cannot
take things for granted in formulating
or reframing guidelines. The over-
optimism shown by the Monetary

Policy Committee on the 6.5% growth
projection for this fiscal year needs a
pragmatic review, considering the im-
pact of tariffs levied by the US. Fiscal
spending also would go for a toss.
Industrial sectors could take a beat-
ing. Rerouting the export of commo-
dities under high tariffs would con-
sume time, impacting overall growth.
Policymakers must hold their breath
until the outcome of the proposed
talks between the US and India.

—RV Baskaran, Pune

domestic manufacturing,
especiallyin the micro,small,and medium
enterprise sector. This would also strike a
debilitating blow to some of the govern-
ment’s flagship schemes, including Make
InIndia and Aatmanirbhar Bharat.

Fifth, the US may demand that India
give a firm commitment to invest in the
US—concessions that the US wrested
from Japan and the European Union.
When India is trying to attract domestic
and foreign investment, it would be un-
reasonable on Trump's part to expect the

Disaster in the hills

The flash floods in Himachal Pradesh
and Uttarakhand are yet another grim
reminder that the Himalayan region is
under siege—by both nature and
human negligence. Human interfer-
ence in the fragile Himalayan ecology
has repeatedly manifested in the most
brutal ways in our hill states. Sadly, no
lessons are learned yet. Deforestation,
soil vulnerability, dumping of debris in
rivers, and unchecked illegal mining

countryto commit to investing in the US.

In addition to the above, the “trade
agreement”with the US mayrequire India
toprovide concessions unrelated tointer-
national trade—the commitment not to
purchase Russian oil being one such
example.Thereisnomistakingthereality
thateven afteran India-US trade deal, the
USwill continue touse the threat of tariffs
to ensure that the Indian government’s
policy decisions and other actions pro-
motethe economicand political interests
of the US.

India’s red lines in respect of agricul-
tureissues have beenwell-recognised by
the government. However, it is not cer-
tain whether the risks arising from
granting concessions to the US on other
core issues mentioned above have been
fully grasped by the trade negotiators,
experts, and other stakeholders. Unlike
agriculture,most of these coreissueslack
an organised and influential voice to
advocate for their interests. It is for the
government to ensure thataccess to aff-
ordable medicine, India’s digital future,
and policy flexibility to give a boost to
domestic manufacturing are not com-
promised through the India-US trade
deal. India’s interests will be best served
bybeing resolute and firm at the negoti-
ating table,as hasbeen demonstrated so
far by the government, and keeping our
long-term economic prospects in mind.
The country must also be prepared to
face the 50% tariffs in case the US's
demands prove to be too onerous.In the
long term, this maybe a small price to pay
for protecting core national interests.

are all contributory factors to the man-
made devastation. Until development
is guided by science, sustainability,
and respect for nature, the cycle of
destruction will continue and worsen
with climate change. While higher
turnout of pilgrims would support the
tourism economy, the associated
construction activity is damaging the
Himalayas beyond repair.

—Gregory Fernandes, Mumbai

®Write to us at feletters@expressindia.com

Regd. No: DL-21048/03-05. R.N.I. N0.26750/74. Printed and Published by Ramesh Chander Malhotra on behalf of The Indian Express (P) Ltd and printed at The Indian Express (P) Ltd Press, A-8, Sector-7, Noida - 201301 and published at The Indian Express (P) Ltd, Mezzanine Floor, Express Building, 9 & 10,
Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, New Delhi-110002. Phone: 0120-6651500. (Cover price: Patna:¥12, Raipur: 12, Srinagar ¥15) Chairman of the Board: Viveck Goenka, Editor: Shyamal Majumdar, Editor (Delhi) Shobhana Subramanian* (*Responsible for selection of News under the PRP Act)
©Copyright: The Indian Express (P) Ltd All rights reserved. Reproduction in any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited. The Financial Express®

epaper.ﬁnann'taiexpress.mn.. .

New Delhi



THINK

uly sweats and bleeds and vomits
into August.
In Toulouse, during the Tour de

France, Jonas Abrahamsen, who
starts the race 10 days after fracturing his
collarbone, wins a stage. In Singapore, in
adraining heat, 10km open water swim-
mers at the world aquatics champion-
ships are handed mid-race feeds and
then regurgitate part of this gruel into
the water. “It’'s not pretty,” says Austra-
lian swimmer Moesha Johnson.

Yet they go and on and on, just like
Mohammed Siraj charging in at the
Oval, cheeky, grinning, prickly, trans-
parent, and finally everyone can see
who hereally is, a study in endeavour, a
bearded foot soldier who gives weight
to all those words you tried to teach
your kid. Unswerving. Wholehearted.
Unstinting.

Siraj, like the cyclist and the swim-
mer, must be always asking himself an
ancient, elemental question.

What you got?

How much more?

Whatistired?

Winning is wonderful, but it’s the
striving to get there which seizes us,
isn’tit? The bloody-mindedness, the
vigorous application of skill, the aching
tilting at limits in search of something
more profound than medals chucked
into cupboards. It’s one-armed Chris
Woakes, like Anil Kumble with his
strapped broken jaw, every wincing
step an act of resoluteness. It’s Tour
riders falling and then taking abraded
bodies down slick slopes at filthy
speeds. “You play with your life,”
former rider Fabian Cancellara tells
The New York Times.

The legendary climber George
Mallory spoke of responding to the
challenge of the mountain. The strug-
gle, he said, “is the struggle of life itself,
upward and forever upward”. Every
athlete has their mountain. For high-
diversin Singapore, it’s 144 steps up into
the sky, 20m for the women, 27m for
the men, more storeys than you can
imagine from where they fall elegantly.
Below, scuba divers wait.

Shohei Ohtani throws a baseball at
roughly 160 kmph, these high-diving
bodies can hit the water at 85 kmph.

“(The fear) just never goes away,” says
Rhiannan Iffland, the multiple-time
world high-diving champion. Her tribe
isher echo and so their daily striving
lies in managing fear, wearing it, over-
coming it.

This striving by athletes is a search,
afinding of all of themselves, not just
on good days but bad ones, when the
body feels unsure, unready, hurting,
or theirrival is flicking them aside, but
still they push because it’s who they
are or want to be.

Long before the Oval, this is who Siraj
was, this was always his guarantee, his
compensation for any perceived lack of
skill, his promise to his shirt to bring
effort and all its cousins—suffering,
pride, desire—to every one of his 185.3
summer overs. Like the 3,338km Tour

rider and the 10km swimmer, he’sa
long-form hero.

Striving isn’t as obviously sexy as
hand-eye skill (for example, the sublime
Jasprit Bumrah) and so it takes longer to
appreciate, like amuseum piece which
requires considered study. But rivals
recognise this quality faster, they
respect it, for they know 100% is an easy
quote but a hard life, and Ben Stokes
perfectly encapsulated the nagging,
harassing force that Siraj has been by
saying he keeps “coming and coming
and coming”.

Athletes empty themselves, day after
day, which is why there is a bin at the
swimming world championships. A bin
which an official takes me to see, just a
few strides away from the mixed zone,
and below some stairs, sitting on a chair,

\Y%
On land andin waler, a shining
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Oleksii Sereda and Sofiia Lyskun of
Ukraine at the World Aquatics Diving
World Cup 2025 in Beijing; (right)
Mohammed Siraj during the India-
Australia Test in London, on 3 August.

Oleksii Sereda of Ukraine
had to go to Hungary and
Poland to train, ‘to prepare
normally, physically and

mentally to not hear rockets,

shelters and stuff like this.

Is Urdu the language of Indian

Rakshanda Jalil has
recently translated

a collection of Urdu
stories by non-Muslim
writers into English

Somak Ghoshal

somak.ghoshal@partner.livemint.com

rdu scholar and translator Rak-
l ' shanda Jalil'snew collection Whose

Urduisit Anyway?is linked by one
theme: to challenge the notion that Urdu
is the language of Muslim writers alone,
especially in a pluralist country like India.
She brings together 16 stories by non-
Muslim writers who wrote in Urdu, most
of whom were born in the early years of
the 20th century, and achieved varying
degrees of fame during their lifetimes.
From Krishan Chandar (1914-77), one of
the key figures of the Progressive
Writers’ Association, to the
much-loved Gulzar (b.1934),
the volume features arange
of styles and sensibilities to
illustrate a powerful senti-
ment: “...aslongas Urduis
yoked to religion—
Islam—and a certain com-
munity-Muslims—it will
never be understood in its
entirety,” Jalil writes in the
introduction.

Urdu, along with its spoken variant
Hindustani, was ubiquitous in public life
once upon a time, especially all over the
north ofthe Vindhyas. In the south, it still
survives in the form of Dakhini, butin the
last decade, the language is less visible and
heard in the public domain. The written
form of the language is no longer ubiqui-
tous on signages, cinema titles and names
of railway stations. Instead, Urdu has
become politicised and framed as a lan-
guage of appeasement.

Jalil's selection defies the Islamic exclu-
sivity of Urdu. While a substantial body of
fiction written in the language deals with
Partition and its aftermath, writers like
Devendar Issar, in his story Mortuary, and
Surendra Prakash in Scarecrow focus on
the plight of the poor and downtrodden.

Renu Behl’s Draupadi Has Woken Upis a
sharp indictment of female foeticide in
Punjab, while Deepak Budki’s The Rape of
an Abandoned Houseis a story ofloot (most
likely in the aftermath of a communal riot)
thatisat once original and disturbing.

By bringing attention to famous and
less-known writers, Jalil shows that Urdu
“belongs towhoeveris willing to embrace
itand in their capable hands, willing to be
moulded like pliable clay.”

Edited excerpts from an interview.

What were some of the surprising or
unexpected insights you discovered
while researching this book?
That Urdu fiction is a faithful mirror of
a writer’s times and draws from their
milieu and circumstance. And that it
steadfastly refuses to follow a formula,
hence the output is so far removed from
the stereotypical understanding of Urdu
writers and by extension Urdu writings.
Tell us about your thoughts behind
the selection. Why these
authors and stories?
All collections are, by
theirvery nature, select-
ive. Imake no claim to
be objective nor do I
claim to be compre-
hensive. There are
many non-Muslim
Urdu writers I have per-
force not been able to
include. I wish I had the
space to include Fikr Taunsvi
(whose real name was Ram Lal Bhatia),
Kashmiri Lal Zakir, Zafar Payami (Diwan
Birender Nath), Shamsher Singh Narula,
Prakash Pandit, Balraj Menra, Balwant
Singh, and several others. By the same
token, I have omitted some of the best-
known names of Urdu literature: Prem-
chand, Upendranath Ashk and Ram Lal.
None of these omissions are oversights;
mindful of the immense variety before
me, I have had to exercise editorial discre-
tion and choose stories that pique the
interest of modern readers. I wanted to
present ascomprehensive arange of con-
cerns, topics and voices as possible.
Urduis often perceived as a florid lan-
guage due to its usage in poetry. But
prose fiction and non-fiction in Urdu
seem to have a spare, modernist style.

B

Urdu has had a ubiquitous presence in public life in India; and (left) Rakshanda Jalil..

Canyou talk about these two faces of
the language?

Yes. Urdu poetry and prose are like
apples and oranges, though itis also true
that Urdu prose can occasionally be very
poetic and there is some excellent “prose
poetry” being written by modern poets.
But asT have said, much of modern Urdu
short fiction draws from its time and cir-
cumstance, hence it is spare, spartan,
sometimes staccato, given the circum-
stances. A dialogue between present-day
characters cannot be in florid Urdu; that
would take away from the realness that the
modern Urdu writers are at pains to cre-
ate. Renu Behl’s charactersin rural Punjab
cannot speak in courtly Lucknowi Urdu;
it would be absurd. Similarly, Krishan
Chandar’s footpath dwellers cannot speak
in the same tone and tenor as Kanhailal
Kapur’s husband and wife—even though
both writers are from Bombay.

Were there specific challenges
involved in translating the texts?

Ididn’t want to flatten out the variations
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plastic bag inside. A bin that acknowl-
edges effort, salutes pain, reflects mad-
ness and invites release. A bin into
which athletes can vomit.

I'm somewhat unfamiliar with water
tribes and in Singapore I receive an over-
due education. One Australian talks
about her national trials where she vom-
itsinto abag while still in the pool after
the ,500m. Her teammate, Johnson,
competesin the I0km, 5km, 3km,
1,500m relay in open water, then the
1,500m heats and final in the pool, and in
the end stands with hands on hips,
proud, and says, “I'm absolutely ruined”.

These swimmers talk about head-
aches, earsringing, hands shaking,
with a shrug. Asif pain is intoxication.
On a carride, an open water swimmer
from Singapore tells me that leading up
to the Tokyo Olympics her “periods
were so irregular because my body was
justunder so much stress all the time”.
The route to greatness wanders
through suffering.

Striving is an attitude, a compul-
sion, a habit honed at practices. Like
the 22x100m set Hungarian back-
stroker Hubert Kos once used to do.
It’s mostly hard to measure striving
though, for there’s no gauge to estab-
lish percentage of effort given, but of
all the things T heard in the late sum-
mer, it’s a diver I never met who put

summer of striving
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everything in perspective.

Oleksii Sereda is Ukrainian and had to
go to Hungary and Poland to train,
somewhere, he said, “to prepare nor-
mally, physically and mentally to not
hear rockets, shelters and stufflike this.
To sleep normally, to just live normally”.
And as he dived in Singapore, his father
was on his mind, his father who is
“almost on the front line”, his father
who was the reason why he was “feeling
stressed every single day... trying to call
him as much as possible, because it’s
really dangerous to be there”.

There’s pressure everywhere, on the
cycling Tour, at the Oval as Siraj begins
his run up, but also on this diving board
where al19-year-old Ukrainian stands
wondering about his dad. Still these ath-
letes march on, turning striving into a
sweaty, shining hymn. Sereda won sil-
ver in the 10m platform and then his
thoughts wandered to the man who
could not be there.

“I'think today he watched me,” said
the teenager.

“I'm not sure.”

Rohit Brijnath is an assistant sports
editor at The Straits Times, Singapore,
and a co-author of Abhinav Bindra’s
book A Shot At History: My Obsessive
Journey To Olympic Gold. He posts
@rohitdbrijnath.
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Ifound in the original Urdu into standard
2lIst-century English. Iwanted toretain as
much of the cadence of the original stories
(as possible). For that I had to remain
mindful of the context: Who is speaking?
Are they rural or urban characters? Edu-
cated orilliterate?
Are there any stylistic or cultural dif-
ferences in the way in which Muslim
and Hindu writers use the language?
Not in the early years, no. I think both
were well aware of the cultural contexts of
the “other”, which explains why Muslim
writers have written with so much
authenticity about, say, Navratri celebra-
tion or about festivals such as Holi, Diwali,
Shivratri, and so on. And it was the same
with non-Muslim writers writing about
Muslim festivals and religious figures;
Premchand’s Karbala and Eidgah
instantly spring to mind. Among women
writers, I can see a difference but to be fair,
my sample size is very small: Sarla Devi’s
language is very different from all the
other writers included here and yes it is

different from an Ismat Chughtai or a
Khadija Mastoor.

Iwould like to know more about Sarla
Devi.

Imust confess ' had tolookvery hard to

find a non-Muslim woman Urdu writer.
Knowing full well that boys in non-Mus-
lim families were taught Urdu and Persian
whereas the girls were mostly taught
Hindi, I was still hoping to find at least a
few names who might have bucked the
trend and proved to be in the same league
asa Chughtai or a Hajra Masroor or any of
the other male writers in this collection;
regrettably, it took a great deal of diligent
digging to find a lone Sarla Devi. Having
found her, I was hard pressed to make a
choice from her work spread across two
collections of short fiction and numerous
stories scattered in the literary magazines
of her time, some even edited by her, such
as Shahrah, along with Prakash Pandit.
She was the sister of Krishan Chandarand
Mahendar Nath, and wife of the Hindi
writer Rewti Saran.
‘While the Hindi-Urdu binary is much
spoken these days, does Hindustani
survive in contemporary literature, if
atall?

If a language is defined by vocabulary

then yes there is a huge difference
between the writers who have been active
in the past 50 years than those who were
active in the post-Partition years. The
writings of Devender Issar, Surendra Pra-
kash, Deepak Budki, Balraj Komal are very
close to the spoken language. So the ques-
tion we need to askis: Are languages dif-
ferentiated by script, grammar or vocabu-
lary?
‘What are the most promising current
efforts—institutional or grassroots—
toreclaim Urdu as a shared cultural
heritage in India today?

The single most promising thing in our
times is content-driven programming.
When itisintelligently done, it can truly
open awindow into a shared literary cul-
ture and sensibility. You may or may not
know the script, you may not haveread a
lotin translation either but if you are will-
ing to sit and listen to good literature
being read or recited and allow yourselfto
be transported into another world, you
can truly soar above the picket fences of
language politics devised by petty minds.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

T'HE RIGHT TO READ

Book banis a blunt instrument wielded by an insecure
establishment, belies its claims of distance covered in the Valley

ESS THAN FIVE months after Union Home Minister Amit Shah posted on X that

“under the Modi government, separatismiis breathing its last, and the triumph of

unity is echoing across Kashmir”, the Union Territory's Home Department has is-

sued a notification, by order of Lieutenant Governor Manoj Sinha, banning 25
books. It claims that they propagate a “false narrative and secessionism in Jammu and
Kashmir”. And a day later, the police launched a drive across Kashmir to seize copies of the
banned books. These include the works of A G Noorani, Arundhati Roy, Victoria Schofield
and Ather Zia. What changed between March and August that an establishment which was
congratulating itself for the progress made in Kashmir should display such heightened inse-
curity five months later that it should seek to banish books? Even in the aftermath of the
Pahalgam attack — forwhich the Centre has held Pakistan responsible — the message of unity
was underlined and emphasised by the politicians and people of the Valley. They stood with
the rest of the country in a difficult moment, and shared the grief of the families who lost
their loved ones in the terror strike. Kashmir has come far since the abrogation of Article 370
six years ago, and it now also has an elected government in place. That the Centre and its ap-
pointee, the L-G, still believe that banning books and curbing freedoms is an effective strat-
egy against alienation and disaffection in the Valley, belies their claims of the distance cov-
ered. The ban on books is both disturbing and disheartening.

The banned books engage with the region’s complicated, and often tragic, history of con-
flict. That history cannot be wished away. Indeed, for peace to endure, it must be engaged
with, and different perspectives must converse and even collide in an open space. Across the
world, in societies moving towards a resolution of tangled histories, repressive acts like book
bans have rarely contributed to lasting accommodation, or assimilation. By all accounts, the
most effective tool to bring stability and combat disenchantment remains a deepening of
democracy and institutionalisation of people’s participation in decision-making. The only
way to combat a “narrative” the government disagrees with is to build its own in a manner
that is inclusive and persuasive. Since the abrogation of Article 370, the Union government
has highlighted the region’s economic development, underlining that Kashmiris have a stake
inthe larger India growth story. That promise must be bolstered by a renewed commitment
to strengthening federal democracy and guaranteeing individual freedoms in the Valley.

Now that the UT of J&K has a chief minister and legislature, it is looking ahead to the re-
turn of statehood, a promise made by the Centre. Wednesday’s draconian order, however, takes
several steps backward. The J&K administration also seems to have forgotten the most basic
principle of freedom of expression, articulated by then Chief Justice of the Madras High Court,
S K Kaul, while quashing the criminal case against writer Perumal Murugan: “There is no
compulsion toread abook. Literary tastes may vary — whatis right and acceptable to one may
not be so to others. Yet, the right to write is unhindered.” So, too, is the right to read.

CLIMATE DENIALISM

Trump administration’s decision to rewrite global warming data
is a chance for other countries to step up, fill knowledge vacuum

ORNEARLY 25 YEARS, the US government’s National Climate Assessment (NCA)

Reports have been seen as among the most comprehensive analyses of global

warming and itsimpact on human health and economy. In a country where wild-

firesand storms have increased with alarming frequency in recent years, these re-
ports are widely used by planners to devise mitigating strategies. The NCA’s insights also in-
form global policymaking. But in April, the Trump administration dismissed hundreds of
scientists working on the latest edition of the NCA. And last month, the US government
deleted the website that hosted these reports — some of them are still available elsewhere.
On Wednesday, US Energy Secretary Chris Wright announced that the Trump administra-
tion would “update” these studies. The Department of Energy has said that “Wright was not
suggesting he would personally be altering past reports”. But this clarification does not ap-
pear convincing in light of the US Energy Secretary's well-known climate scepticism. In the
past, Wright, one of the most ardent proponents of the Trump administration credo of “Drill,
Baby, Drill”, has criticised the NCA studies for “not being fair” in their “broad assessment of
climate change”.

In his first term, Trump withdrew his country from the Paris Pact and regularly suppressed
or downplayed scientific research, which underlined the need for regulation to protect pub-
lic health and the environment. In his second tenure so far, his administration has taken an
even more disquieting approach — weaponising budget cuts to erode the autonomy of sci-
entificagencies and making climate denialism part of their mandate. Hours after withdraw-
ing from the Paris Pact for the second time, Trump asked the US Environmental Agency tore-
consider its 2009 statement, which linked greenhouse gases (GHG) with adverse public
health effects. Less than a week before Wright's announcement on revising the NCAs, the
Department of Energy produced a report which claimed that “concern over the climate cri-
siswas overblown”. Criticised by several scientists for cherry-picking data, the study empha-
sised the positive effect of carbon dioxide — it said that the GHG promotes “global greening”
—without acknowledging its role in extreme weather events. Some experts cited in the study
have reportedly criticised it for taking their research out of context.

The cancellation of NCA data could make the world’s largest economy and second-largest
GHG emitter less informed about one of the most pressing crises facing the world — and less
prepared to confront it. America's retreat from the climate fight also comes at a time when
the global resolve is nowhere close to what is required to confront the challenge. It's now up
to institutions in other parts of the world to step up.

EATING MINI

Willpower wilts in the face of restaurant serving sizes.
Now, portion control may be kicking in

FGLUTTONY IS the foundation on which the edifice of the modern restaurant indus-

try was built, could the GLP-1 class of drugs be the wrecking ball that brings it all crash-

ing down? From London to Dubai to New York City, eateries are faced with the newly

shrunk appetites of customers, thanks to the “miracle” wrought by drugs like Ozempic
and Wegovy. This has led to a scramble to design special “mini meal” menus, of smaller serv-
ings with appropriate pricing; after all, customers who push food around on their plates af-
ter just a few bites cannot be expected to stomach the prices for regular portion sizes.

That these so-called “mini” portions are closer to the actual recommended servings s, of
course, what lends a tinge of irony to the restaurant industry’s predicament. The finding of a
2016 study, published in the Journal of the American Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, that
most restaurants’ individual main courses alone exceed the recommended calories for a sin-
gle meal, underscored the extent to which the culture of eating out has contributed to obe-
sity and related illnesses. Other studies have highlighted the phenomenon of “portion dis-
tortion”, showing how even restaurant plates have growninsize over the decades, contributing
to the problem of overeating,

Itappears that the hunger-curbing power of GLP-1 drugs may succeed where mere will-
power has repeatedly failed (the cephalic phase of digestion in humans kicks in at the very
sightand smell of food). Yet, even as restaurants recalibrate their business models for a future
where burgers and fries are no longer “super-sized” and fewer and fewer customers order
enough food for there to be a doggy bag, weight-watchers themselves might consider revis-
iting a hoary piece of advice: Eat more at home. It is both healthier and cheaper.
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WOoORDLY WISE
THE FIRST CONDITION OF PROGRESS IS THE
REMOVAL OF CENSORSHIP. — GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

As Washington plays bully, New Delhi must assert
sovereignty, secure oil supply, build competitiveness

PULAPRE BALAKRISHNAN

IF ANYTHING TESTIFIES to the truth that
might is right in today’s world, it is the os-
tensible reason underlying Donald Trump’s
imposition of a 50 per cent tariff on Indian
exports to his country. The level of tariff is
matched only by the rate slapped on Brazil.
This, even though Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has wooed Trump assiduously ever
since his first term in office. The hugs and
the hand-holding have meant nothing
when it came to the United States pursu-
ing its interests, no matter the malevolence
of denying over a billion people access to
oil, on which their livelihood depends. The
US has been complicit in the devastation
unleashed on Gaza by Israel. If India is “fu-
elling Russia’s war machine” by buying its
oil, the United States is Israel’s war machine
itself. Almost all the weapons of mass de-
struction used by Israel are sourced from
the United States. Historically, the US has
not only bankrolled Israel with aid but also
rescued it from censure in international
fora for the genocide in Palestine. Given
that the world knows this record, it hardly
needs to be pointed out that in the case of
Russian oil, it singles out India when its
NATO partners have purchased more of
that oil than India has since 2022.

Trump’s actions have upended the
premise on which Indian economic policy
has been based since 1991. Economists im-
bued with the American ideology, who
have driven that policy, purveyed the idea
of a global free market for goods with
which India must integrate for its own sake
by dismantling all trade barriers. India has
gone a great distance in that direction since
then without reaping the reward promised.
The share of industry, the sector of the
economy most exposed to world trade, has
hardly grown. Now India has discovered
something far deeper — that there is no free
market for goods globally.

Trump’s actions have
upended the premise on
which Indian economic
policy has been based since
1991. Economists imbued
with the American ideology,
who have driven that policy,
purveyed the idea of a global
free market for goods with
which India must integrate
for its own good by
dismantling all trade
barriers. India has gone a
great distance in that
direction since then without
reaping the reward
promised. The share of
industry, the sector of the
economy most exposed to
world trade, has hardly
grown. Now India has
discovered something far
deeper — that there is no free
market for goods globally.

India needs to do three things in re-
sponse to Trump’s action. First, in a version
of Trump’s own “reciprocal tariff”, it should
impose a 50 per cent tariff rate on US goods.
This will convey the message to the world
that India has gumption. In any given situ-
ation, standing up to a bully has costs as
well as benefits. The obvious cost in this
case will be that Trump will not be pleased.
The benefit of standing up to the bully
would be the support that will come from
countries who view Trump's actions as un-
acceptable. Some of them also happen to
possess an export item that is particularly
valuable to India — oil. Prominent among
them would be Russia and Iran, major
global suppliers of oil. While India has
maintained its historic relationship with
Russia, which has held it in good stead, it
has shortsightedly eased up on its much
older, civilisational association with Iran.
Inresponse to US sanctions, it has reduced
its purchases of oil from that country. India
should now pivot towards Iran, buying oil
from it instead of purchasing it from the
United States under pressure, as India cur-
rently does. In fact, India should scour the
world for every possible source of assured
oil supply. Securing its supply chain, there-
fore, is the second thing India needs to do.

The third imperative for India following
the Trump tariff would be to hunker down
and focus on the heavy lifting of building
global competitiveness for its goods and
services. In principle, India can find other
markets for its goods now facing higher tar-
iffs in the United States. But this is not as-
sured. The reformers of 1991 have shown
themselves to have assumed innocently
that India need only align itself with the
policy regime of Western economies to
reap rich rewards on the global stage. This
episode has revealed that integrating with
the world economy can have positive re-

sults only if you have products to export
that are competitive, in that they offer the
same value at a lower price. There is very
little in economic theory or global experi-
ence which assures us that competitive-
ness will simply follow the rescinding of
trade barriers. It would require infrastruc-
ture, enabling laws, a skilled workforce and
marketing. As may be gathered by anyone
schooled in economic history, the role of a
strong and nimble government in
coordinating such a transition would be in-
dispensable. Markets left to their own de-
vices cannot deliver competitiveness to a
country’s products.

Prime Minister Modi has had his
American Dream punctured by Trump,
who has led him up the garden path, only
to pull the rug from under his feet. Given
America’s record of involvement in Asia,
from Hiroshima in the last century to Iran
in this one, his advisers should have cau-
tioned him against reposing full trust in
Trump. Now, he has some hard work to do.
He must steel himself to fulfil the first two
of the three imperatives I have outlined. For
the third, he will need more than just at-
manirbharta; he needs to craft a far more
imaginative economic policy than he has
produced thus far.

Despite the naivete he has displayed in
his dealings with Trump, Prime Minister
Modi is not responsible for his perfidy. In
dealing with the national emergency that
we now face, he needs to be supported po-
litically. Every section of India depends on
oil, almost all of which is imported. It is in-
disputably in India’s interest to assure its
supply even as we reduce our dependence
onit.

The author is honorary visiting professor,
Centre for Development studies,
Thiruvananthapuram

MY TEACHER RAJAT KANTA RAY

He challenged orthodoxies, upheld finest traditions of intellectual scholarship

SUGATA BOSE

IN 1975, WE were third-year students at
Presidency College, Calcutta, when a breath
of fresh air entered seminar room 17 on the
first floor of the old building in the form of
Professor Rajat Kanta Ray. A freshly minted
PhD from the University of Cambridge, he
integrated the most recent, cutting-edge
historical research in his lectures to under-
graduates. He believed in the inextricable
link between scholarship and teaching. The
more mischievous among us parodied the
extravagant hand gestures that accompa-
nied his erudite lectures, but we loved him
because he treated us as equals.

In February 1977, he was the professor-
in-charge who took us on a historical ex-
cursion to Khajuraho and other sites in
Madhya Pradesh. We were mesmerised by
his deep knowledge of architectural his-
tory. The doors of his home in Jodhpur Park
were always open to his students.

Rajat Kanta Ray had done his doctoral
research in the environment of the so-
called Cambridge school of nationalism,
but he expressed his reasoned dissent from
some of its supercilious attitudes in a path-
breaking article on “Political change in
British India”. His first work focused on the
political history of Bengal during the 50-
year timespan from 1875 to 1925. He also
wrote authoritatively with Ratnalekha Ray
on agrarian history in the colonial period.
Having been taught by him to think criti-

Equally adept at political and
economic history, Rajat Ray
did path-breaking research on
the history of
industrialisation and
industrial policy. One of his
finest long-form articles was
on the bazaar and the long-
distance flows of credit and
finance that connected South
Asia to Southeast Asia, West
Asia and East Africa across
the Indian Ocean. I urged
him to write a book on the
subject, but he was quite
happy to hand over the baton
to the next generation of
Indian Ocean historians.

cally and challenge orthodoxies, I offered
an alternative analysis of agrarian social
structure in my own doctoral work at
Cambridge. I was always struck by his
generosity and open-mindedness in ac-
cepting criticism from even his most de-
voted students.

Equally adept at political and economic
history, Rajat Ray did path-breaking re-
search on the history of industrialisation
and industrial policy. One of his finest long-
form articles was on the bazaar and the
long-distance flows of credit and finance
that connected South Asia to Southeast
Asia, West Asia and East Africa across the
Indian Ocean. I urged him to write a book
on the subject, but he was quite happy to
hand over the baton to the next generation
of Indian Ocean historians.

Later in his long and distinguished aca-
demic career, he turned to exploring cul-
tural and intellectual history. He wrote
with grace and imagination about emo-
tional history and what he called “the felt
community”. During a visit to Harvard
early in the 21st century, those were the
topics he wanted to discuss with me.

In conventional terms, being appointed
vice-chancellor of Visva Bharati from 2006
to 2011 was his crowning glory. I was not
particularly excited about seeing my
revered teacher take on the burdens of ad-
ministration. On one occasion, he pros-

trated himself before a statue of
Debendranath Tagore to seek the sage’s
guidance. Yet, his time in Santiniketan
rekindled his interest in Rabindranath’s
concept of jibandebata. He devoted himself
in his final years to writing in Bengali on
this theme.

There was another context in which I
saw Rajat Ray closely. For decades, he was
a member of the Council of the Netaji
Research Bureau. My late mother Krishna
Bose and [ sought his advice about interna-
tional academic conferences at Netaji
Bhawan where he was invariably a very
lively intellectual presence. He was mas-
terful in chairing history seminars.

The passing of this exemplary scholar-
teacher at this critical juncture in our coun-
try’s history leaves an enormous void. He
was bold and forthright in standing up to
the assaults on academic freedom and the
discipline of history by the forces of Hindu
majoritarianism. His answer, however, was
not to retreat into narrow provincialism but
to uphold the best intellectual traditions of
Bengal in their full amplitude. In the en-
veloping darkness of Bengal’s all-round ed-
ucational and cultural decline, my teacher
Rajat Kanta Ray lit a candle whose flame
will forever burn bright.

The writer is Gardiner Professor of History
at Harvard University
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DHRUVA, N-REACTOR

DHRUVA, THE BIGGEST among Indian re-
search reactors and the sixth at the Bhabha
Atomic Research Centre (BARC), went crit-
ical. Announcing this, P K Iyengar, director,
BARC, said the 100 MW natural uranium-
based metal reactor, cooled and moderated
by heavy water, was an entirely indigenous
effort. Iyengar said Dhruva, one of the
largest research reactors in the world, had
generated considerable excitement among
BARC scientists because of the special ad-
vantages it offered.

FAROOQ-RAJIV TALKS

FAROOQABDULLAH, FORMER chief minister
of Jammu and Kashmir, met the Prime
Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, and apprised him of
the political situation in the state. The meet-
ingis part of the current exercise to find ways
to end the present political instability in the
state in the context of the growing disillusion-
ment of the Congress-I with the 14-month-
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old G M Shah ministry. The PM has, during
the past few weeks, held detailed discussions
on the situation in the state with the state
Congress (I) president, Mulfti Syed, party leg-
islators as well as with Chief Minister Shah.

ASSAM MOVEMENT

ASSAM AGITATION LEADERS made it clear
that they were not going to accept 1971 as
the cut-off year for the detection of foreign
nationals. The AASU president, Prafulla
Mahanta, and the general secretary, Bhrigu
Phukan, said they had agreed to the pres-
ent revised rolls, taking the 1971 rolls as one
of the basic documents, for elections. They,
however, made it clear that the voters’ list
being prepared at the moment was “full of
mistakes and not to their satisfaction”.

MAXKEN CASE

THERE ARE SEVERAL chinks in the police
claim that Lal Singh, the alleged interna-
tional terrorist, was involved in the murder

of Congress-1 MP Lalit Maken, his wife and
an onlooker. The police reportedly arrived at
the conclusion by showing Lal Singh’s pho-
tograph to several eyewitnesses of the
killing and others who had seen
the assailants. But at least one of them de-
nied that the killer bore any resemblance to
the photograph.

AF-PAK TALKS

THE AFGHANISTAN FOREIGN Minister,
Shah Mohammed Dost, said his country
favoured direct talks between Afghanistan
and Pakistan on August 27 when the next
round of UN-sponsored discussions is to
open in Geneva. There cannot be much
progress without direct talks between the
two countries, he said, in an interview at
the end of his talks in Delhi. So far, four
rounds of “proximity talks" have been held
in Geneva. The Karmal government’s
insistence on direct talks is mainly due to
its desire to achieve Pakistan’s recognition
of its existence.
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The faultlines of consent

A blanket reduction of the age of consent, without a nuanced approach, risks pushing
millions of vulnerable girls further into invisibility and harm

o

AUDREY DMELLO AND
FLAVIA AGNES

THE “AGE OF consent” debate has re-
emerged, this time in the Nipun Saxena and
Anr vs Union of India PIL pending in the
Supreme Court before a Bench comprising
Justices Vikram Nath, Sanjay Karol, and
Sandeep Mehta. The Court will examine
whether the age of “consensual” sexual re-
lationships, which is currently pegged at
18, needs to be reduced, under the
Protection of Children from Sexual
Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012.

As per the POCSO Act, any sexual activity
with a minor is a crime. Cases referred to as
“consensual” under POCSO rarely involve
sexual exploration among teens but on the
contrary, reflect a darker and more complex
social reality.

Most victims are from marginalised com-
munities and trying to escape violent homes,
sexual abuse by family members, discrimi-
nation, and/or threats of forced marriage. The
age of the victim in some of these cases s as
low as 12 years; the man is much older. The
man promises her love and a better life.
Having had sex with him, she believes the
man and agrees to elope. Usually, a “missing
person” complaint is lodged by the parents.
The police trace the couple, often already
married and/or expecting a child. A case un-
der the POCSO Act is registered, the man is
arrested, and the girl is institutionalised.
Once a case is filed, all hell breaks loose and
the pressure from the accused’s family to
withdraw the complaint mounts. For the
girls, it is a Hobson'’s choice — continue the
pregnancy while confined in a shelter home
until the age of 18 with the hope that the man
and his family will accept her, or go back to
the natal family where violence and forced
marriage await her. In either scenario, the
minor girl's agency is crushed — first by the
family and then by the law.

Ina controversial judgment, the Calcutta
High Court, while acquitting a man of pene-
trative sexual assault,commented thatit was
a case of “non-exploitative consensual sexual
relationship between two consenting ado-
lescents”. The victim was 14, and the man
was 25. The victim claimed that she had mar-
ried the accused and left her house of her
own will. She expressed a desire to continue
living with the accused. The court did not ex-
amine the home conditions that compelled
a mere teenager to want to elope. The
Supreme Court came down heavily on the
High Court’s comments and restored the
conviction but without a jail term, as this
would cause further harm to the young
woman, now aged 21. Trial court judges often
acquit the accused or recommend leniency,
terming these cases “Romeo-juliet love” even
where the age gap is significant.

According to NCRB data, as a result of
mandatory reporting under the POCSO Act,
cases of child sexual abuse rose from 8,541
in2012t053,874in2021. In Mumbai alone in
2021, 524 cases of penetrative sexual assault
were reported under the POCSO Act. A re-
port by Praja Foundation found thatin 54 per
cent of these, the accused were romantic
partners, friends, or individuals who had

promised marriage and deserted the victim.
Another 26 per cent were household em-
ployees, 12 per cent were neighbours, and 8
per cent were family members or guardians.

Meanwhile, India witnessed 1.6 million
child marriages in 2022, with barely 900
cases registered as per the India Child
Protection report. The drivers of child mar-
riage have shifted from Brahminical patri-
archy to poverty, lack of education, and fear
of sexual violence. Poverty-stricken par-
ents marry off their daughters young to
safeguard them, not due to tradition but
out of desperation.

What we are witnessing is a tragic para-
dox. Minor girls from marginalised back-
grounds choose between the frying pan and
the fire. They elope to escape violence, dis-
crimination and sexual exploitation in their
own home with the hope of a better life. But
eloping exposes them to isolation, threats,
and often, more violence by their partners,
inaddition to the trauma of facing the daunt-
ing criminal justice system.

Child rights activists are advocating that
the age of consent be reduced to 16 years (ex-
cept in cases involving coercion, and sexual
relationships with persons in authority).
Their demand is rooted in ensuring auton-
omy and agency for young girls — they argue
that the criminal justice system severely im-
pacts girls’ lives and offers them nothing.

But if we have to extend this logic, why
stop at 16 and not 14? After all, in the West
Bengal case, the victim was 14 years old, and
our ground work reveals victims are some-
times as young as 12. Also, if the victim’s au-
tonomy and the impact of the system are the
issues at hand, why not extend the logic to

Minor girls from marginalised
backgrounds choose between
the frying pan and the fire.
They elope to escape violence,
discrimination and sexual
exploitation in their own
home with the hope of a better
life. But eloping exposes them
to isolation, threats, and
often, more violence by their
partners, in addition to the
trauma of facing the daunting
criminal justice system.

CR Sasikumar

cases of family members’ or guardians’
abuse, as most victims, even in those cases,
do not wish to pursue legal action due to
stigma or dependency?

More importantly, how are we going to
establish “consent” and who will decide?
Consent can be enthusiastic, reluctant, viti-
ated by fear, or extracted by manipulation. It
canbe revoked, misunderstood, or miscom-
municated. “Consent” is the most invoked
defence in rape trials. Expecting a minor to
understand and articulate consent is unre-
alistic. Judges, too, interpret it inconsistently,
bringing in personal biases about morality
and tradition.

The POCSO Act is a path-breaking piece
of legislation with a victim-centric lens.
However, the faultlines are in its implemen-
tation. In the West Bengal case, Justice Abhay
S Oka stated, “The victim did not get any op-
portunity to make an informed choice.
Society judged her, the legal system failed
her, and her own family abandoned her.” He
instructed the state to do what the Child
Welfare Committee ought to have done right
in the beginning: Provide the best possible
care and protection for her and her child.

A blanket reduction of the age of con-
sent, without a nuanced approach, risks
pushing millions of vulnerable girls further
into invisibility and harm. Lawmakers must
consider the lived realities of India’s ado-
lescent girls: Their vulnerabilities, the sys-
tems that fail them, and the real motiva-
tions behind “elopement”.

Dmello is the director and Agnes is the
founder of Majlis, a legal centre forwomen
and children. Views are personal

Parting the fog of war

US-Israel attack, which aimed at crippling Iran has, instead, strengthened it

IrAJ] ELAHI

ONE MONTH HAS passed since Israeli and
American aggression against Iran halted. Over
the past month, more evidence and insights
have come to light regarding the 12-day im-
posed war. As new revelations continue to
emerge, it has become increasingly clear that
despite the initial media spin by the US and
Israel, their attacks cannot be viewed as a suc-
cess by any standard or measure. What was
originally framed as a decisive military en-
gagement is now being reassessed with re-
spect to new data and perspectives, showing
the limitations and setbacks that Israel and
the US suffered during the conflict.

The scale of damage caused by Iran’s bal-
listic and hypersonic missiles to Israel’s criti-
cal infrastructure has been so extensive, that
even a month after the fighting has ceased,
many critical Israeli infrastructure sites remain
inoperable. Damaged Israeli ports, power
plants, refineries, and airports remain unus-
able, undermining Israel’s ability to recover
swiftly from the attack. While Israel undeni-
ably inflicted serious blows to parts of Iran’s
missile and nuclear supply chains, Iran has
managed to stay resilient and ahead of the
curve inmany respects. Notably, none of Iran’s
vital infrastructure has been completely neu-
tralised, allowing Iran to maintain both its
strategic defence capabilities and its economic
stability. In fact, the estimated cost of each
Israeli offensive and defensive operation alone

has outstripped the total damage inflicted on
Iranian facilities.

On the other hand, new evidence shows
that despite prior US knowledge of Iran’s tar-
geting of the Al-Udeid base, American air de-
fences failed to prevent Iran’s precision-
guided missiles from striking the most critical
US radar facility in the West Asian region. This
failure highlights a significant gap in the US
military’s ability to defend against highly ad-
vanced and sophisticated Iranian missile tech-
nologies. Iran’s success in this regard repre-
sents a major setback for US interests in
the region.

The Iranian people, who had previously
questioned the benefits of nuclear energy due
to the economic pressure fromillegal US sanc-
tions, are now more united and determined
than ever in their stance. The aggression has
only strengthened their resolve to assertIran’s
legitimate right to pursue nuclear energy.

If the setbacks for Israel and the US had
ended solely on the battlefield, they might still
have been manageable in a political sense.
However, what has proven to be even more
damaging than the military defeat is the loss
in the narrative war. For 45 years, the US and
Israel invested billions in constructing a narra-
tive that painted Iran as brutal, oppressive, and
fanatical. This narrative has now been chal-
lenged and weakened. Today, the world sees
adifferentimage: Iran as the leading supporter

of the Palestinian cause, standing in defiance
of the supremacist and racist policies of the
US, Israel, and a handful of their European al-
lies. By positioning itself as a vocal advocate
for Palestinian rights, Iran has gained wide-
spread global sympathy.

Moreover, the blow of this military and
ideological defeat was further compounded
when the US and Israel - hoping their attack
on Iranwould trigger domestic unrest and fa-
cilitate a regime change — were instead met
with a unified and nationally cohesive Iranian
response. Rather than seeing divisions or in-
ternal unrest, the Iranian people have rallied
around their government, reinforcing the
leadership’s position and undermining any
efforts for regime change. They condemn the
Israeli and American attacks against their sov-
ereignty, and they are increasingly unified in
their readiness to resist any future aggression.

Meanwhile, global public indignation over
the actions of the Israeli regime — widely seen
as committing atrocities against children and
engaging in genocide — has grown so intense
that even Israel's traditional allies have started
to distance themselves. Many states, fearing
backlash both at home and internationally,
have become cautious about being publicly
associated with Israel. This shift reflects the
growing disillusionment with Israeli policies.

Altogether, these developments have left
both Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu

in a worse position than they were in when
they firstlaunched the attack on Iran. Despite
their best efforts to spin the narrative, they are
now scrambling to claim that their operations
were a success, asserting that they intercepted
nearly all of Iran’s projectiles and minimised
both casualties and damage. But the truth can-
not be concealed indefinitely.

Given the increasingly difficult political
situation they now face, both Trump and
Netanyahu have a vested interest in convinc-
ing their domestic audiences that they
achieved their objectives. However, deep
down, both men are aware that the recent
failure has only propelled Iran closer to ce-
menting its position as a regional power. Iran
has not only withstood the military assault
but also proved its resilience and ability to
respond to external threats. Once again, it
hasreaffirmed its role as one of the main pil-
lars of regional peace and stability, counter-
ing the expansionism and criminal activities
of the Zionist regime as well as the interven-
tionist policies of extra-regional powers like
the US.

What was intended as a calculated move
to cripple Iran has instead strengthened it,
both in the eyes of its people and on the
world stage.

The writer is the ambassador of the
Islamic Republic of Iran to India
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The names change but the song remains the same: occupation, destruction and
the forcible transfer of tens of thousands of Palestinians. Additional soldiers will
be sacrificed on this altar, and the remaining Israeli hostages will be lost..”

— HAARETZ, ISRAEL

Countering
1 rump

His transactionalism needs to be tackled
with tact, not aggression

RAM MADHAV

IT'S NOT JUST India — many countries have
faced ups and downs in their ties with the US
in the past. Even today, the Donald Trump
administration is engaged in hardball nego-
tiations with over 20 countries on trade and
tariffs. At the root of all this is the sense of
“American exceptionalism” that the USlead-
ership developed after World War II. It built
post-War financial institutions in a manner
thatensured they helped perpetuateits eco-
nomic hegemony. Although President Harry
Truman claimed “all countries, including our
own, will greatly benefit”, the real intention
remained US supremacy in the world.

It was evident in the US’s enthusiastic
support for the creation of the IMF and the
World Bank in 1944 while refusing to sup-
port the creation of a level playing field for
global trade — the proposed International
Trade Organisation. When UN members met
in Havana, Cuba in 1948 for that purpose,
American business leaders made sure such
an arrangement, deemed detrimental to
their interests, wouldn’t take shape. The US
Congressrefused toratify the Havana Charter
and aweak and lopsided arrangement called
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
was brought in.

The same American businesses realised
that despite this weak trade regime, coun-
tries like South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore,
Japan and Germany emerged as powerful
competitors. That prompted them to sup-
port the creation of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO)in 1995, again with the
aim of ensuring better opportunities for
Western companies inan increasingly com-
petitive trade space. By then, the developing
world had understood the rules of the game
and offered stiff resistance. At multiple ne-
gotiations in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
India led the developing world’s campaign
for an equitable trade regime. The resistance
grew stronger with China’s accession to the
WTOin 2001, which forced the body to build
aregime that helped the developing world
as much as it did the developed ones.

The WTO regime helped countries like
China, India, Indonesia and others register
impressive economic growth. China raced
ahead in the two decades after it joined the
WTO, and India, too, picked up momentum
in the past decade and emerged as the most
promising economy. The Western powers
began feeling insecure and started targeting
the rising economies once again. While ac-
cusing others of violating WTO rules, they
themselves did everything possible to crip-
ple that regime by blocking judicial appoint-
ments, violating tariff commitments and not
paying membership dues for several years.
China became the target after it emerged as
the second-largest economy,and soon, it was
India’s turn. Robert Lighthizer, who was the
US Trade Representative under Trump from
2017 to 2021, boasted in 2019 that he got
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Indiaremoved from the Generalised System
of Preferences (GSP) regime that allowed de-
veloping countries to access US markets eas-
ily. Despite regime change, the US didn’t re-
store India to the GSP regime.

The Western powers always tried to rig
the international trade regime in their favour.
They never allowed a real level playing field
or free flows of trade and investment.
Thomas Friedman'’s “the world is flat” was
merely a platitude, while the reality was that
“the rise of the rest”, to borrow from Fareed
Zakaria, was never taken kindly by the West
as it believed this was happening at its ex-
pense. Jeffrey Sachs, the renowned American
economist, warns that the Trump adminis-
tration’s real objective behind tariff aggres-
sion is to prevent the Indian economy from
growing as a big competitor to the US.

India’s insistence on strategic autonomy;,
too, became another sore point for many in
the US and EU capitals. As America’s influ-
ence declined vis-a-vis countries like China
and Russia, India was increasingly seenas an
important partner. India’s refusal tobecome
aparty to power-bloc politicsirritated many.

The current tariff tussle should be seen
in this context. There can be other, more
“Trumpian” reasons, too, like Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s refusal to stop over in DC
after the G7 summit in Canada or the Indian
establishment’s consistent refusal to accept
Trump’s claims of having mediated during
Operation Sindoor. Trump sees himself as a
serious contender for the Nobel Peace Prize.
In the past six months, his regime claimed
the President had negotiated six peace deals
—arecord one-a-month success —whichin-
cluded the India-Pakistan, Thailand-
Cambodia and Israel-Iran ceasefires, as well
as the resolution of other disputes between
Serbia and Kosovo, Rwanda and Congo, and
Egypt and Ethiopia. He has invited the lead-
ers of Azerbaijan and Armenia to signatruce
next week. Several of these countries, includ-
ing Pakistan, Cambodia and Israel,and some
lawmakers in the US, have already submitted
his nomination for the coveted prize.

Trump’s transactional approachis an ex-
tension of America’s trade exceptionalism,
which needs to be tackled not with aggres-
sionin turn but with calm and tact, as Europe
and others are doing. The Indian leadership,
too, is maintaining a studied silence while
working to ensure that normalcy returns
sooner rather than later.

Trump’s targeting of several countries is
rooted in his threefold mission — resolve the
Ukraine-Russia conflict, secure a Nobel Peace
Prize,and Make America Great Again to con-
tain China. He understands that India is an
indispensable ally in achieving all three. For
India, these Trumpian dreams can be turned
into an opportunity. Trump holds PM Modi
ingreat awe and respect. Having made clear
thatIndia won’t compromise on national in-
terests, the question for the country’s lead-
ership is whether long-term discord be-
tween the world’s most influential
democracies, which have grown closer over
several decades of strenuous efforts,isagood
sign for posterity. If not, the two leaders are
justa phone call or an emissary away.

The writer, president, India Foundation, is
with the BJP. Views are personal

SMART RESPONSE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Stay calm,
negotiate smartly’ (IE, August 8). In an
era of volatile global trade, India must
resist the temptation of reactive policy
swings. Trade disputes, particularly
with the US, are no longer episodic but
persistent features of the global econ-
omy. Our response must be anchored
in structural competitiveness, efficient
logistics, modernised ports, robust
manufacturing, and value-added agri-
culture. The real challenge is to future-
proof our economy by diversifying mar-
kets, incentivising innovation, and
forging resilient supply chains.
Negotiation from a position of eco-
nomic strength, not vulnerability, will
ensure India’s voice commands respect
in an increasingly protectionist world.
Zainab Irshad, Patna

US’s CALCULUS

THISREFERS TO the editorial, ‘Bracing up’
(IE, August 8). The tariff onslaught on
Indiais buta secondary theme for the US
and will be sorted out. The key irritant for
the US remains our active neutrality post-
Independence. Since World War I, the US
has consistently used India and Pakistan
asinstrumentsinits broader strategic cal-
culus. Now, the US is once again courting
Pakistan to ease friction with Beijing. The
tariffs on India are but the US’s reprimand
to our political ethos. If despite all this, we
are on our way to becoming the third-
largest economy, we need only proceed
with the same self-belief.

R Narayanan, Navi Mumbai

ECI MUST ANSWER

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘1 lakh votes
stolen in 1 Assembly segment of
Karnataka: Rahul’s charge against EC
(IE, August 8). There is no obvious rea-
son to dispute Rahul Gandhi’ss hard-
hitting public exposé of massive elec-
toral roll manipulation, backed with
ample evidence. Though the ECl refused
to supply the relevant electoral data dig-
itally, his team manually scrutinised
piles of paper and unearthed thousands
of fake, duplicate, and ineligible voters.
Ordinary voters don’t want the ECI to
hide behind technicalities to protectit-
self from the Opposition’s questions;
they just want a clear and straight ex-
planation for them.

Kamal Laddha, Bengaluru

STRIKING A BALANCE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Warning
bells, unheard’ (IE, August 8). Brushing
aside rain-related impact as “nature’s
fury” would be fallacious. For decades,
scientists have been warning of arise in
extreme rainfall events as a result of cli-
mate change. Environmental safe-
guards are often sacrificed at the altar
of business interests. Development ac-
tivities that cause damage to the envi-
ronment prove counterproductive in
the long run. Striking a balance between
development priorities and environ-
mental concerns is the way forward.
There are no easy solutions to urban
flooding or continuing disasters in
the hills.

S SPaul, Nadia
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Rain, landslides, flash floods: an uncertain mix

The Uttarkashi incident demonstrates the rising risk of disasters in ecologically fragile regions, and the increasing uncertainty around their occurrence

AMITABH SINHA

THE FLASH flood that devastated Dharali vil-
lage in Uttarakhand’s Uttarkashi district on
August 5 has spotlighted again the threats from
extreme weather events in India’s hill states.
The incident has resulted in the loss of at
least four lives,and many people continue tobe
missing. There has been widespread destruc-
tion, with hundreds left homeless or stranded.
Several similar events have occurred in
Himachal Pradesh over the last one month,
in which dozens of people have been re-
ported killed and thousands affected.

The flash flood in Dharali

Flash floods are usually triggered by ex-
treme rainfall events that lead to landslides
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US TRANSPORTATION SECRETARY Sean
Duffy, whois now also NASA'’s acting ad-
ministrator, last week issued a directive
to fast-track efforts to put a nuclear reac-
tor on the Moon. Duffy ordered the agency
to solicitindustry proposals fora 100-kilo-
watt nuclear reactor to launch by 2030.

Why put a nuclear reactor in space?

Nuclear reactor technology would
transform the ability of humanity to
travel and live in the solar system. Many
of NASA’s robotic spacecraft today oper-
ate at power levels equivalent to what a
few incandescent light bulbs consume.
That limits what scientific instruments
can be put on board.

The International Space Station gets
its energy from swaths of solar panels,
but that is not practical for human habi-
tats on the Moon, where the cold, dark
night lasts two weeks, or on Mars, where
the Sun is farther away and dimmer.

Nuclear reactors would enable faster
and more efficient propulsion systems.

Putting radioactive energy sources
in space is not unusual. The Voyager 1
and Voyager 2 space probes, which are
still operating after launching in 1977,
are powered by plutonium, with the
heat of natural radioactive decay turned
into electricity. The plutonium heat ini-
tially generated 470 watts. In the
decades since, the power output has
dwindled to about 225 watts.

But the plutonium power sources on
the Voyagers are more like batteries than
nuclear power plants on Earth. Fission —
the chain-reaction splitting of atoms like
uranium — releases much more energy
than solar panels and the power sources
on the Voyagers. This is what Duffy’s or-

or mudslides. Large amounts of debris end
up in streams or rivers, and flow down steep
slopes with the surging water, sweeping away
buildings, vegetation, and roads in its path.

What triggered the flash flood that hit
Dharali, however, remains unclear.

The area had been receiving monsoon
rainfall, but not in unusually high amounts. A
senior glaciologist has suggested the possibil-
ity of a breach in a glacial lake that may have
formed upstream. While glacial ice-breaks
can trigger flash floods, the occurrence of such
an event is yet to be confirmed in this case.

More than anything else, the Dharali in-
cident indicates the rising risk of such disas-
ters in these ecologically fragile regions, and
the increasing uncertainty around their oc-
currence. This is making the task of installing
early warning systems and taking mitigation
measures even more difficult.

Heavy rain and cloudburst

While Uttarakhand as a whole has re-
ceived heavy and continuous rainfall this
month, Uttarkashi district specifically has not
seen that much rain.

On August 3 and 4, the two days preced-
ing the flood, districts such as Haridwar and
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der aims to harness.

How would a nuclear reactor on the
Moon work?

A reactor on the Moon would not op-
erate in quite the same way as one on Earth.

For one, it has to be small and light
enough to fit inside a rocket. Safety pre-
cautions would include not turning the
reactor on until it reaches the Moon

On the Moon, there is also no water
or air. The surface swings between 250
degrees Fahrenheit (roughly 121 degrees
Celsius) during the day and minus 400
degrees Fahrenheit (minus 240 degrees
Celsius) at night. Those make it more dif-
ficult to manage the reactor’s tempera-
ture to keep it operating efficiently.

Kevin Au, the vice president of lunar
exploration at Lockheed Martin, said the
biggest challenge of a higher-power re-
actor would be developing materials that
could survive hotter temperatures for use
in the conversion of heat to electricity.

However, experts say building such a
power source falls within what is realis-
tically possible.

How feasible is the lunar reactor plan?

What is unrealistic, according to some
outside experts, is building a reactor and
launching it by 2030. They also call the
decision somewhat perplexing because
NASA is not currently planning anything
on the lunar surface that would require a
reactor there that soon.

“It’sjust a very aggressive, frankly un-
realistic timeline for something that is
good and should happen,” said Kathryn
Huff, a former nuclear energy official at
the Department of Energy.
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Udham Singh Nagar received very heavy
rain, but Uttarkashi had less than normal
rainfall for those days.

Data from the India Meteorological
Department (IMD) show that on August 5,
the day of the flash flood, Uttarkashi district
received 32 mm of rain — double the normal
rainfall for the day. But this was still not an
extraordinary or extreme rainfall event.

Also, this rainfall was recorded over a 24-
hour period. If the same amount of rain were
tofall overavery short duration — say,an hour
or two — the impact could be
very different. This is what hap-
pens duringa ‘cloudburst’ event
—which seesashortbutveryin-

CLIMATE

cloudburst event increases chances of aland-
slide. Cloudburst-like events, evenif they do
not qualify as a cloudburst in the specific
terms of its definition, are often behind flash
floods in hill states. Many of the recent inci-
dents in Himachal Pradesh were triggered
by cloudburst-like events.

But again, in the case of Uttarkashi, there
is noindication that such an event took place,
even in remote locations.

A combination of factors

There are no direct cause-
effect relationships among
heavy rainfall, landslides, and
flash floods. Not all cloudburst-

tense spell of heavy rainfall.

A cloudburst has a specific definition in
meteorology. The IMD categorises an ex-
treme rainfall eventas a cloudburstif a small
area, roughly 10 km x 10 kmin size, receives
atleast 100 mm of rain in about an hour.

By its very definition, a cloudburst is a
concentrated, localised event. For this rea-
son, a cloudburst may sometimes go un-
recorded if there are no rainfall-measuring
devices in that small area.

Very high-intensity rainfall during a

like events resultin a flash flood
or a disaster. And not all flash floods are trig-
gered by an intense spell of rain.

For a flash flood-like situation to be cre-
ated, several things must come together. In
most cases, heavy rainfall followed by land-
slides or mudslides lead to run-offs into
rivers. But extreme rainfall events do not al-
ways lead to landslides — and if they do, the
debris does not always find its way into a
river or stream.

Also, the place where this occurs may not

always be located on a slope that is steep
enough to facilitate the forceful downward
journey of the accumulated mass.

But again, landslides are not necessary to
cause flash floods. In some cases, extreme
rainfall on its own can do so.

Sometimes, a flash flood can result if a
section of a glacier breaks and falls into a
river. In Chamoli district of Uttarakhand in
2021, 3-4 million cubic metres of water was
suddenly released into the Rishiganga and
Dhauliganga rivers following an ice-break.

The possibility of such an event having
occurred in the upper reaches of Uttarkashi
remains under investigation.

Sometimes, even low-intensity rainfall can
trigger flash floods. This can happenif the area
is already extremely fragile, or the mountain
slopes are already eroding, and the soil is sat-
urated, unable to absorb any more water.

In these circumstances, even small
amounts of rain can trigger landslides or flash
floods.

The Himalayas are relatively young
mountains. The rocks are not fully consoli-
dated, and there are lots of relatively weak
geological formations. The region is, there-
fore, more susceptible to landslides or flash
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floods than, say, the older Aravali mountains.

The Himalayas are also earthquake-
prone. Continuous seismic activity makes
the region more vulnerable in case of an ex-
treme rainfall event. Largescale construction
activity and high volumes of vehicular traf-
fic are contributing factors as well.

Challenge for early warning

The Dharali incident illustrates the diffi-
culties in developing early warning systems
for such events.

While heavy rainfall events can be reli-
ably predicted days in advance, and efforts
to predict landslides are progressing steadily,
whether such events would end up in flash
floods remains very difficult to predict.

The Dharali experience suggests that
even moderate or normal rain can trigger a
devastating flash flood.

But some mitigation measures can cer-
tainly be taken. These would include avoid-
ing construction activity near river banks,
moving villages and populations some dis-
tance away fromrivers, and storing and dis-
posing of large boulders and construction
debris in a way that they are not easily swept
into rivers.

Why an order by Mumbai’s civic body
on feeding pigeons is now before HC

NAYONIKABOSE &
OMKAR GOKHALE
MUMBAI, AUGUST 8

ON AUGUST 6, hundreds of people clashed
with police to tear down tarpaulin sheets put
by the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation
(BMC) at the Dadar Kabutarkhana to stop the
feeding of pigeons at the historic landmark.

Over the past few weeks, civic authori-
ties have cracked down on the feeding of pi-
geons in public places in Mumbali, acting on
directives issued by the state government
and the Bombay High Court.

Public opinion has been divided among
those who have welcomed the action citing
health concerns linked with the birds, and crit-
icsincluding animal rights activists and mem-
bers of the Jain community, for whom the
feeding of pigeons holds religious significance.

On August 4, a day after the BMC erected
bamboo poles around the Dadar Kabutar-
khana and covered the pigeon-feeding site
with tarpaulin, more than 1,000 members of
the community hit the streets in protest.

Jains and kabutarkhanas

Feeding of pigeons is considered a pious
duty in Jainism, which views this as a form
of jeev daya, or compassion for living beings.
Members of the community have historically
erected pigeon houses in their homes and
neighbourhoods — wooden structures hold-
ing up platforms that rise up to 7 metres in
height, on which grain is scattered.

Larger structures called kabutriyas or kabu-
tarkhanas, often built with community funds,
were erected across Mumbai over the past
century. The oldest of these structures was
built by the Jain merchant Devidas Kothari in
1923 opposite the General Post Office building
in Fort, and includes a pyau or fountain.

There are at least 51 kabutarkhanas in
Mumbai currently, where members of the
community and other birdlovers feed flocks
of pigeons. Many of these are located near
Jain temples and in neighborhoods with
large Gujarati populations. Feeding pigeons
after offering prayers at the temple is a part
of the foundational memory of many Jains.

The Dadar kabutarkhanatoois located near

Dadar kabutarkhana, August 3. The cover is meant to curb pigeon feeding. Akash Patil

a Jain temple. Records show that in 1937, the
Jain temple in Dadar wrote to the president of
the erstwhile Bombay Municipality seeking
permission to construct an enclosure for the
protection of pigeons and other birds.In 1948,
the temple trustees asked for permission to
build a home and a water trough for the pi-
geonson the trafficisland. In 1954, the Bombay
Municipal Corporation allowed the temple to
fence the traffic island to protect the pigeons.

Directives by govt, HC

The long tradition of feeding pigeons
notwithstanding, the explosion in the birds’
population, and the rising instances of pul-
monary ailments among humans being
traced to their feathers and droppings, have
raised concerns in recent years.

This issue was raised in the Legislative
Council by Shiv Sena leader Manisha Kayande
on July 3, following which Industries Minister
Uday Samant said that BMC would be di-
rected to shut down the kabutarkhanas and
take strict action against illegal feeding. The
BMC crackdown began a day later.

On July 14, three animal rights activists
approached Bombay High Court asking that
the demolition of pigeon-feeding areas be
stopped, and that citizens not be prevented
from feeding the birds.

The court observed that “human health”
was “paramount” and that the rights of hu-
mans and animals should be balanced. It de-
clined to pass aninterim order to allow feed-
ing of pigeons, but halted the demolition of
heritage kabutarkhanas.

Trustees of the Dadar Kabutarkhana Trust
moved the court separately, arguing that the
entire kabutarkhana was a heritage structure.
On July 24, the court said that “there cannot
be anything more vital than human health
and if any hazard is caused due to pigeons’
congregation at feeding areas, the same was
a matter of grave social concern”.

On July 30, the HC directed the BMC to
register FIRs against people who were “ille-
gally” feeding pigeons at kabutarkhanas de-
spite BMC's policy and the denial of interim
relief by the court. The HC asked BMC to in-
stall CCTV cameras to monitor “mischievous”
feeders, depute beat marshals or civic offi-
cers at feeding sites, and use nets to prevent
pigeons from congregating.

Escalation and anger

As the BMC, which is empowered to im-
pose penalties overillegal bird-feeding, cracked
down, atleast 141 individuals were fined of Rs
500 each at 44 of the 51 kabutarkhanas in the
city. Between July 13 and August 3, the civic

body raked in Rs 68,700 in fines.

On August 1, the BMC registered an FIR
against an unknown person at Mahim police
station for feeding pigeons at Dadar
Kabutarkhana. Over the next twodays, the civic
body covered the site to prevent the congre-
gation of pigeons. Members of the Kabutar-
khana Trust alleged that 980 pigeons in the
vicinity had died in three days, and called a
peace prayer meeting at the site on August 6.

As the crisis escalated, Cabinet Minister
Mangal Prabhat Lodha wrote to BMC on
August 3 asking it to look at the possibility of
alternative feeding spots. Two days later, Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis met with mem-
bers of the Jain community and the Dadar
Trustees, and directed the BMC to allow feed-
ing at public spaces ina controlled manner to
ensure that the birds did not starve.

Assuaged, the Trust called off its planned
peace meeting. However, hundreds of people,
apparently unaware of the decision, still gath-
ered atthe site,and a group led by women tore
down the tarpaulin cover and fed the pigeons.

Where matters stand

The BMC is now considering the option
of allowing feeding in a staggered manner
for a few hours of the day, in line with the
CM’s directive to permit controlled feeding,
officials said.

On Thursday, the High Court recorded
that since the BMC had not revoked or di-
luted its decision, the ban on feeding in pub-
lic spaces “very much stands”. It allowed the
petitioners to apply to the BMC if they in-
tended to feed pigeons, and said the civic
body should consider the “larger issue of
public health” before making its decision.

The HC cited an opinion by Dr Sujeet
Rajan of Bombay Hospital recommending
“dismantling of pigeon-breeding areas at the
earliest”, but it said that the court was “not
an expert to examine” the issue.

Therefore, the court said, it was consider-
ing setting up a committee of experts, and if
this committee agreed with the BMC'’s deci-
sion, the authorities should consider an alter-
native workable mechanism for the pigeons.

The court will hear the Advocate General
for Maharashtra and other parties on the set-
ting up of the committee on August 13.

Was Jaisalmer ever part of the Maratha empire? Here's what historians say

ABHINAYAHARIGOVIND &
SOHAM SHAH
NEW DELHI, PUNE, AUGUST 8

AMAP in the new NCERT Class 8 text book
showing the extent of the Maratha empire
in 1759 has come under criticism.
Chaitanya Raj Singh, head of the royal fam-
ily of the erstwhile princely state of Jaisalmer;
on Monday called the map, which shows
Jaisalmer lying within the
Maratha dominion, “histori-
cally misleading, factually base-
less,and deeply objectionable”.

HISTORY |

historian Stewart Gordon wrote in his book
The Marathas 1600-1818 (1993).

At the time, the Marathas were already
aformidable force in the Deccan where they
were collecting tribute from erstwhile
Mughal dominions. In the 18th century, the
Marathas pushed into parts of Rajasthan,
the areas around Delhi and Punjab, and
Bundelkhand, and attacked Orissa, Bengal,
and Bihar, Gordon wrote.

These conquests, according to Gordon,
saw the Marathas make next to
no attempt to displace the lo-
cal powers. Instead, they fo-
cussed on entering agreements

Michel Danino, chairperson
of the NCERT's curricular area group for the
new social science textbooks, on Wednesday
clarified thata “revised map will be prepared”
if the current one’s boundaries are “incorrect”.
What do historians say?

Marathas’ ‘northern expansion’

As Mughal authority crumbled in the
early 18th century, Peshwa Baji Rao [ “could
not resist a Maratha drive” into the north,

to collect tribute.

Rahul Magar, assistant professor of his-
tory at Savitribai Phule Pune University, said
collecting economic tribute should not be
confused with exercising political authority.

“These states, like Rajputana and even
Orissa and Bengal, were paying financial
tribute, butitis not necessary that they po-
litically considered the Peshwa as their
overlord,” he told The Indian Express.

Dilbagh Singh, retired professor of his-
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Maratha empire in 1759; NCERT map
posted by C R Singh on X. X/@crsinghbhati

tory at Jawaharlal Nehru University, con-
curred. No Rajput state was “directly ruled

by the Marathas,” he said.

The Marathas & Jaisalmer

“The Marathas didn’t raid Jaisalmer and
Bikaner. They never went too far. Most of their
attacks were confined to Jaipur and Jodhpur,”
Singh said. Jaisalmer remained under the rule
of the Bhati clan of Rajputs till Independence.

Other historians agree. Professor B L
Bhadani, former head of the History
Department at Aligarh Muslim University,
told The Indian Express, “I can say with full
confidence that Jaisalmer was never a trib-
utary state. This map is incorrect.”

Gordon wrote of a tribute-collecting ex-
pedition that Baji RaoIled in 1728 through
western Malwa. “There had been, however,
a friendship between Bajirao and Jai Singh
(of Jaipur) which lessened the pressure for
tribute in the 1730s. After Bajirao’s death,
Maratha military contingents invaded
Rajasthan almost every year,” he wrote.

“Through the later years of the 1750s,
the Peshwa, Scindia, and Holkar sent armies
into Rajasthan to collect the arrears of the
large promised tribute...but nothing like an
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administration was in place. As soon as the
main-force Maratha army left, the Maratha
representatives were thrown out, and no
tribute paid,” Gordon wrote.

Professor Manisha Choudhary of Delhi
University said, “Even Amber-Jaipur was not
paying the tribute regularly, forget about
any other state located in the present terri-
tory of Rajasthan.

“If somebody is not paying you full-
fledged revenue but only sending some gifts
and nazars occasionally, that doesn’t fit
them in the category of a subsidiary state,”
she told The Indian Express.

What ‘empire’ means

It is easy to project modern ideas of
statehood into the past. But historical em-
pires seldom had as much authority as they
are sometimes credited with today.

Historian Richard Eaton wrote in India
in the Persianate Age (2019) that in the
decades of the 1730s to the 1750s, “Maratha
rule was patchy and irregular across much
of central India”. Some regions were fully
administered by the Peshwa’s men “and

others only thinly administered, and pop-
ulated by recalcitrant zamindars who man-
aged to defy Maratha authority from behind
walled strongholds,” Eaton wrote.

“It is true that the dominant clan of the
Marathasin the 18th century made a general
claim of sovereignty over almost the entire
north and north-western parts of India as well
as the Deccan,” Prof Pankaj Jha of the Lady
Shri Ram College told The Indian Express.

“However, their actual control varied
enormously. The more critical question is
how authority is made, rather than which
dynasty or clan proclaimed themselves to
be great,” he said.

Prof Magar highlighted the need for nu-
ance in cartographic representation.

“Such maps should be made using dif-
ferent shades of colours... One indicating di-
rect control, another for tributary states, one
for territories that were captured but did
not remain under control, and another indi-
cating influence. This blanket map is not
consistent with the truth.”
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Validation concerns

Draft mobile number validation norms need review

he Department of Telecommunications’

(DoT) proposed amendments to the

Telecom Cybersecurity Rules, 2024, mark a
pivotal moment in India’s digital governance. By
introducing a new category of entities — Telecom
Identifier User Entities (TIUEs) — the draft rules aim
to tighten cybersecurity and combat digital fraud
through a government-run Mobile Number
Validation (MNV) platform. While the intention is
noble, the framework raises concerns around
privacy, due process, and costs.

At the heart of the proposal is the MNV

platform, designed to authenticate users by

(( )) matching mobile numbers against telecom
databases. This is meant to reduce
impersonation, secure online transactions,
and support national cybersecurity. But the
platform, by design, centralises user data,
potentially enabling unprecedented access
for the government and telecom providers
to detailed information about individuals
and businesses. In the absence of clear limits
on data use, retention, or safeguards, this
could lead to misuse or even surveillance.
More troubling is the opacity around what
kind of data TIUEs will receive from the
MNV system. Will it be limited to basic
mobile-number validation or will it provide
richer Know Your Customer (KYC) data?
Without clarity, there is a risk of excessive
and unnecessary data sharing that threatens
the constitutional right to privacy, upheld by
the Supreme Court in KS Puttaswamy vs
Union of India (2017). The judgment says
thatanyrestriction on privacy must meet
the test of necessity, proportionality, and
legal oversight. These criteria are missing
from the draft rules.

Additionally, the denial of services
through invalidation of mobile numbers
raises due process concerns. If alegitimate
user is flagged wrongly, there appears to be
no stated way to contest or correct it. Worse
still, the burden of proof falls squarely on the
user to prove s/he is the rightful owner of a
number. In a country where mobile phones
are often shared among family members,
especially women and those in low-income
groups, such rigidity could deny legitimate
users access to essential services, deepening
digital exclusion if not harassment by state
agencies.

The economic impact is sobering. The
per-request validation charges, ¥1.50 for
government-mandated checks and X3 for
voluntary ones, can accumulate rapidly for
large platforms. These costs are likely to be
passed on to users or cut into innovation
budgets, especially for smaller firms. Far
from fostering digital inclusion, this
framework could discourage new entrants in
the tech ecosystem. Without tight controls,
the MNV system could be gamed by bad
actors posing as TIUEs and purchasing
sensitive user data under the garb of
verification. The absence of guardrails —
consent, audit trails, explicit limitation of
purpose, and strong eligibility checks —
poses a problem. The final rules must
include user notification protocols, an
appeal mechanism, stringent limits on data
use and a transparent governance
framework for MNV.

OTHER VOICES.

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Trump Targets Russia via India

President Trump wants at long last to raise the pressure on Russia for a
cease-fire in Ukraine, and on Wednesday he threatened India with a 50%
tariff if it keeps buying Russian oil. The puzzle is why the President is so far
giving China a pass, though Beijing buys more Russian oil than does New
Delhi. The new tariff is included in an executive order “Addressing Threats to
the United States by the Government of the Russian Federation.” India is a
target because its purchases of Russian oil are a major source of revenue for
Vladimir Putin’s war machine. India has long bought Russian crude, but its
purchases since Russia invaded Ukraine have increased enormously and help
Mr. Putin continue his deadly rampage. new vork, augusT 7
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A public reckoning on the gambling industry is overdue

No one should be surprised that the highly profitable UK gambling industry is
intensifying its lobbying efforts, with a view to avoiding both higher taxation
and stricter regulation of its activities, including advertising. Establishing a
presence, and a voice, in parliament is what the leaders of growing business
sectors do. In the five years since Michael Dugher, a former Labour MP and
shadow culture secretary, became chief executive of the Betting and Gaming
Council, the £11.5bn-a-year industry has seen off a Tory white paper that
threatened to curb its advertising, and resisted pressure for the higher
taxation that many expected last year. Now, with Rachel Reeves reviewing
gambling taxes in advance of the autumn budget, and amid growing calls for
ministers to be more active in addressing gambling harms, including addiction,
the organisation and its supporters are making fresh efforts to influence MPs
in their favour. Lonoon, aucusT7

Shaping character, build

ing futures

FINE BALANCE. Residential schools preserve cherished traditions and values while adapting to contemporary realities

VIPIN SONDHI
HIMMAT DHILLON

esidential schools have long

stood as pillars of

educational excellence — in

India and across the world

— with a distinctive model
of shaping not only young minds but
entire personalities. Institutions such as
Eton College in the UK and India’s own
St George’s, The Lawrence School -
Sanawar, Daly College, Kodaikanal
International, Doon School, Mayo
College, YPS, Scindia School and many
more have produced generations of
leaders, thinkers and professionals who
have left their mark in diverse spheres.

But what is it that gives residential

schooling this enduring appeal? Why do
these institutions remain relevantina
world of changing pedagogies,
technological revolutions and evolving
parenting philosophies? The answer lies
in their holistic focus: fostering
academic rigour, shaping character,
nurturing leadership and preparing
young people to thrive in a complex
global society.

A LEGACY OF PURPOSE, SERVICE
The legacy of India’s leading residential
schools is woven into the fabric of the
nation’s history. Many were established
during the colonial period and, over
time, embraced the ethos of service,
meritocracy and nation-building.
Alumni from these institutions have
shaped the country’s political,
administrative, military, cultural and
business landscapes.

Importantly, the concept of ‘legacy’ in
this context is not about entitlement or
elitism, but about values; of integrity,
service, courage and excellence. These
values are reinforced in traditions such
as the prefectural system, which
provides students with leadership
opportunities and instils responsibility.

Despite changes in education and in
society, these schools continue to
attract families because they offer a
broad-based, well-rounded learning
environment that fosters personal
growth as much as academic
achievement. Perhaps the greatest
strength of residential schools lies in
their commitment to character building.
The very structure of residential life —
living with peers, sharing routines,
collaborating across activities —
naturally fosters discipline, resilience,
empathy and social skills.

From the simple act of adhering toa
daily schedule, to the collaborative

BALANCED APPROACH. Residential schools embrace diversity and prepare students
for global challenges

dynamics of dining, sports, outdoor
treks and dormitory life, students learn
to respect structure and value
teamwork. Wearing the same uniform,
sharing communal spaces and
participating in collective activities
diminishes barriers of class or
background, promoting equality and
camaraderie.

Moreover, many residential schools
integrate strong cultural values into
daily life, nurturing a spirit of service,
respect and good citizenship. School and
house spirit, reinforced through
traditions and rituals, foster a collective
identity rooted in enduring principles.

The outdoor experiences these
schools offer — trekking, hiking,
camping — further contribute to
personal development. Itis no
coincidence that India’s mountaineering
tradition has often been led by alumni
and staff from residential schools.

One of the key differentiators of the
residential model is that learning is not
confined to formal classroom hours. The
entire ecosystem — whether hobbies,
sports, social service or leisure — is seen
as part of the curriculum.

Living away from home teaches

The confidence, curiosity
and collaborative spirit
nurtured in these
settings often lead to
well-rounded individuals
capable of excelling in
varied environments

students to be self-reliant, to manage
their own time, and to navigate
interpersonal dynamics. In contrast to
day-school students who may remain
more dependent on family support,
residential students cultivate
independence early.

Residential schools are also fertile
grounds for building critical
21st-century skills such as
problem-solving, negotiation,
communication and leadership. The
National Education Policy’s emphasis
on holistic education aligns perfectly
with this approach, one that develops
not just cognitive but also emotional and
social intelligence.

Itis sometimes argued that
residential schools may not always top
purely academic league tables. Yet their
real strength lies in the breadth of
education they provide. The confidence,
curiosity and collaborative spirit
nurtured in these settings often lead to
well-rounded individuals capable of
excelling in varied environments.

PREPARING GLOBAL CITIZENS
Today’s residential schools embrace
diversity and prepare students to engage
with a globalised world. With students
from different regions, faiths, ethnicities
and even countries living together,
tolerance and understanding naturally
emerge.

Dormitorylife is itself a rich
educational space — what scholars call
the “third classroom” — where values,
empathy and social skills are learned
through daily interactions. Students
learn to appreciate differences, resolve

conflicts and forge lasting friendships
across cultural lines, all vital for global
citizenship.

Furthermore, many residential
schools are consciously evolving their
curricula and pedagogical approaches to
incorporate international perspectives,
sustainability and digital literacy.

The best residential schools today
achieve a fine balance: they preserve
cherished traditions and values while
adapting to contemporary realities. This
includes modern teaching methods,
integration of technology in learning
and a greater focus on student
well-being and mental health.

Indeed, the residential setting offers a
unique advantage in today’s
hyper-connected world, a space where
young minds can disconnect from the
constant pull of social media and digital
distractions.

Residential schools provide a healthy
environment for what might be called a
‘digital detox,’ fostering deeper focus,
stronger interpersonal bonds and
greater mental resilience.

Itis important to acknowledge that
residential schooling is not without its
challenges. Concerns around elitism,
separation from families, mental health
pressures and affordability are valid and
must be addressed sensitively. The best
institutions are doing so by
strengthening pastoral care, ensuring
inclusive environments and building
strong partnerships with parents.

By remaining self-reflective and
adaptive, residential schools can
continue to serve as beacons of holistic
education.

A LASTING IMPACT

One of the most enduring aspects of the
residential school experience is the
lifelong sense of community it fosters.
Alumni networks remain vibrant and
supportive, helping graduates navigate
professional journeys and contribute
meaningfully to society.

Stories from history abound — for
example, the victory at the Battle of
Basantar in 1971, particularly for the
valour of 2nd Lt Arun Khetarpal from
The Lawrence School, Sanawar — of
leaders shaped on the playing fields of
these institutions. The phrase rings true:
much of life’s future battles are indeed
won in the character-forming crucibles
of school life.

In an era where education often risks
becoming transactional or overly driven
by metrics, residential schools remind
us of a deeper purpose, to nurture the
whole person.

Sondhiis former MD & CEO, Ashok Leyland, and
Member, Board of Governors, The Lawrence School,
Sanawar; Dhillon is Head Master, The Lawrence School,
Sanawar

Trump tarifts’ impact on economy and stock markets

How Trump’s additional penalty for buying Russian energy affects our exports and growth

bl.explainer

Lokeshwarri SK

What is the latest salvo fired by
Donald Trump against India?

On Wednesday, the US President
announced thata 25 per cent penalty
will be imposed on goods imported from
India, for continuing to purchase oil
from Russia. This is in addition to the 25
per cent reciprocal tariff announced on
July 31, taking the total baseline tariff to
50 per cent.

The reciprocal tariffs have come into
force from August 7,and the penalty will
be applied 21 days from now, that is from
August 27. Goods which are in transit on
August 27 but enter the US before
September 17 will face the earlier rate of
tariffs.

Which items are excluded from
these tariffs?
Sectors which are undergoing Section
232 investigation (pharmaceuticals,
semiconductors & electronics,among
others) are currently exempt from
reciprocal tariffs. These exempt items
account for approximately 30 per cent of
India’s exports.

But this is not a matter of relief
because Section 232 allows the US

Department of Commerce to investigate
whether import of the goods threaten
national security. If yes, then additional
tariffs can follow. Section 232 tariffs are
currently applicable on steel &
aluminium (50 per cent) and autos —
finished and parts (25 per cent).

What will be the broader impact
of the tariff?

India’s exports to the US stood at $86.5
billion in FY25, accounting for 19.5 per
cent of our total exports. The USis our
largest export partner. The tariff
charged on Indian goods earlier was
around 3 per cent. The hike to 50 per
cent now will certainly make all the
imports from India extremely
expensive. With India’s competitors
such as Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia
and the Philippines facing reciprocal
tariffs of less than 20 per cent, Indian
goods are going to find fewer takers in
the US market. Exporters in the textiles,
chemicals and gems and jewellery
segments have said that they will face
reduction of 50 to 70 per cent in their
exports to the US now.

According to GTRI, the 50 per cent
tariff can reduce overall Indian exports
to the US by 40 to 50 per cent.

With exports to the US accounting for
approximately 2.2 per cent of our GDP

EXPORTERS. A worried lot istock.com

in 2025, per Commerce Ministry data, a
50 per cent reduction in the US exports
can lead to adecline of at least 30 to 40
basis points in our GDP for FY26, if the
rates are not negotiated lower.

What will be the sectoral impact?
Sectors such as textiles and apparels (37
per cent share), chemicals (15 per cent),
electrical machinery (32 per cent share),
gems and jewellery (30 per cent share)
—are going to feel the heat of these
increased tariffs, ifimplemented.
According to Nomura, “the steep 50
per cent tariff would be similar to a trade
embargo, and will lead to a sudden stop
in affected export products. The lower
value addition and thinner margins
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UPI and tax evaders

This refers to the article ‘Should UPI data
be used to track GST evaders?’ (August 8).
At atime when the UPI payment ecosystem
is robustly progressing and reducing cash
use in the economy, using it for detecting
tax evasions will be counter-productive.
The other measures to detect tax
avoidance need to be strengthened. The
UPl ecosystem is inducing the users to save
and enabling them to be part of the
inclusive growth, so more people need to
be brought into its ambit.

Soitis prudent to avoid using UPI to detect
tax evaders.

VSK Pillai

Changanacherry (Kerala)

across anumber of industries (textiles,
gem and jewellery) could jeopardise
operations, especially of smaller firms
that will struggle to compete. The
effective tariff rate also makes the
burden on India similar to that of China
and much higher than ASEAN
economies (19-20 per cent), putting
India’s goods at a significant
disadvantage.”

What will be the impact on stock
markets?

The listed stocks in chemicals, textiles,
gems and jewellery are not large-cap
heavy weights. While stocks like
Gokaldas Textiles, Kitex, Camlin, Aarti
Industries, Atul, Bharat Forge, Suprajit
Engineering, Sona BLW etc will see a
sharp reduction in revenue and
profitability, the benchmark indices may
not be too affected. But there will be the
secondary impact of the weakening of
external demand for our companies due
to the ongoing chaos, which can dampen
the outlook for all companies.

If India decides to reduce or stop
crude oil imports from Russia, then
Reliance and the other OMCs can take a
hit. If crude oil prices increase due to
this, then margins of all listed
companies will get hit. It will be best for
investors to tread cautiously for now.

On businessline.in

Why unlimited banking of carbon

It is regarding ‘Should UPI data be used to
track GST evaders?’ (August 8). The bulk
of vendors that accept UPI payments are
from the unorganised sector, who
typically operate on a low-margin,
high-volume business model to withstand
the challenge posed by e-commerce.

It is tough for them to correctly segregate
UPI revenues into taxable and non-taxable
categories since they seldom keep
records and have little understanding of
GST laws.

The best option would be to raise the GST
registration threshold, to keep majority of
small vendors out of GST’s purview.
Kamal Laddha

Bengaluru

Stubble burning menace

With reference to the article “Biodiversity
crisis” (August 8), stubble burning started
as short-termactivity in select sectors and
has turned out to be a menace. Even
judicial intervention and incentives have
not helped.Labour cost is said to be the
reason. Loss of micro-organisms in the
soil due to stubble burning and excessive
use of chemical manures takes years to
rejuvenate.

Authorities must rope in universities,
KVKs, NGOs and respective GPs to advise
farmers onits cons and pros and impose
penalty on such farmers.

Rajiv Magal

Halekere Village, Karnataka

credits can undermine compliance
[ A Banking Sunset Clause could be

https://tinyurl.com/y7s8t93m

introduced to limit credit carryovers
to a three-year period to avoid
market distortions, say Aparna
Sharma and Gopal Sarangi

The carbon paradox: How America
rebranded pollution as fertilizer

The US telling the world that CO, _'E_
is beneficial is hilarious and ‘s
dangerous. It is also a masterclass
in double standards, argues
Sathya Raghu V Mokkapati

https://tinyurl.com/bdd7v352
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Fix the flaws

Voter registration problems demand

systemic solutions by the ECI

Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, has levelled se-

rious allegations of “criminal fraud”
against the Election Commission of India (ECI),
by claiming that over one lakh fake votes were
created in the Mahadevapura Assembly segment
of the Bangalore Central Lok Sabha constituency
in order to ensure a victory for the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) in the 2024 general election. His
detailed presentation outlining five categories of
alleged electoral malpractices demands careful
examination, not wholesale dismissal. The Con-
gress leader’s documentation reveals troubling
patterns: voters registered multiple times within
the same constituency, identical Electors Photo
Identity Card (EPIC) numbers across different
States, and improbably large numbers of voters
listed at single addresses. While identical EPIC
numbers across different States are not a signifi-
cant issue — the ECI addressed these anomalies
earlier this year — his claim that party workers
found booth slips showing multiple votes by the
“same person” in a single booth represents a se-
rious violation of the “one person, one vote”
principle, if verified. Mr Gandhi claimed that
these discrepancies were not limited to Mahade-
vapura but were part of a calculated modus ope-
randi to help the BJP in marginal constituencies
across the country. The Congress party had made
similar allegations about massive increases in
electoral registrations prior to the Maharashtra
Assembly election, claiming that these had con-
tributed to the unexpected victory of the BJP and
its allies, though without elaborate proof of erro-
neous registrations as seen in Mahadevapura. Mr.
Gandhi’s analysis stops short of proving that
these discrepancies directly enabled the BJP’s
victory. The BJP won the Mahadevapura Assemb-
ly seat in 2023 with a margin of approximately
44,500 votes. The increased margin, to over
1,14,000 votes, in 2024 happened even though
the total accretions in the electoral roll were
around 52,600 electors and the actual voter
count increased only by around 20,000. Esta-
blishing a causal link between electoral roll er-
rors and poll outcomes requires more than cir-
cumstantial correlation. The leap from
documenting registration flaws to alleging delib-
erate fraud orchestrated by the ECI in collusion
with the BJP remains unsubstantiated.

The ECI has adopted an unnecessarily defen-
sive stance by demanding that evidence be sub-
mitted ‘under oath’ — a requirement that legal ex-
perts suggest may not apply in this situation —
and attributing electoral discrepancies to the fai-
lure by political parties to raise concerns during
registration. More problematic is the ECI’s prac-
tice of releasing voter information in bulky image
PDFs rather than structured, searchable text for-
mats, which hinders verification efforts by politi-
cal parties and civil society organisations. The
ECI’s approach to voter registration relies heavily
on self-declarations and lacks robust verification
mechanisms. The Mahadevapura controversy
highlights the urgent need for comprehensive
electoral roll reform through door-to-door verifi-
cation, the most reliable method. The ECI’s Spe-
cial Intensive Revision (SIR) exercise in Bihar ap-
pears to respond to critics about electoral roll
problems. In theory, this should help maintain
more accurate rolls. However, rushed implemen-
tation and problematic identity verification re-
quirements risk creating new issues related to
legitimate voter deletion. Data already show
higher deletions among women electors than
men in Bihar. Considering that most out-migrants
are males, the higher deletion of women electors
could indicate that marginalised electors — par-
ticularly those who are illiterate (literacy rate of
women aged 15-49 years in Bihar was 55% in
2019-21, according to the National Family Health
Survey) — have been erroneously excluded in the
enumeration process for the draft SIR roll.

The broader challenge extends to multiple as-
pects of electoral administration: lax implemen-
tation of campaign finance regulations and the
Model Code of Conduct, tallying VVPATs from
only small samples rather than statistically signif-
icant proportions, inadequate technical safe-
guards for symbol loading in VVPATSs, and the un-
willingness to submit the EVM’s technical
safeguards to independent expert verification.
The ECI’s resistance to retaining CCTV footage
from polling booths, delays in publishing final
turnout figures, and evolution into an institution
viewing criticism as an attack represent a trou-
bling departure from democratic norms. The
fundamental issue underlying current electoral
controversies is the erosion of institutional trust.
The ECI’s credibility depends not merely on tech-
nical soundness but also on public confidence in
its impartiality and transparency. The process of
appointing Election Commissioners needs to fol-
low the Supreme Court’s recommendation to in-
clude the Chief Justice of India in the selection pa-
nel, currently side-stepped by the government.
Mr. Gandhi’s allegations fall short of establishing
deliberate fraud. But his party’s findings perform
a valuable democratic function by highlighting
systemic flaws. The appropriate response re-
quires comprehensive voter roll auditing, en-
hanced transparency in data sharing, improved
technical safeguards including comprehensive
audit trails of EVM commands and security pro-
tocols for symbol loading, stronger enforcement
of electoral regulations, and consultations with
political parties. The ECI must embrace the prin-
ciple that democratic institutions grow stronger
through scrutiny. The alternative — continued
erosion of confidence in electoral processes —
poses far greater risks to democratic governance
than any specific allegation of malpractice.

T he Leader of the Opposition in the Lok
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With tariffs, India’s growth rate needs a careful watch

he United States imposed 25%

reciprocal tariffs on India’s exports

with effect from August 7. On August 6,

the U.S. imposed a penal levy of an
additional 25% on India’s exports because India
continued to import oil from Russia and this
comes into effect on August 29. The two taken
together can weaken India’s exports to the U.S.
We first examine the impact of the 25% tariff and,
later, the impact of the penal rates.

India runs a merchandise trade surplus with
the U.S. — for 2024-25, it stood at $41.18 billion —
which is increasing over time. To narrow this
trade surplus, the U.S. appears to focus both on
India’s exports and imports. While a 25%
reciprocal tariff could hamper India’s exports, the
penalty could work on exports as well as serve as
a non-tariff barrier on crude imports from Russia,
thus, pushing India to import crude from the U.S.
or elsewhere at a higher cost. While the U.S.’s
measures could reduce the trade gap between
the two countries, it is important to understand
its implications on India’s growth and external
account. Such unilateral actions are contrary to
the principles of free and fair trade

Impact of reciprocal tariffs

The immediate impact of reciprocal tariffs would
be on the trade balance. Assuming that there is
no impact on imports from the U.S. (except for a
limited diversification of oil imports from Russia
to the U.S.), tariffs could adversely impact India’s
exports to the U.S. But to what extent? Assuming
that the import elasticity with respect to tariffs as
(91, which is on a higher side, India’s exports to
the U.S. can go down by 25% — this is a sharp
decline. However, its impact on trade balance
depends on how much the share of India’s
exports to the U.S. is in total exports. As the data
for 2025-26 is not available, the implications of
this expected drop in U.S. exports is worked out
for 2024-25, ex post.

Even in the extreme case, where elasticity is
assumed to be (-)1, the overall trade deficit widens
by about 0.56 % of GDP to 7.84%. Consequently,
real GDP growth drops by about 0.6% to 5.9%
from 6.5%. What is of more concern is its impact
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Taken together,
the total impact
of the
reciprocal
tariffs and
penal levy on
India’s growth
rate can turn
out

to be severe

on the Current Account Deficit (CAD). Due to the
U.S/s reciprocal tariffs, the CAD is estimated to
increase from 0.6% to 1.15%. While these
estimates are for 2024-25, the extent of the
impact in 2025-26 would not be very different
from these estimates for 2024-25, had the tariffs
been effective from the beginning of the year.
However, in the current year (2025-26) four
months are behind us, the decline in GDP growth
rate may be 0.4%, and correspondingly the CAD
may also be reduced.

Some caveats

These estimates are, however, subject to some
caveats. India recently signed a comprehensive
economic and trade agreement with the United
Kingdom, while negotiations are underway with
the European Union and other major countries
and their impact on external account is not
assessed. These may have a favourable effect on
the CAD.

We are also not considering the effects of tariff
increases imposed on other countries that are
competitors for Indian exports, and this can
moderate the impact on India’s exports. Further,
we are not taking into consideration any likely
changes in the exchange rate due to the recent
U.S. trade measures and its impact on trade
balance. Indeed, the rupee-U.S. dollar
depreciated sharply and was hovering over 387.5
since reciprocal tariffs were imposed. The new
trade agreements as well as rupee depreciation
could help narrow the CAD a bit and also limit the
impact of the U.S. tariffs on India’s GDP growth to
some extent.

But for 2025-26, and for the coming years, GDP
growth, even after considering these two factors,
could still be lower by about 0.5% than the base
case growth forecast of 6.5%; the CAD could also
widen by a similar extent. Further, following the
penalty threat, any larger shift away from Russia
on crude imports and towards the U.S. might
have further implications on the CAD as well as
the exchange rate and domestic inflation. Added
to this, an increase in world oil prices and the
uncertainty surrounding the world economy
could exert more pressure on the CAD and its

financing. It can also have an effect on inflation.

How can India mitigate the downside risks of
Donald Trump’s tariffs? One option is that India
still has the space to negotiate with the U.S. as the
trade deal has not yet been finalised while not
yielding on contentious issues such as agriculture
and allied sectors and micro, small and medium
enterprises.

The other way is, as many have suggested, to
diversify the export market. But this would be
difficult in the short term. One possible way is to
look at our own tariffs that we impose on our
imports. Our empirical results do suggest that
India’s exports are negatively affected by import
tariffs. The estimated elasticity with respect to
import tariffs is more than (negative) one. With
the increasing import content of our exports over
time, the negative impact of tariffs on exports
growth has only increased. The government may
look at the existing tariff rates and may reduce
those that have an adverse effect on exports.

Impact of penal levy

The impact of the penal levy, which is another
25%, will have the same effect as reciprocal
tariffs. However, there are some commodities
that are exempt from this levy. Here the impact
will be somewhat lower. Taken together, the total
impact on India’s growth rate can be quite severe,
a reduction of over 0.6 percentage points from
the base growth rate of 6.5% in the current year.
To avoid the penal levy, India has to bring to the
attention of the world at large the inequity of the
decision. It is highly discriminatory. There are
many other countries which import from Russia
far more than what India does. The interval of
three weeks that is available now for negotiation
must be effectively utilised.

Reciprocal tariffs with penal levy are a clear
case of using tariffs to compel nations to follow a
specific policy. India needs to work with other
nations to get back to a different system of world
trade. While the immediate impact of the tariffs
on the growth rate of India may be managed, the
continuation of this kind of trade regime will not
be in the interests of all countries including the
U.S. and India.

Industrial accidents, the human cost of indifference

fter spending 37 years in India’s oil and
A energy sector, this writer has walked

through the innards of factories,
refineries, and chemical plants across the
country. This writer has seen, up close, the tragic
aftermath of industrial accidents — not as distant
events, but as raw human tragedies. These are
not acts of fate. They are the result of choices —
bad ones made by individuals, institutions, and
systems that fail to care.

We have seen it again, recently — as explosions

at Sigachi Industries in Telangana, and as a
firecracker unit disaster in Tamil Nadu. They are
not aberrations. They are the symptoms of a
deeper, ongoing national crisis.

A universe is shattered every time

In the last five years, at least 6,500 workers have
lost their lives in India’s factories, construction
sites, and mines, according to government data
compiled by the Labour Ministry and several
Right to Information-based reports. This means
nearly three fatalities every day in peacetime, in a
growing economy, in the 21st century.

In Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu alone, over
200 fatalities have occurred in major industrial
mishaps over the past decade. But the true toll —
especially from the unregistered or informal
sector units may be much higher and rarely
makes news. Each of these cases is not just a data
point. It is about a breadwinner gone, a child
orphaned, and a household thrust into trauma
and penury. This writer has witnessed this — an
empty seat in a refinery canteen after a fatality,
families pacing outside the plant gates, waiting
for news they know will break them.

A study in 2022 by the Centre for Science and
Environment (CSE) found that India had had over
130 major chemical accidents in just a 30-month
window post-2020, with 218 fatalities and
300-plus injuries. Most of these occurred in small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which
often operate under regulatory radar.

What makes these deaths even more
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India must
assure every
worker, who
risks life and
limb to keep its
industries
running, that
industrial safety
is a right

inexcusable is how elementary and avoidable
their causes are: no fire No-Objection Certificate
(NOC) — factories running without even the basic
No-Objection Certificate from the Fire
Department; no firefighting systems — alarms,
sensors, extinguishers missing or dysfunctional;
no permit-to-work system — high-risk jobs
undertaken casually, with no formal hazard
identification or job safety analysis; no training —
especially for migrant and contract workers who
often speak different languages and oblivious to
the signage or safety protocols; no fire exits — or
exits locked, blocked, or hidden under storage
materials; no accountability — audits, when
conducted, are often tick the box exercises.
Convictions for safety lapses are rare, and
penalties are negligible.

Not a core value

Even in large corporates, the focus on operational
excellence often overshadows basic safety
culture. Globally, countries such as Germany and
Japan have embedded safety deeply into
industrial design and workplace culture. In
contrast, India still treats safety as a compliance
hurdle rather than a core value.

While the spotlight is on Andhra Pradesh and
Tamil Nadu, let us not pretend that other States
fare better. Gujarat, Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh,
and Uttar Pradesh have their own grim records.
In fact, Gujarat witnessed over 60 major
industrial fires and gas leaks in just a single year
(2021), according to media and State records.

According to the Directorate General Factory
Advice Service and Labour Institutes (DGFASLI),
India records one serious industrial accident
every two days in registered factories. What are
unregistered units? Nobody truly knows.

The pattern is now familiar to the point of
fatigue: tragedy, outrage, compensation,
committee and then silence. The root cause
remains untouched. The next accident is just
waiting to happen.

What keeps this cycle alive is national

indifference — the silence of the public, the
inertia of regulators, and the cost-cutting impulse
of companies that treat safety as overhead, and
not obligation. Workers, especially those on
contract, are seen as disposable.

There is also a deeply troubling class bias.
Would a similar safety lapse at a high-rise
corporate headquarters or in a software park go
similarly unnoticed? The harsh truth is that these
lives are undervalued because of who they are —
migrant workers, contract labourers, and the
economically voiceless.

The phrase ‘act of god’

There is a phrase that we often hear, which is “act
of God.” It sounds biblical, a way to distance
ourselves from culpability. But these disasters are
not divine punishment. They are man-made. A
National Geographic documentary once explored
this very idea showing how industrial accidents
across the world stem not from chance, but from
negligence and failed systems.

Countries such as South Korea and Singapore
now have corporate manslaughter laws, holding
senior executives criminally accountable for gross
safety failures. India needs to begin that
conversation.

This is not just a call for regulatory reform or
better audits. It is a call for collective conscience.
As citizens, as industry leaders, as media, as
policymakers we need to say, “We care”.

We must not only hold companies to account
but also strengthen our labour safety boards,
digitise risk reporting, and ensure whistle-blower
protection. And for every worker who risks life
and limb to keep our industries running, we must
affirm this truth: industrial safety is not a favour,
it is a right.

The question is not whether we have the
means to prevent these tragedies. We do. The
only question is this: do we care enough to act?
Or will we, through silence and resignation, keep
proving that unspoken indictment true? Who
cares?

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Proof of ‘elections stolen’
Leader of the Opposition in
the Lok Sabha Rahul
Gandhi’s detonation of his
“atom bomb proof of vote
chori” — allegations of
massive voter theft in the
Mahadevapura Assembly
constituency in Karnataka
— raises serious questions
about the very sanctity of
the electoral process. Mr.
Gandhi’s claim that a
Congress party team spent
six months analysing voter
data to spot gross
irregularities, is too serious
to be dismissed either by
the Election Commission of
India (ECI) or the Bharatiya
Janata Party, the alleged
beneficiary of such
irregularities. The
institutional integrity of the
ECI and its competence are
at stake. Mr. Gandhi has put
out full and verifiable data

in the public domain. The
ECI must probe the
allegations in a transparent
manner. It is needless to
mention that Mr. Gandhi
and his party will pay a
heavy political cost if his
allegations are found to be
baseless and malicious.
S.K. Choudhury,

Bengaluru

There is no obvious reason
to dispute the
evidence-based exposé of
large-scale electoral roll
manipulations. One must
consider that a team of his
party workers completed a
seemingly impossible task
of meticulously analysing
entries from piles of paper
sheets over months. Other
skeletons may emerge if a
similar exercise is
conducted in several other
constituencies. The

common man is
unconcerned with the ECI
hunting for technicalities in
Mr. Gandhi’s fight with the
ECI. They only want clear
answers for each of his
‘open and shut’ instances of
voter list manipulation.
Kamal Laddha,

Bengaluru

A fair and free election does
not mean the pride in
computing voter turnout
only. It also means a true
voters’ list. The Election
Commission has to prove
that it is clean.

M. Xavier,

Vallioor, Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu

If what the Congress leader
has alleged has any
substance or evidentiary
value, it is a blow to
democracy. The evidence
given by the Congress

leader is already in the
public domain and the ECI
can straightaway take up a
detailed probe. If the probe
falsifies the allegations, let
the law take its course
against him. Else, there will
be every justification to
suspect the primacy, the
sanctity and the integrity of
the poll body.

V. Johan Dhanakumar,
Chennai

The charge of “vote theft”
has reignited the debate
over the Election
Commission’s role. The BJP
counters this as “selective
outrage”, noting that the
Congress never questioned
the ECI’s neutrality where it
won. Nobel laureate
Amartya Sen, while
cautioning against hasty
electoral roll revisions,
stresses that any bias or

disenfranchisement —
especially of the poor —
would be a “monstrous
development”. My view is
that the ECI, as an
independent constitutional
body, is an easy target for
Opposition parties after an
electoral defeat — just as
the BJP might have done if
in the opposition. The
Congress, long used to
being in power, seems
unwilling to adapt itself to
being out of power.
However, the BJP too has
erred in not accepting the
Chief Justice of India as the
neutral third member in the
Chief Election
Commissioner’s selection
panel, which would have
strengthened institutional
trust. A robust democracy
demands both: credible
elections and restraint in
undermining constitutional

bodies without solid proof.
Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

It is distressing that Mr.
Gandhi has stooped low to
salvage his fading image by
issuing unwarranted and
denigrating insinuations
against a constitutional
institution as exalted as the
Election Commission of
India. He has not shown any
sign of remorse even after
being reprimanded by the
Supreme Court for his
penchant of coming up with
shallow public utterances.
Mr. Gandhi should desist
from attacking our
democracy in such an
irresponsible manner.

Ravi Mathur,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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In the name

of a nation

As thousands of Bengali-speaking migrants across some of India’s States are questioned on their citizenship,

detained, or pushed into Bangladesh, a wave of fear has brought them back to West Bengal.

Shiv Sahay Singh explores the reasons for the migration, as the controversy opens up the debate about

West Bengal

Kolkata
°

Bengali identity. Political parties use the crisis as a plank for the Assembly elections next year

azimuddin Mondal (34) recalls that he

was slapped before being asked to sing

the national anthem. “At the police sta-

tion they told me to sing it and then
checked my phone to see if there were any phone
numbers from Bangladesh,” he says.

Mondal says life had been going smoothly for
about a year and a half in Mumbai’s Nalasopara
area, where he lived on rent. With a daily wage of
31,300, the migrant from a village in Murshidabad
district, West Bengal, had come to Maharashtra to
work. On June 9, 2025, there was a knock on his
door. Men in uniform had come for him. They
took him to the local police station. Mondal re-
calls that there were 13 Bengali-speaking men at
the police station. Then began a journey of about
2,500 kilometres spanning six days.

From the police station in Mumbai, Mondal
says he and a few others were taken for a medical
check-up, then driven to Pune the next morning.
He recalls that they were put on a flight from Pune
to West Bengal, their hands in zip-ties.

After landing somewhere in north Bengal,
Mondal says he was driven along the international
border in the early hours of one morning and
pushed into Bangladesh.

“The men in plainclothes forced me to cross
the border. It was the scariest day of my life,” he
says. He was handed 3300 in Bangladeshi
currency, a packet of food, and a bottle of
water. ““You all are Bangladeshis, the
man told me in Bengali, threatening to
shoot me if I tried to return.”

On June 14, a video of him and two oth-
ers, Minarul Sheikh and Mostafa Kamal
Sheikh, both also migrant workers from
West Bengal, allegedly picked up by the
police in Maharashtra, surfaced on social
media. Sitting in an open field, the men
cried out to the West Bengal Chief Minis-
ter for help: “Mamata (Banerjee) Didi
please save us... We have been pushed in-
to Bangladesh.” The next day, the three
were repatriated through the India-Ban-
gladesh border close to Mekhliganj town of Cooch
Behar district, West Bengal.

Across India, thousands of Bengali-speaking
migrants are being asked for documentation to
prove their Indian citizenship. The crackdown be-
gan, say sources in the Home Ministry, after the
regime change in Bangladesh in August 2024. The
questioning intensified after the Pahalgam attack
in April this year. CM Banerjee alleges that the in-
tensity of it is felt most in the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP)-ruled States.

The Delhi Police has checked documents of ov-
er 16,000 Bengali-speakers over the past few
months. The Haryana government had set up de-
tention centres in July, where they allegedly held
people. In Gujarat, over 1,000 were detained in
Ahmedabad and Surat. Through June and July,
migrant workers have been leaving jobs in other
States to return to West Bengal.

Almost a month after the incident, Mondal is
back home. He wears the same shirt in which he
was seen in the video, and is struggling to find
work in his village. “The contractor (in Mumbai)
is calling me regularly, but I have no documents;
they were all taken by the police. Here, even if I
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We have
had several
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people of
the Matua
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get work, I don’t get even I500 a day,” the mi-
grant worker says.

The village, located along one of the distribu-
taries of the river Ganga, has a standing crop of
jute in July, rising to almost five feet. The roads
are filled with potholes so deep that ducks swim
in them. Most men in the village migrate out of
West Bengal for work, though there is no reliable
data on how many do.

Going back to work

Less than a kilometre from his house, is a locality
where other migrant workers have been forced to
return from their place of work. They were de-
tained for three days in the neighbouring State of
Odisha. They are part of a group of about 400
who were detained by the Jharsuguda police dur-
ing the second week of July. On July 9, the Trina-
mool Congress (TMC), the ruling party in West
Bengal, posted a 55-second video of the workers
on social media. In the video, Samiul Ansari (31)
describes how they were picked up at night.

At their village in Murshidabad, Samiul is
joined by four others: Yeasmin Ali Ansari (50),
Manaruzzaman Ansari (41), Newton Ansari (33),
and Amanat Ansari (31). They sit in a circle and
narrate their ordeal during detention for 72
hours. By Indian law, police can detain a person
for no longer than 24 hours, before which they
must be produced before a magistrate.

“The police did not beat us at the detention
centre, but kept saying that they had orders from
above to detain us,” Samiul says. The men say
they have been going to Odisha for a decade to
work; this was the first time they had faced trou-
ble. Odisha’s government is run by the BJP that
came to power last year. “There is no work here.
Maybe we won’t go to where the police had de-
tained us,” they say. The three younger men in
the group went back to Odisha 11 days later.

The men, who were detained in Jagatsinghpur
district in Odisha, say they have no choice but to
leave to other States for work soon. Their greatest
fear is what identity documents they should carry
so that the police does not detain them.

Rajjak Sheikh in Murshidabad, the father of two migrant workers, who has
filed a habeas corpus petition in the Calcutta High Court. SHIV SAHAY SINGH
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In the village, Razzak Sheikh, the father of two
migrant workers, has filed a habeas corpus peti-
tion before the Calcutta High Court, when his
sons were detained elsewhere in Odisha. “I got a
call from the police there, who threatened to
push my sons into Bangladesh if we failed to pro-
duce birth certificates.”

Having an Indian birth certificate is, however,
no guarantee say migrant workers, that they will
not be harassed. Amir Sheikh, 19, from Malda’s
Kaliachak area, who was allegedly jailed in Rajas-
than for a week before being pushed into Bangla-
desh in May 2025, had one, say his parents.

Up to 1,000 people were identified as suspect-
ed Bangladeshi nationals, detained, and sent to
six detention centres, in the State. The parents
have produced their passports too, but say their
son is still stuck in Bangladesh. On August 7, the
father filed a habeas corpus before the Calcutta
High Court.

On July 30, the Maharashtra government
claimed that 42,000 ‘fake’ birth certificates is-
sued to ‘Bangladeshis’ had been cancelled, and
the number to be further cancelled by August 15
would be far higher.

Politics at play

In the first week of May 2025, weeks before these
stories of migrants alleging detention and pushing
into Bangladesh surfaced, TMC Rajya Sabha MP
Samirul Islam wrote a letter to Union Home Minis-
ter Amit Shah. In it he claimed there was a “dis-
turbing pattern of targeted hostility” against Ben-
gali workers in BJP-ruled States such as Gujarat.
Islam is the chairperson of West Bengal Migrant
Welfare Board.

By the second week of July, reports of migrant
workers in different parts of India began surfacing
almost daily in West Bengal. On July 16, CM Baner-
jee hit the streets in Kolkata and warned that prot-
ests would rage across the country if Bengali mi-
grants continue to be harassed.

Two days later, Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
while speaking at a public meeting in Durgapur in
the southern part of West Bengal and one of In-
dia’s main steel-producing centres, said that
“Bengali asmita” (identity and culture) was para-
mount to the BJP, but emphasised that “whoever
has infiltrated into the country will be dealt with
as per law”.

On July 21, Banerjee addressed her party’s an-
nual Martyrs’ Day rally. This is a commemoration
of the day 13 people were killed in 1993, when pol-
ice fired on the Youth Congress, then led by Ba-
nerjee. Before lakhs of supporters in Kolkata she
claimed that the BJP government at the Centre
“was unleashing terror on the Bengali language”
and announced that a “language movement”
would continue until the Assembly polls, due in
2026. From the stage of the mega Trinamool
event, the party chairperson read excerpts from
what she called a secret notification issued by the
Union Government in May 2025, and sent only to
BJP-ruled States, which stated that if someone
was suspected of being Bangladeshi, they should
be detained for a month and sent to detention or
holding camps.

Amidst thousands of migrants returning and
the disruption of work, the debate on Bengali lan-
guage and identity continues to rage. On August 3,
the Delhi Police issued a letter referring to the
Bengali language as Bangladeshi, which the TMC
took up as an insult to the “Bengali-speaking peo-
ple of India”.

The very next day, while justifying the action of
Delhi Police, BJP IT cell chief Amit Malviya said,
“There is, in fact, no language called Bengali.”

The West Bengal BJP leadership said that the
drive is to identify Bangladeshi infiltrators and not
migrants of the State. Leader of Opposition Su-
vendu Adhikari and newly appointed State BJP
president Samik Bhattacharya speak of “sanitis-
ing the voter list and removing lakhs of Bangla-
deshi voters”. They insist on a Special Intensive
Revision (SIR) of the voter list on the lines of what
is happening in Bihar.

Economically speaking

The flight of industries and unemployment re-
main major challenges in West Bengal. The Na-
tional Statistical Office’s (NSO) Annual Survey on

Hundreds of
migrant workers
waitin long
queues to board
the few
unreserved
compartments
of a long-
distance train to
Hyderabad, in
Telangana. They
say there are
few jobs in West
Bengal, forcing
them to return
to work in other
States.
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Unincorporated Sector Enterprises (ASUSE)
made public in 2024 pointed out that West Bengal
lost 3 million jobs in unincorporated enterprises
from 2015-16 to 2022-23.

In 2024, the Union Finance Minister had said
that the share of industrial production in West
Bengal had declined from 24% at the time of Inde-
pendence to 3.5% in 2021.

Economist Abhirup Sarkar, the chairperson of
the West Bengal Infrastructure Development Fi-
nance Corporation, says, “There are historical
reasons behind the decline of industries in West
Bengal. One of the biggest factors is that Kolkata
was dominated by British companies, which left
after independence. Then, during the Left re-
gime, militant trade unions and strikes played a
role in the flight of capital.” He adds that produc-
tivity is low in West Bengal, but there is also a per-
ception battle about the State.

More than a shared border

West Bengal shares a 2,216 kilometre border with
Bangladesh, and about 450 km of the border re-
mains unfenced, making it porous in parts. Home
Minister Shah has said this is largely because the
West Bengal government is not providing land to
do so.

However, there are cultural, historical, and ge-
ographic ties between the Bengalis on both sides
of the border. The partition of Bengal took place
on Rakshabandhan day in 1905, when the then Vi-
ceroy of India, Lord Curzon, divided the Bengal
Presidency into west (predominantly Hindu, in-
cluding Bihar and Orissa) and east (predominant-
ly Muslim, including Assam). This was annulled in
1911, when the capital was moved to Delhi.

However, there was further turmoil in 1947,
when East Pakistan was formed, and people
moved across the newly-formed border, on the
basis of religion. In 1971, when Bangladesh was
formed, another wave of people came to India.

Ten years ago, in 2015, a Land Border Agree-
ment was signed between the two countries,
where land parcels were exchanged, because
there was Indian territory deep within Bangla-
desh and vice versa. People in these parcels were
given the choice to become Bangladeshi nationals
or Indian citizens.

Shamshul Haque and Rabiul Haque chose In-
dia, and migrated to Gurugram, in Haryana, to
work. They were arrested on suspicion of being
Bangladeshi nationals.

“We chose to come to India leaving our place of
birth behind because we always thought of our-
selves as Indians. I had never thought, even in my
dreams, that I would be held on suspicion of be-
ing Bangladeshi,” Shamshul says, showing a citi-
zenship certificate issued by West Bengal’s Cooch
Behar district administration.

While the majority of migrant workers de-
tained or pushed into Bangladesh are Muslims,
there are some from the Matua community, a sect
of Hindu Namashudras, Dalits who migrated from
Bangladesh, who are also facing detention.

In Nadia district, two migrant workers from a
Matua family, who had openly announced their
allegiance to the BJP, were arrested by the Maha-
rashtra police several months ago. Manishankar
Biswas (23) and Nirmal Biswas (22) had left their
home to work as carpenters in Akola dis-
trict. Their father, Nishikanta, is an agricultural la-
bourer. He and his wife, Pushpa, do not have the
money to travel to Maharashtra. They live in a
house put together with tin sheets.

“We have had several cases of people of the
Matua community being held by the police in
Maharashtra. When the police pick up people on
the basis of language, both Hindus and Muslims
will be arrested,” says Nikhilesh Adhikari, a Nag-
pur-based lawyer who is trying to arrange bail for
the two men.

On June 28, Banerjee urged migrant workers to
return to West Bengal and assured them of work.
Just a little over a month on, there are serpentine
queues of migrant labourers at Howrah Station,
booking tickets to leave again.

Rakesh Alam, 27, is boarding the Howrah Ah-
medabad Superfast Express, leaving his four-
month-old daughter behind. He says, “I cannot
stay in Bengal when I have a family to feed.”
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