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W ith kharif sowing likely to pick up
momentum soon, there are several �new
normals� with respect to climate that

need to be considered. There are enough studies and
data to tell us that summer is getting longer and hotter
by the year, while the monsoon too is interspersed
with more dry spells and intense bouts of rainfall.
India�s foodgrains output (rice, but not pulses) has
been quite robust amidst these swings in climate �
yet, this macro reality is an oversimpli�ed one.

It papers over agrarian distress owing to
drought-like conditions, as well as large
pockets that deal with excessive rainfall. A
Reserve Bank of India paper has recently
cited the e�ects of high rainfall on crop
output, and called for new cropping
strategies for crops that cannot withstand
excessive rain. This is signi�cant, as the focus
is generally more on adaptation to
drought-like conditions. The RBI paper,
published in its March Bulletin, points out
that the number of districts that received
normal and de�cient rainfall dipped in 2024
over 2023, but the number of districts with
excessive rainfall increased sharply. Excess
rain impacts pulses (certain varieties) and
maize more adversely than a de�cit, whereas
rice is able to withstand a de�cit (owing to
irrigation, often through groundwater) as
well as copious rainfall (since it needs
standing water). In the case of pulses, de�cit
rainfall during the sowing season and an
excess during �owering can be damaging.
De�cit rain impacts arhar, but less so moong
and urad. Soyabean quality degrades with
excessive rain. Heavy rain in August and
September can damage oilseeds crops. These
traits should be kept in mind to prepare for
early sowing in the case of maize, for
example. Excess rain is a late-monsoon
phenomenon. 

Besides crop diversi�cation, cropping
methods that improve drainage and reduce
waterlogging risks must be prioritised. The
research establishment should break out of
its Green Revolution mould and develop
resilient, even if less high-yielding strains.
Meanwhile, the number of districts impacted
by excessive rainfall may over time exceed the
de�cit regions. A January 2024 study by the
Council of Energy, Environment and Water
that studies rainfall patterns over four
decades at a district level seems to point in
this direction. It observes that 30 per cent of
the districts witnessed a high number of
de�cient rainfall years, while 38 per cent
observed a high number of excessive rainfall
years. A 2015 RBI study observes that a
positive monsoon shock (excessive rain) does
not lift output to the extent that a negative
shock damages it � which is perhaps due to
the groundwater crisis and the impact of
excessive rain. 

A shift in approach that prioritises sturdy
and less resource-intensive varieties of pulses
and oilseeds is called for � so that they can
rival the advantages of growing rice. The
medium-term consequences of not adapting
to the new climate realities can prove to be
damaging � undermining our short-term
output goals. 

Kharif challenge 
Altered monsoon behaviour poses output concerns 
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Pensioners’ interests hit
The proposed amendment in the
Finance Bill to empower the
Centre to establish distinction
among pensioners as a general
principle is highly detrimental to
the interest of pensioners. 
The new bene�ts recommended
by Central Pay Commissions
hereafter will not be available to
old pensioners. 
The amendment is bound to open
�ood gates of litigation by
pensioners as the apex court had
clearly addressed the question in
Nakra vs Union of India (1982)
whether it was appropriate and
justi�ed to divide pensioners into
two groups according to the date
of retirement and held that such

unequal treatment of pensioners
was against Article 14 of the
constitution’s guarantee of
equality. 
One fervently hopes better sense
will prevail and the government
will drop the ill advised move to
save hapless senior citizens the
ordeal of agitating the issue again
in the court of law.
Manohar Alembath
Kannur (Kerala)

The Trump challenge
Apropos, �The Unravelling of
alliances�, (March 26). Donald
Trump’s second presidency
presents India and South Asia with
a paradox: unprecedented
opportunities wrapped in

profound challenges. For India,
closer defence cooperation and
strategic alignment against China
are promising. 
Yet, trade tensions, restrictive
immigration policies and the
unpredictability of Trump’s
diplomacy pose real threats. 
Modi’s personal chemistry with
Trump may provide some
diplomatic cushioning, but it will
not override the cold calculus of
transactional foreign policy. 
The next four years will test South
Asia’s ability to turn challenges
into strategic gains, proving that
in global politics, survival depends
on adaptability.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

Engage with US
With reference to Paran
Balakrishnan�s article �The
unravelling of alliances� (March 26),
Trump�s policies are posing great
uncertainty to India. It is in India�s
interest to diplomatically engage
with the US. 
India needs to change diplomatic
strategy on two fronts. First, it needs
to appoint scholar-diplomats in MEA
to engage with the United States. 
Second, India needs to cultivate
friendships in the US Congress,
corporate America, media,
academia, and think tanks. 
Indian diplomats need to closely
work with the US elites closer to
President Trump’s administration to
see the security and economic

policies favourable to India.
Velpula Ramanujam
Hyderabad

Coops need attention
This refers to the article �UCBs need
to scale up� (March 26). Issues
relating to governance and
supervisory oversight highlighted
are all very relevant in respect of
banks and NBFCs dependent on
public deposits. Perhaps a review of
the structure of these institutions
and the sources of funds and their
deployment is overdue. 
A total overhaul of the institutional
system other than commercial banks
is the need of the hour.
MG Warrier
Mumbai
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S EBI introduced the Quali�ed
Stock Brokers (QSBs)
framework in February 2023
to address the growing
concentration risk arising

from the dominance of a few top brokers
and safeguard market integrity and
stability. 

The framework considered
designating certain stock brokers as
QSBs based on speci�ed parameters
based on the size and scale of operations
of a broker, their likely impact on
investors and the securities market, as
well as governance and service
standards and stipulated additional
regulatory, risk, governance, and service
standards requirements. 

In March 2024, SEBI revised the QSB
framework and introduced additional
parameters (compliance score,
grievance redressal score, proprietary
trading volumes) for designating a stock
broker as QSB.

The framework entrusted Market
Infrastructure Institutions (MIIs) with
enhanced monitoring and surveillance
of QSBs for the discharge of their
obligations and responsibilities.
Accordingly, exchanges (NSE, BSE,
MSE, MCX, and NCDEX) came up with
the list of 15 stock brokers designated as
QSBs in March 2023 and the compliance
requirements came into e�ect on July 1,
2023. 

Further, based on SEBI�s revised
guidelines and revised parameters,
exchanges re-assessed the 2023 list of
QSBs and 14 designated QSBs by a
revised list in March 2024. QSBs in the
�rst list who did not �nd place in the
revised list still needed to comply with
the requirements for an additional three
�nancial years.

BREACHES, ALLEGED VIOLATIONS
In theory, the regulatory intent of
devising the QSB framework is
commendable from the perspective of
preserving market integrity and
resilience. 

However, despite close to two years
since the launch of the QSB framework,
the ground level situation re�ects many
gaps. These emanate from some of the
QSBs not fully complying with the basic
provisions of stock broker regulations
and related code of conduct and also
from the lack of capabilities of MIIs to
address the enhanced regulatory
requirements.

A close review of SEBI orders,

including settlement orders, concerning
QSBs, since February 2023, reveal poor
implementation of the framework.
During this period, SEBI issued about a
dozen adjudication orders involving
seven QSBs, and two Section 11 orders
involving three QSBs and seven
settlement orders involving �ve QSBs
for various violations. 

These violations relate to front
running, arti�cial trading volume,
non-compliance with client due
diligence, non-conformity with margin
trading facility, misutilisation of funds,
incorrect reporting, technical glitches,
and breach of cybersecurity frameworks,
among others. 

These orders raise questions about
the e�ectiveness of governance, conduct
and internal control practices on the
part of QSBs while underlining the low
e�cacy of regulatory oversight.

The e�ective functioning of the QSB

framework remains critically dependent
on the governance structure, processes,
managerial and infrastructure resource
commitment of MIIs who are overtly
stretched with their frontline
supervisory responsibilities. 

While the framework was hastily
launched in July 2023, it is unclear if the
market regulator had duly factored in
the availability and adequacy of requisite
capabilities on the part of MIIs for
realistically discharging these newly
added responsibilities. 

So far, neither MIIs nor the regulator
have come out with a
post-implementation
qualitative/quantitative analysis of the
impact and outcomes of the QSB
framework.

TIME FOR A HOLISTIC REVIEW
SEBI issued more than a dozen circulars
concerning stock brokers in the last two
years. 

Notable provisions related to
upstreaming of client funds by brokers,
institutional mechanism for prevention
and detection of fraud and market abuse,
enhanced supervision of brokers and
depository participants, a framework for
monitoring and supervision of system
audit of stock brokers, updated investor
charter for stock brokers, among others.

It is time SEBI conducted a holistic
review of the framework by reckoning
di�erent facets of regulatory
requirements as in these circulars. 

To add teeth to its enforcement
power, it must address the noticed gaps
and irregularities observed during
investigations and enforcement actions
on QSBs. 

SEBI must keep in mind that
stakeholders� consultation, while very
important, should not be hijacked by
self-serving views of the broker industry.

BEEFING UP SUPERVISION
Towards a forward-looking approach of
e�ective supervision and monitoring,
SEBI may revisit the idea of an SRO, that
would focus on supervision of all
categories of brokers across exchanges
and market segments. 

SRO should be empowered with
disciplinary powers and provide prompt
support to SEBI on regulatory
enforcement actions. 

Supplemental to MIIs and structured
on the lines of the US FINRA-based SRO
model, building a new SRO platform
with capabilities and expertise can go a
long way in making the Indian market
ecosystem e�cient and well-governed. 

Backed by appropriate legal
provisions, establishing a separate
entity, co-promoted by MIIs, can also
deliver the QSB mandate more
e�ectively and with accountability in the
near term.

Chourasia is Industry Adviser, Tata Consultancy
Services Ltd; and Nair is former Director, National
Institute of Securities Markets

Quali�ed stock broker
framework needs a relook

PTI

The QSB framework
was hastily launched in
July 2023, and it is
unclear if the market
regulator had duly factored
in the adequacy of requisite
capabilities of MIIs for
discharging the new
responsibilities

GROUND REALITY. Augment supervision capabilities to realise regulatory expectations

INDRA CHOURASIA
CKG NAIR

T he Foreign Exchange
Management Act, 1999 (FEMA)
governs foreign investments in

India, with its enforcement agency � the
Directorate of Enforcement (ED) acting
as its able-bodied sentinel. 

Despite the necessity of such a law, to
what extent can the regulator intrude
into private lives, daily workings, and the
business of entities to ensure
compliance with foreign investment
rules?

Instances of ED conducting search
and seizure operations and accessing
laptops and mobiles without judicial
warrants are not uncommon. 

The power to carry out search and
seizure operations are provided for
under Section 37(3) of the FEMA. This
provision in turn vests the o�cers of the
ED with the same powers of search and
seizure as conferred on the income tax
authorities under the Income Tax Act,
1961 (IT Act). 

Sections 131-132 of the IT Act (which
authorise income tax o�cers to (i) enter
and search of �any building, place,
vessel, vehicle or aircraft�, (ii) break
open �the lock of any door, box, locker,
safe, almirah or other receptacle�, and
(iii) seize �documents, books of
accounts, money, bullion, jewellery, or
other valuable article or thing�), as such
also apply to investigations by the ED
under FEMA. 

While evidently the powers available
to the ED are wide, they provide a
narrow funnel of restriction in not
expressly permitting o�cers with the
power to seize and/or search digital
devices. Despite this, the recent trend
suggests the exercise of powers
whereby, expansive search and seizure
of digital devices is being carried out.

In fact, such exercise of powers of
search and seizure by the ED is the
subject matter of various proceedings
pending before the Supreme Court. 

This issue assumes signi�cance, given
that in today�s day and age, digital
devices are vast repositories of sensitive
personal data and information such as
medical, travel and insurance records,
bank details, passwords, private media,
family photographs and other details
about family and friends, to name a few. 

GROSS INFRINGEMENT
As such, any intrusion into such intimate
personal details of individuals may
amount to gross infringement of the
privacy of such individuals. Moreover,
such intrusion may not even be
necessary for the investigation being
carried out.

Relevantly, the Supreme Court, in its
seminal decision in K.S. Puttaswamy v.
Union of India, has recognized the right
to privacy to be a fundamental right
guaranteed under Article 21 of the
Constitution. 

Seen in this light, any intrusion into
such fundamental right to privacy
(including by way of search of and access
to digital devices), must necessarily be

authorised by procedure established by
law. Interestingly, by way of the new
Income Tax Bill, 2025 (Bill), recently
tabled in Parliament, the legislature
seeks to overhaul the provisions relating
to search and seizure set out under the
IT Act. 

Towards this end, Clause 247 of the
Bill speci�cally proposes to introduce
the power to search and seize digital
devices as well as impose an obligation
on the users of such devices, to share
passwords to access such devices. 

As such, it now appears that the
legislature intends to expressly arm
authorities with the power to seize and
access such devices. Since the o�cers of
the ED have been conferred the same
powers as income tax o�cers (while
conducting investigations under
FEMA), such powers would also be made
applicable to investigations carried out
by the ED under FEMA.

However, unlike criminal statutes,
investigations under FEMA are in the

nature of civil proceedings. Therefore, a
question arises as to whether law
enforcement agencies such as the ED
should at all be armed with such drastic
powers to invade the privacy of
individuals, while investigating what is
primarily a civil contravention under the
FEMA. 

Consider this � key personnel of
corporate houses that have received
foreign investment in India may now
potentially be at the risk of their digital
devices being searched, all without a
judicial warrant, during an investigation
under FEMA. 

This may impact the �Ease of Doing
Business� in India, as well the country�s
desire to position itself as a hub of
foreign investment. 

Given the sensitivity surrounding
such issues, judicial oversight is all the
more essential to regulate exercise of
power by law enforcement agencies. The
legal landscape surrounding search and
seizure operations is fraught with
challenges, particularly in balancing the
investigative powers of the ED with
fundamental rights of individuals. 

Additionally, now with the
introduction of the new Bill, it remains
to be seen whether the Supreme Court
does indeed lay down a marker,
delineating clearly the powers and
limitations of the ED, while conducting
search and seizure operations in
investigations under the FEMA. 

Mukherjee is Partner, Krishna Tangirala is Principal
Associate, and Sankalp Udgata is Associate at Shardul
Amarchand Mangaldas

ED’s powers under FEMA causing privacy concerns 
Aditya Mukherjee 
Krishna Tangirala
Sankalp Udgata 

SEARCH AND SEIZURE. Infringing on
rights GETTY IMAGES

Given the civil nature of FEMA contraventions, ED’s search and seizure powers seem an overstretch
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A US security breach speaks volumes
It is jaw-dropping that senior Trump administration �gures would
accidentally leak war plans to a journalist. But the fundamental issue is
that 18 high-ranking individuals were happy discussing extremely
sensitive material on a private messaging app, highlighting the
administration�s extraordinary amateurishness, recklessness and
unaccountability. The visceral hostility to Europe spelt out again by the
vice-president, JD Vance, was glaring. So was the indi�erence to the
potential civilian cost of the strikes on Houthi targets in Yemen,
designed to curb attacks on Red Sea shipping. The Houthi-run health
ministry said that 53 people including �ve children and two women
were killed. LONDON, MARCH 25

OTHER VOICES. 

Lessons From the Signal Chat on the Houthis
Democrats had fun pounding away at the Trump Administration Tuesday over a
security leak to a journalist on the Signal messaging app, and we trust the White
House has learned a lesson. It�s amusing to hear journalists who dine out on leaks
deplore this leak. But the lasting import won�t be the security breach as much as
what Trump o�cials really think about our European allies. The White House is
insisting that no classi�ed information appeared on the now infamous group chat
about the Houthis, and Mr. Trump�s chief spooks Tulsi Gabbard and John Ratcli�e
said as much at a Capitol Hill hearing on Tuesday. It was nonetheless notable to
watch Ms. Gabbard, the supposed enemy of the intelligence deep state before she
became director of national intelligence, obfuscate about the thread�s contents.
What you admit apparently depends on where you sit. NEW YORK, MARCH 25
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J ust as his administration is
getting ready with nations
falling into the �reciprocal

tari�s� list on April 2, President
Donald Trump came up with
another curve ball: a country
importing oil from Venezuela will
face a 25 per cent tari� on any
product exported to the US,
friend or foe.

Technically that would include
America as it imported some $6
billions worth of petroleum from
Venezuela, but a two month
exemption has been given to
Chevron that pumps that oil and
gas out of that Latin American
country.

Venezuela has long been on the
radar of President Trump as it
has consistently been on the list
of those nations deliberately and
deceitfully sending violent gang
members, thugs and lunatics
across the southern borders. 

At �rst Caracas refused to
accept deportee �ights but
subsequently relented.

In the last two years Venezuela
has been on and o� the target of
punitive measures: in 2023 the
Biden administration brie�y
lifted sanctions only to be
reimposed in April 2024 accusing
President Nicolas Maduro of not
having free and fair elections. 

The joint venture licence that
Chevron had to pump oil was to
have been revoked on April 3 but
was extended to May 27
following talks between the
President and that company�s top
executives. 

Still there is little to indicate
Washington is going to extend
the deadline or walk back on the
tari� threat. 

According to media reports,
China took in nearly 70 per cent
of Venezuela�s oil exports in 2023
with others like Russia, Spain,
Vietnam, Singapore and India
also being in the list of recipients.

It is said that India imported
some 22 million barrels in 2024,
less than two per cent of its total
purchases. 

But the tari� math vis-à-vis
Beijing is troublesome indeed:
given the already 20 per cent
across the board on all goods plus
the additional 25 per cent on
steel and aluminium, the
Venezuela oil tari� add-on would
mean 45 per cent on all that
America imports from China
with steel and aluminium staring
at 70 per cent tax. All this has
some wondering if the
Venezuelan oil slap was actually
intended for China primarily.

In all this if the markets have
not reacted negatively there is a

faint hope that there will be some
re-thinking in Washington.

‘LIBERATION DAY’
In the midst of the Venezuela
sideshow, the �Liberation Day� is
very much on where the focus is
on the so-called reciprocal tari�s
that is to be announced on April 2.
The Trump administration is not
willing to see this as an
imposition, rather as a retribution
and reciprocity for taxes and
barriers of others, the list
including friends and allies. �April
2nd is going to be liberation day
for America. We�ve been ripped
o� by every country in the world,
friend and foe�, Trump said at the
White House stressing �exibility
�but basically it�s reciprocal�. 

It may be di�cult to read what
is on the President�s mind insofar
as the reciprocal list is concerned,
but few doubt of Trump�s
determination to seek an even
playing �eld that in his view has
been denied all along. According
to one version, the prime focus is
on the �Dirty 15�, or the top 15
per cent of the perceived worst
o�enders. It remains to be seen if
India, consistently seen as one of
the �worst�, will get on the list
even as o�cials of the two
countries are busily working on a
bilateral trade deal.

Or as the Treasury Secretary,
Scott Bessent, put it, �It�s 15 per
cent of the countries, but it�s a
huge amount of our trading
volume�. Whether all of this puts
tens of billions of dollars or
trillions into the pockets of
Americans is the question. 

The writer is a senior journalist who has
reported from Washington DC on North
America and United Nations

Trump ups the ante

Sridhar Krishnaswami

CURVE BALL. Venezuelan oil slap
primarily intended for China

Imposes tari� on importers of Venezuela�s oil

Venezuela has long
been on the radar
of President Trump
for deliberately sending
violent gangs across
the southern borders

F or nutritional and food
security, the National Food
Security Act, 2013 (NFSA),
provides highly subsidised
foodgrains to 75 per cent of

rural and 50 per cent of urban
population of India. The coverage of
nearly 81 crore Indians under NFSA
necessitates annual expenditure of �2
lakh crore. State-wise coverages were
determined by the Planning
Commission using the 68th round of
NSSO Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey (HCES: 2011-12),
Tendulkar Poverty estimates
(2011-2012) and 2011 Population
Census data. 

The HCES 2011-12 estimated the
monthly per capita consumption
expenditure (MPCE) in rural and urban
areas at �1,430 and �2,630, respectively,
while the 2011-12 Tendulkar poverty
line estimates were pegged at �816 per
capita per month in rural and �1,000 in
urban areas, yielding poverty ratios of
25.7 per cent and 13.7 per cent,
respectively. Overall, the poverty ratio
was estimated at 21.9 per cent for India,
yielding 27 crore Indians living in
poverty.

NSSO has now come up with HCES:
2023-24, according to which the average
MPCE in rural and urban India were
�4,122 and �6,996, respectively, in
2023-24. At 2011-12 prices, these
translate to �2,079 and �3,632,
respectively, which are 45 per cent and
38 per cent higher than the 2011-12
levels. These indicate signi�cant rises in
real incomes with consequent reduction
in poverty, even without considering the
impact of freebies provided through
multiple DBT schemes in practically
every State. 

A recent research study by the SBI
estimated India�s poverty ratio between
4 per cent and 4.5 per cent in 2024, with
extreme poverty nearly eradicated. At
the upper bound, this yields only 6.7
crore Indians in poverty. SBI�s �ndings
used the Tendulkar poverty line of
2011-12, which, adjusted for in�ation,
becomes �1,632 for rural areas and
�1,944 for urban areas. Supported by
data from HCES-2024, it showed that
rural poverty sharply dropped from 25.7
per cent in FY12 to 4.86 per cent in
FY24, while urban poverty fell to 4.09

per cent, down from 13.7 per cent in
FY12. A World Bank study estimated
that in 2024, 12.9 crore (or, 8.7 per cent)
Indians are living in extreme poverty, on
less than $2.15 a day (about �5,430 a
month), down from 43.1 crore in 1990.
World Bank�s estimate is higher than
SBI�s due to the use of much higher
international poverty line, but even this
is way below the 21.9 per cent poverty
ratio when the NFSA was launched.
Even if we reckon the National
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)
that captures poverty in multiple
dimensions beyond the monetary, the
proportion of population living in
multidimensional poverty was only
11.28 per cent in FY23. 

MORE MONEY FOR FOOD
Thus, regardless of what measurement
metric we use, the poverty ratio today is
far below the 2013 level and an average
Indian can now spend much more on

food items even in rural areas, as the
HCES:2023-24 has shown. So, the
question is: do we need to provide
subsidised food to two-thirds of India�s
population when the poverty ratio is
around 10 per cent by all estimates? Or
should the coverage be extended only to
those who might fall back into poverty if
the NFSA support is withdrawn, for
which fresh estimates need to be made
using data from recent surveys?

Bene�ciaries under NFSA include
Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY)
households that constitute the poorest
of the poor and Priority Households
(PHH). While every AAY household is
entitled to 35 kg of foodgrains a month,
PHH are entitled to 5 kg per person per
month, or about 20 kg per family, given
the average family size of 4.2. As of June
2023, AAY covered 9 crore people which
include landless agriculture labourers,
marginal farmers, rural artisans, slum
dwellers, daily wage earners, destitute,
etc., in both rural and urban areas, while
the eligibility criteria for about 72 crore
PHH bene�ciaries are decided by the
States depending on the prevailing
socio-economic conditions, and also on
the demands of realpolitik. 

In general, households with income
taxpayers, public sector employees or
those with income above State-speci�ed

thresholds, owners of tractors, autos or
cars, or owners of irrigated land above
speci�ed thresholds are automatically
excluded � and it should be easy to
check these employing technological
tools. Many of the PHH may not need
the support any longer.

Any public policy needs periodic
reassessment in order to ful�l the
demands of equity and e�ciency of the
resources used. Unemployment is
India�s biggest problem and the
government�s top priority today. Budget
2024-25 responded to this problem
through three employment-linked
incentive schemes and two internship
schemes, allocating �1.7 lakh crore over
5 years, which was inadequate. The scale
of funding required to truly incentivise
industries through wage-based subsidies
or other methods for employment
generation would be much higher. It is
thus important to optimise resources by
considering their opportunity costs and
reallocating them accordingly. By
recomputing the number of
bene�ciaries, the NFSA budget can
release substantial resources to be
utilised elsewhere.

The writer, a former DG of the CAG of India, is currently
a Professor at the Arun Jaitley National Institute of
Financial Management. Views are personal

The poverty ratio today is
far below the 2013 level
and an average Indian
can now spend much 
more on food items even
in rural areas

GOVIND BHATTACHARJEE

SOMASHEKAR GRN

Revisiting food subsidy
OPTIMISE RESOURCES. With poverty ratio falling drastically, many of the 

�priority households� may not need subsidised food any longer

March 27, 2005

Hyundai’s second plant to be ready for new small car
Hyundai Motor India Ltd�s (HMIL�s) second plant, work on which will begin in
April, is expected to be ready in time for the launch of a new small car being
developed by its parent, Hyundai Motor Company. The second plant will build
the successor to Santro, HMIL�s highly successful mini-car. The company will
invest about $500 million (�2,185 crore) in the second plant, while another
$100-150 million is expected to come in by way of investments by vendors. 

BSNL launches Rural Info Society
To reach the untapped rural telecom market, Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd has
launched a forum called the Rural Information Society Initiative (RISI). As part
of the RISI project, BSNL plans to deliver services like distance education,
telemedicine and entertainment to villages. 

Tata-Murdoch DTH venture clearance may take a while
The NewsCorp chief, Mr Rupert Murdoch, might have to wait a little longer for
his direct-to-home venture to take o�. The Ministry of Company A�airs is
understood to have found certain inadequacies in the shareholders�
agreement between Tata Sons and Network Digital Distribution Services. 
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ACROSS
2. Cheroot, corona etc (5)
5. Ready money (4)
7. Let fall (4)
8. Act of turning out of 
home (8)
9. Thinks di�erently (8)
11. Skilled (4)
12. Given recognisable 
traits (13)
15. Beast’s long tooth (4)
17. Chilly state (8)
19. Was a lexicographer (8)
21. Sacks (4)
22. Put onto solid food (4)
23. Vocalises (5)

DOWN
1. Stain, as silver (7)
2. Drinking-vessel (3)
3. Verdant (5)
4. Bring out again (7)
5. Feline (3)
6. Number of �shes (5)
10. Lift and lower 
shoulders (5)
11. Of the East (5)
13. Shell�sh (7)
14. Standards (7)
16. Superior to (5)
18. Having a cargo aboard (5)
20. Play on words (3)
21. Coach (3)

ACROSS
2. Regalia perhaps for US soldier backing in vehicle (5)
5. When involved in central heating you’ll �nd ready money (4)
7. Just a little Scotch? Let it go! (4)
8. One may be put out by such an order (8)
9. Doesn’t agree but is dispatched in extremes of 
deviousness (8)
11. Is skilled enough to remove top of black in heraldry (4)
12. Search I traced out proved to have distinguishing 
qualities (13)
15. Being long in the tooth, it takes some stu� angrily (4)
17. Chill on the cape with frigidity (8)
19. Company politician lied somehow but got it together (8)
21. What a lot of things to fetch the shopping in! (4)
22. You and I have an agreement to put onto solid food (4)
23. Is notedly uttering as one is a squealer (5)

DOWN
1. Ran this around only to spoil one’s reputation (7)
2. Hollow one’s hands for a trophy (3)
3. Inexperienced, but scoring three at snooker (5)
4. Unfortunately uses ire to publish it again (7)
5. Animal act putting the middle on top (3)
6. Some �shes lash wildly around the ring (5)
10. A careless gesture calling for quiet when on the mat (5)
11. Chinaman, such as Botham produced? (5)
13. Puckers up like weeds in the corn�eld (7)
14. Takes on last two of women �rst as infantry o�cers (7)
16. Superior naval rating, over-curtailed (5)
18. Has much to bear, and the Spanish get upset about it (5)
20. Back up North there’s amusement to be had with 
words (3)
21. Short subscription given over to transport (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Firing squads 8. Eternity 9. User 11. Cater 12. Explain 13. Arch 15. Knot 19. Terrier 20. Aware 22. Alms 23. Laudable 24. Yellow-hammer
DOWN 2. Inert 3. Ignore 4. Gather 5. Abstain 6. Strengthened 7. Merchant Navy 10. Spy 14. Caramel 16. Pig 17. Breath 18. Random 21. Amble
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NOT SO EASY

W hen asked about India�s
AI-driven future, a senior
policymaker quipped that

most citizens would subsist on
government rations, lazing away time
binge-watching OTT content while a
couple of oligarchs controlled the
economy. His portrayal of a la-la land
unwittingly admits that more jobs will
be annihilated by AI than it�ll create.

The irreversible transformation of
industries and jobs is real. As
businesses embrace AI, the �rst
question the CEOs are asking is how
many jobs it can eliminate, to justify
the investment. A vast majority of
workforce is in routine jobs, which will
be the �rst victims of AI automation.
Just this month, newspapers reported
that Ola laid o� 1,000 to automation,
and in 2024 Bengaluru saw 50,000 IT
jobs become redundant. How will India
leverage the demographic dividend
when AI might eliminate most of the
entry-level jobs for the annual 1.2 crore
�rst-time job seekers?

WEF says almost 70 per cent of all
jobs in India are at risk of automation.
This is alarming and much higher than
in developed nations, where
innovation-driven roles take more
employees and the menial jobs get
outsourced to developing economies as
we have seen in manufacturing and IT

sectors. The IT sector employs millions
of engineers from all streams who
learnt coding purely to �nd
employment in coding, debugging and
maintenance. These jobs can now be
done with 99 per cent accuracy with
tools like Gilt-Hub Copilot and
ChatGPT. Several thousands can be
replaced with tools and just a project
manager. 

EXISTENTIAL CRISIS
India�s BPO sector, once considered an
economic backbone, is facing an
existential crisis. Chatbots, virtual
assistants, automated call-centres are
all replacing thousands of workers
engaged in customer support, legal and
�nancial data processing and medical
transcription. Other sectors that
employ large number of employees
where AI can play havoc include travel
industry, retail, e-commerce, BFSI and
even media/journalism.

By 2030, more than 20 million jobs
will be eliminated in a few sectors as
above with the current pace of
automation. AI-powered decision
systems will attack even mid-tier jobs.
India will face an estimated 5 per cent
reduction in GDP due to job losses
alone, not to mention lower consumer
spending, wider income disparities,
delayed economic transition and drop
in domestic and global investments.

The government must take proactive

steps to avert a full-blown crisis even as
it blindly promotes AI. Remember
Amara�s Law, which states that the
short-term e�ects of technology are
exaggerated while the long-term
rami�cations are grossly
miscalculated. 

Here are a few guidelines for
policymakers:

AI-resistant skill development: Go
beyond traditional degrees that
produce graduates for already
shrinking jobs. Overhaul the education
system to focus on innovation,
creativity, critical thinking, and
problem-solving skills. Advanced
robotics, AI safety and ethics, design
thinking, etc., are AI-resistant �elds.

AI regulation and ethical
implementation: Expedite policy
frameworks to regulate AI
implementation in industries
vulnerable to mass job loss. AI
deployment should be encouraged only

when it complements human
employees; not replacement. AI must
be to aid human work. 

AI-driven entrepreneurship:
Encourage entrepreneurship in
AI-powered industries by �ne-tuning
policies to support start-ups that
leverage AI for job creation.
Government-funded AI incubators can
support innovation in �elds that
demand human creativity and
intuition.

Universal basic income guarantee:
This won�t create the la-la land
envisioned by the policymaker but will
act as a safety net when the inevitable
large-scale job losses occur. 

Reskilling and reintegration: Take
reskilling as an urgent national priority.
Roll out expansive workforce training
in PPP mode focussed on AI
governance, human-AI collaboration,
and emerging tech. Be prepared for the
new employment paradigm.

Pretending that AI will spare our
jobs is sheer folly, as we are already at
the precipice of a massive employment
crisis. Will the government act now to
avert an economic catastrophe or
repeat the rhetoric of AI-skilling
institutes in 2030 when most jobs
vanish? 

The writer is a Fortune-500 advisor, start-up investor
and co-founder of the non-pro�t Medici Institute for
Innovation

A jobless future looms while leaders loop in AI
M Muneer

AI TOOLS. Replacing jobs
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The rupee gained against the dollar for nine straight trading sessions before 
giving up some gains on Tuesday. It has gained about 2 per cent in March 
and has been among the best-performing currencies in Asia. Nonetheless, 
it has lost about 3 per cent against the dollar this financial year, which will 

end next week. The currency has been somewhat volatile in recent months. In 2025, 
the rupee lost over 2 per cent until February but has nearly recovered the ground 
lost since. Currency-market volatility is driven largely by the movement in the 
United States dollar index, which itself has been volatile, partly because of the direc-
tion of US economic policy. 

The US dollar index, which measures the strength of the dollar against a basket 
of currencies, went up over 5 per cent between mid-November 2024 and January 
2025 in anticipation of the Donald Trump administration�s policies. The dollar index 
has since given up gains, which has helped other currencies. Foreign portfolio 
investors (FPIs) sold stocks and bonds worth over $8.7 billion in India in January. 
Selling pressure continued in February with FPIs selling Indian assets worth about 
$6 billion. Things changed in March with FPIs becoming net buyers in Indian 
equities, which has led to gains in the stock markets, though they remain net sellers 
in the debt market. The US policy outlook, particularly on the trade front, remains 
uncertain, with implications for global currency markets. 

Mr Trump had announced that the US would introduce reciprocal tariffs on 
April 2. However, given the complexity of the idea, it is still not clear how those 
could be implemented. Recent statements suggest tariffs may be limited to select 
sectors and some countries may be exempted. US trade officials are in India and 
a lot from India�s point of view will depend on the outcome of the negotiations. 
India will likely have to reduce tariffs on a range of goods, which could lead to 
higher imports in the short run. However, it would also mean that India will be 
able to protect markets for its exports to the US. Depending on the outcomes of 
the trade talk, India could possibly benefit over the medium to long run by 
potentially gaining the space created by higher US tariffs on imports from China. 
A possible trade deal with the US could also help India negotiate trade deals 
with the UK and the European Union. 

Beyond the immediate outcome of the trade deal, from the currency point of 
view, India is reasonably well placed. The projected current account deficit (CAD) 
for this financial year is at a modest 1 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP). 
Given the fact that global crude oil prices are in a comfort zone, the risk of the CAD 
expanding dramatically remains low. Thus, risks for currency could emanate mostly 
from capital flows. Projections by the US Federal Reserve, for instance, suggest it is 
on course to deliver two policy rate cuts  this year. However, a change in expectations, 
in part because of tariff-related increases in inflation, could affect capital flows and 
increase pressure on the rupee. In the given circumstances, the Reserve Bank of 
India would do well to let the rupee depreciate because it will help the tradable 
sectors. The trade-weighted real effective exchange rate for February showed the 
rupee was overvalued by over 2 per cent, which is likely to go up in March with 
nominal appreciation. The medium-term outlook will become clear once the trade-
related uncertainties are settled.

Clean up
Smart use of pollution-control funds will improve public health

Deteriorating pollution � air, water, and noise � in India has created 
headlines all over the world for several years in a row. In the light of this 
dismal reality, a parliamentary panel�s findings that the environment 
ministry spent less than 1 per cent of the ~858 crore allocated for the pol-

lution-control fund in 2024-25 is concerning. More disturbing perhaps, when the 
alarm bells are ringing over the rapidly increasing severity of air pollution in Indian 
cities, is the committee�s �shocked� discovery that the money allocated for �Control 
of Pollution�, which accounts for a little over 27 per cent of the ministry�s allocation, 
remains underutilised. The official reason offered for this spending deficit is the 
lack of approval for the continuation of the scheme, which has set ambitious targets, 
even as the financial year draws to a close, suggesting inadequate concern and plan-
ning about this issue. 

The �Control of Pollution� scheme was launched in 2018 to monitor the three 
kinds of pollution across India, and is fully funded by the government. Central to 
the programme is the government�s National Clean Air Programme (Ncap). The 
Ncap aimed to reduce particulate matter 10 (PM 10) in 131 cities to the extent of 40 
per cent by 2026 over 2019-20 levels. Overall, ~3,072 crore has been allocated for this 
scheme between 2019-20 and 2025-26. Ministry officials say a raft of programmes 
are ready and will be rolled out as soon as the requisite approvals are in. As yet, no 
explanation has been given either to the parliamentary panel or Parliament as to 
why approvals have not been forthcoming for such a scheme, especially when pol-
lution in Indian cities on all counts has touched crisis levels. 

Much has been made of the fact that India saw an improvement in the World 
Air Quality report on the rankings for 2024 from third to fifth, with the concentration 
of PM 2.5, considered the most harmful for health, falling from 54.5 to 50.6 micrograms 
(one microgram is one-thousandth of a milligram) per cubic metre, though this is 
still way above the World Health Organization level of 5 to 15 micrograms per cubic 
metre. Moreover, this aggregate number did not prevent the country from harbouring 
13 of the world�s 20 most polluted cities, with India�s capital city, New Delhi, ranking 
second. The fact that the �improvement� in India�s ranking is on account of outper-
forming such countries as Chad, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo on the pollution rankings can scarcely be considered a cause for celebration. 
Though air pollution attracts most of the attention, India faces a catastrophic water-
pollution crisis, with the NITI Aayog highlighting India ranks 120th out of 122 coun-
tries on the Global Water Quality Index. Almost 70 per cent of Indian water sources 
are contaminated. 

The public-health crisis precipitated by bad air and water alone demands that 
pollution-control programmes be a continuous exercise, brooking no procedural 
delays such as approvals. This could be the lesson for the Delhi government, run by 
the Bharatiya Janata Party. Presenting the Budget on Monday, the Delhi chief 
minister said the city�s air and water pollution were top priorities as she announced 
an impressive outlay of ~506 crore for the environment and forest department, and 
the outlay included work on improving quality-control systems for air and water. 
Managing this process efficiently will, however, remain the challenge.
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The National Statistics Office (NSO) estimates 
India�s gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
for 2024-25 at 6.5 per cent, slightly above its 

initial estimate of 6.4 per cent but below that of fore-
casters and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). 

The NSO�s estimate marks a return to the pre-pan-
demic decadal trend growth rate, following an above-
trend average growth of 8.8 per cent between financial 
years (FY) 2021-22 and 2023-24, driven by higher inter-
est rates and lower fiscal stimulus. After the initial 
surge, the investment-to-GDP ratio is also stabilising. 

India�s recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic has 
been marked by sharp upward revisions to growth 
estimates, but from a low base � the economy had 
contracted 5.8 per cent in FY21. The government’s 
focus on infrastructure develop-
ment, rapid digitalisation, and 
strengthening bank balance sheets 
helped script the fast rebound. 

In FY26, we expect GDP to grow 
6.5 per cent, driven by domestic 
factors, even as global uncertain-
ties rise with the onset of tariff 
wars. S&P Global, in its recent out-
look, notes that Asia-Pacific emerg-
ing economies (ex-China) are likely 
to be supported by domestic 
demand, leading to only a mild 
downward revision in the growth outlook for 2025. 
That said, risks to forecasts at this juncture are tilt-
ed to the downside. 

High-frequency data is already flashing a slow-
down in global growth. The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development recently 
revised its global GDP growth forecast for FY25 to 
3.1 per cent from 3.3 per cent. In addition, world 
trade is expected to decelerate in the wake of increas-
ing protectionism and insular industrial policies. 
The S&P-GEP Supply Chain Index also shows a rising 
underutilisation of global capacity. 

At the same time, inflation forecasts have been 
revised upwards, especially in advanced economies, 
suggesting a more restrictive monetary policy ahead. 
The United States Federal Reserve has paused its 
rate cuts, with only one anticipated this year. Given 

the uncertain outlook, several other advanced-coun-
try central banks will give prominence to real-time 
data in their assessments. 

India�s domestic factors provide reassurance in 
three key areas. 

First, the increasing share of services in India�s 
total exports provides some buffer against global trade 
disruptions. The proportion has risen to about 47 per 
cent in FY25 from 31 per cent in FY12. Our analysis 
indicates that while India�s goods trade has closely fol-
lowed global trends, services trade has maintained its 
own resilient path.  

In the first 11 months of FY25, merchandise exports 
remained steady at $396 billion, almost in line with 
the previous year, while services exports showed 

healthy growth. 
To be sure, India runs a trade sur-

plus with the US (bulk of which orig-
inates in goods) and imposes higher 
tariffs on US imports than vice versa. 
So, the goods trade, with a sizeable 
contribution from micro, small and 
medium enterprises, is likely to see 
a greater impact. 

Secondly, India�s external vulner-
ability indicators remain robust, with 
manageable current account deficit 
(CAD), low external debt servicing 

commitments, ample forex reserves, and a growth 
premium over other large economies. 

Healthy external buffers have helped India 
weather global uncertainties and capital outflows. 
For example, between October 2024 and February 
2025, foreign portfolio investors withdrew $22.7 bil-
lion from the Indian markets, compared with $22 
billion of net inflows in the preceding six months. 
Despite this, the rupee�s depreciation has been order-
ly, unlike during previous stress periods.  

Thirdly, we expect food inflation to ease, bor-
rowing costs to reduce, and tax benefits for the mid-
dle class to support consumption and overall growth 
momentum. A significant reduction in food inflation 
after three years of above-trend rates of about 7 per 
cent will support discretionary spending, especially 
by low-income households from urban and rural 

areas that spend more on food.  
Assuming normal monsoons and nil major 

weather events, healthy agricultural growth and 
lower food inflation are expected in FY26 

The RBI�s rate cuts, which began in February with 
a quarter-point repo rate cut, are expected to be sup-
plemented by an additional 75 basis points in FY26, 
providing mild support to growth as monetary policy 
actions take time to influence economic activity. 
Tight liquidity conditions, which the RBI is address-
ing, further slow the transmission process. 

In addition, lower crude prices, projected to aver-
age around $70 per barrel in FY26, will help keep 
CAD and inflation in check, supporting GDP growth 
by reducing input costs. 

Easing food inflation and lower crude prices will 
bring headline inflation closer to the RBI�s 4 per 
cent target in FY26. However, core inflation is expect-
ed to rise to 4.5 per cent from an estimated 3.5 per 
cent following a low-base effect and higher gold 
prices. With growth nearing its trend and crude and 
commodity prices remaining soft, the upside risk 
to core inflation is limited. 

Investments will maintain their share in GDP in 
FY26. Investment activity in the government and 
household sectors has mainly led the economy�s 
recovery after the pandemic. Despite better financial 
flexibility, investments by the private corporate sector 
have remained tepid. The NSO�s sectoral data 
released in February, along with the second advance 
estimates, confirm this trend for FY24, and the situ-
ation is unlikely to have changed significantly in 
FY25.  In FY26 too, the corporate sector is unlikely to 
decisively take over the investment baton from the 
government amid rising global uncertainties, which 
typically lead to postponed investment decisions. 

As the US imposes higher tariffs and raises trade 
barriers on Chinese imports, excess capacity and 
deflationary pressures in China are bound to result 
in its exports being diverted to other countries, includ-
ing India, which already imports heavily from China. 
This also creates demand uncertainty for domestic 
producers. The imposition of safeguard duties on 
some of our imports shows that risk materialising.  

The Centre has budgeted a 10.1 per cent growth 
in capital expenditure, which, if fully implemented, 
will be more supportive of growth in FY26. It is 
crucial to prioritise the creation of a pipeline of 
shovel-ready projects to minimise cost and time 
overruns in government projects. The same applies 
to state governments. 

At 6.5 per cent GDP growth, India will maintain 
a leading position among large economies. 
Domestic factors will become increasingly impor-
tant for the economy in the coming years as the 
world turns protectionist. 

While India needs to forge trade alliances and take 
proactive steps to leverage the shift in supply chains 
due to trade disruption, economic reforms to address 
domestic bottlenecks should be the top priority. 

In this context, swiftly enhancing the ease of 
doing business by reducing the compliance burden 
and simplifying regulations and laws are crucial 
levers to drive the growth marathon and achieve 
the Viksit Bharat goal by 2047. 

The author is chief economist, CRISIL

Rooftop solar (RTS) has gained significant 
momentum in India following the launch of 
the PM Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana (PM 

Yojana). Before the scheme, cumulative RTS instal-
lations stood at 11.07 Gw, but in the past year alone, 
5.21 Gw has been added, predominantly in the resi-
dential sector. 

However, as solar penetration increases, concerns 
about grid stability, reliability, intermittency, and local 
over-injection are growing. In response, the Ministry 
of Power issued an advisory urging distribution com-
panies (discoms) to consider mandating two-hour 
storage with RTS. Although later clarified by the 
Central Electricity Authority (CEA) 
as �guidance�, this could become a 
mandatory requirement in the future.  

Solar�s daytime-only output is 
well-known, and using storage to get 
power during other periods, especially 
the evening peak, seems like an obvi-
ous solution. However, cost remains 
a significant hurdle. While batteries 
are becoming cheaper, they are still 
expensive. This issue is further com-
pounded by the fact that under cur-
rent �net-metering� frameworks, 
households can treat the grid as a virtual battery, 
allowing them to draw their mid-day exported power 
back at night from the discom at nearly zero addi-
tional cost.   

The PM Yojana provided greater per unit subsidies 
for smaller RTS systems, prioritising support for the 
poor. Unfortunately, the diseconomies of scale for 
small users are amplified when adding storage. A 
quality 1 kwp (kilowatt-peak) RTS system costs rough-
ly ~65,000 to ~75,000, excluding subsidies and soft 
loans, but adding two hours of storage and upgrading 
to a storage-capable hybrid inverter nearly doubles 
the cost. Larger systems benefit from economies of 
scale, yet a 5 kwp system still costs about 1.6 times 
more with storage. Questions remain about addi-
tional subsidies for storage and compensation for 
grid support. While calculations vary by state based 
on tariffs, our analysis indicates that adding storage 

typically doubles the payback period and can render 
it financially unviable in some states.  

The technical barrier 
RTS with storage, or hybrid RTS, differs significantly 
from conventional grid-connected RTS. Upgrading to 
hybrid RTS requires two key components: A hybrid 
inverter that directs solar energy to household loads, 
the grid, and batteries, and stationary battery storage, 
typically lithium-ion batteries, which necessitates a 
Controller Area Network bus system for seamless com-
munication between the inverter and battery. 

Most hybrid inverters currently operate below 
60V, resulting in technical ineffi-
ciencies for high-capacity systems. 
Inverters above 3 kw  generate high-
er current outputs at these low volt-
ages, causing increased thermal 
losses and reduced efficiency. 
Additionally,  the absence of Bureau 
of Indian Standards guidelines for 
hybrid inverters concerning battery 
operating voltages has resulted in 
market inconsistencies, with some 
manufacturers focusing on high-
voltage inverters while others 

remaining below the 60V threshold, creating a frag-
mented landscape for hybrid RTS adoption. 

These technical challenges highlight the need 
for standardisation and optimised system design to 
enhance efficiency and reliability. India should stan-
dardise and mandate smart inverters to improve 
discom visibility into solar generation, provide reac-
tive power support, and enable dynamic control 
over solar absorption based on grid conditions, 
ensuring last-mile stability.  

Making hybrid RTS financially viable 
The greatest advantage of battery storage is its ability 
to absorb excess electricity when oversupplied and 
discharge it during peak demand periods. To unlock 
its full potential, time-aware tariffs that vary accord-
ing to the time of the day and compensation for addi-
tional services provided by the storage system, such 

as capacity support and reactive power, are essential.  
India�s retail electricity pricing distorts solar adop-

tion incentives, even without considering �free elec-
tricity� from electoral pledges. The rich (high elec-
tricity consumers) have the strongest motivation to 
adopt solar due to elevated per-unit (kwh) costs from 
telescopic tariff structures. Even without solar in the 
mix, most state tariffs under-recover fixed costs from 
households, whereby these costs are disproportion-
ally covered through per-unit energy charges. This 
makes solar even more distortionary than existing 
cross-subsidies, as consumers with RTS (without 
storage) lower their grid usage while the fixed grid 
costs (last mile, transformer, etc) remain unchanged.  

Aligning true system costs, which vary by time of 
day, with consumer tariffs and solar incentives is essen-
tial. California�s Net Energy Metering 3.0 serves as a 
precedent, compensating solar exports at time-aware 
wholesale electricity price while offering a $150/kwh 
rebate for battery storage and a 30 per cent federal tax 
credit on total system costs. For a 5 kwp RTS with two 
hours of storage, the California model effectively sub-
sidises about one-third of the total system cost. 

Balancing mandates and market viability 
Without proper compensation mechanisms, only 
households planning to go off-grid or those con-
cerned about grid reliability are likely to adopt 
hybrid RTS based on economics. Imposing a storage 
mandate without appropriate compensation risks 
slowing RTS adoption rather than accelerating it. 

India�s residential RTS sector is at a crucial growth 
stage. While concerns about grid stability and excess 
solar injection are valid, enforcing storage require-
ments without a clear  technical and financial frame-
work could deter buyers and significantly hamper 
RTS installations. The next logical step is to establish 
well-defined policies that address both technical 
integration and financial feasibility, enabling RTS 
and storage to synergise and scale sustainably. 

The authors are, respectively,  fellow and senior fellow at the 
Centre for Social and Economic Progress Research 
Foundation. The views are personal 

Trade negotiations with the US are critical
Currency drivers

Dale Carnegie perhaps did more 
than anyone else to popularise 
the idea that public speaking is 

not an innate gift but a skill that can be 
cultivated through practice. In his 
landmark book The Quick and Effective 
Way to Public Speaking, Carnegie 
strongly advocated the use of stories. 
He encouraged speakers to begin their 
talks with anecdotes, especially those 
drawn from personal experiences. 
Such stories help audiences perceive 
the speaker as trustworthy, allowing a 

rapport to be established immediately. 
Facts and figures presented in 

isolation tend to be forgotten quickly. 
When conveyed through storytelling, 
they become memorable. 

Carnegie believed stories can serve as 
a tool for subtle persuasion. A barrage of 
fact-based arguments may well end up 
stiffening peoples� resistance. But a story 
allows the audience to arrive at 
conclusions on its own. 

Why are stories so effective at 
communicating ideas? Researchers have 
found that when listeners hear plain facts, 
only the brain�s language-processing 
areas are activated. But stories stimulate 
multiple regions, including those linked 
to emotion, sensory perception, and 
motor activity. In effect, the brain 
processes a story as if it is experiencing it. 

With Indian retail investors entering 
the market like never before over the past 
few years, cautionary tales are a good way 

of educating them about the complexities 
of investing. Groww, India�s largest 
stockbroker, has tapped into the power of 
storytelling to connect with and build its 
clientele, mostly young investors. It sends 
out a newsletter to subscribers six days a 
week. The Sunday edition focuses on 
investor education. The team at Groww 
found that stories struck a chord with 
readers. Their stories are non-fictional 
and impart financial lessons in an 
engaging way. Seventy-two of them have 
been compiled into a recently released 
book titled  Long and Short . 

One story discusses the high-risk 
profession of King Crab fishing in 
Alaska. Alaskan fishermen can earn tens 
of thousands of dollars on one fishing 
expedition lasting a couple of weeks. But 
the Bureau of Labour Statistics lists crab 
fishing as the most dangerous 
occupation in the US with very high 
casualty rates. The story concludes with 

the question: Is the reward worth the 
risk? There is no definitive answer, but 
the message is clear: Returns are easily 
visible, risks less so. Nevertheless, they 
must be given considerable weight when 
making investment decisions. 

Another story centres on Adam 
Neumann, founder of WeWork, who 
pitched his company 
as a technology firm 
rather than as a 
conventional real 
estate enterprise. 
Such portrayal 
allowed him to raise 
capital from early 
investors like 
SoftBank at inflated 
valuations. Only 
during the initial 
public offering (IPO) 
did the company�s 
financial and governance issues come to 
the fore. India�s IPO market, too, was hot 
in 2024. This story stresses the 
importance of reading the prospectus 
and doing thorough due diligence 

instead of getting swayed by hype. 
A big part of being a successful 

investor is avoiding scams. The book 
features stories of scamsters such as 
Charles Ponzi, Harshad Mehta, and 
Theranos founder Elizabeth Holmes. 
Scams erupt with disconcerting 
regularity in the Indian financial 

markets as well. One 
was the Ulip scam, 
wherein insurers 
launched high-cost 
products that made it 
difficult for investors 
to earn good returns 
even after being 
invested for a long 
time. Another was 
the real estate scam: 
Thousands of buyers 
bought homes but 
did not receive 

delivery for years. The scam-related 
stories in the book highlight the need for 
investors to never let their guard down. 

Among the few Indian stories, there is 
one on the Tata Nano�the car targeted at 

families that travelled on a scooter 
(parents and often two children) and got 
wet in the rain. It highlights the many 
manufacturing innovations the Tatas 
undertook to achieve the price point of  
~1,00,000. Yet, the car did not take off as 
expected, due to a few early mechanical 
problems and perception issues. The 
story underscores the point that 
executing a simple idea can, at times, be 
more challenging than implementing a 
complex one. In investing, buy and hold 
is a simple strategy that many investors 
have used to build immense wealth. Yet, 
whenever a major downswing comes, 
many investors throw in the towel and 
exit at precisely the wrong moment.      

The stories included in this volume 
are of a high standard and ensure that 
the reader�s interest never flags. Groww�s 
team has done a good job of winnowing 
away complexities and distilling the 
essence of each tale. The next volume 
will hopefully incorporate more stories 
from the Indian market. There is much, 
however, that newcomers in the markets 
can learn from the present one. 
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Yojana and PM Jee-
van Jyoti Bima Yoja-
na. For the first ti-
me, social welfare
spending was get-
ting bang for the
buck. A key reason
for this was the rol-
lout of  Aadhaar in
2009. The JAM (Jan
Dhan accounts,
Aadhaar, Mobile)
trinity worked like
an economic GPS,
which enabled GoI
to target social wel-
fare spending. Cu-
mulative savings to the exchequer are
estimated at a staggering `̀3 lakh cr.

Undoubtedly, improved social wel-
fare spending accelerated the decline
in poverty. According to UNDP, pover-
ty declined from 55.1% in 2005-06 to
16.4% in 2019-21.

This bootstrapping of  people out of
poverty has led to the creation of  a 250
mn strong neo-middle class, located in
tier-2 and tier-3 cities. These new sta-
keholders have become the force mul-
tiplier of  aspirations. In turn, this has
led to the evolution of  new touchpo-
ints for aspiration. BJP-led NDA has

successfully monetised these aspira-
tions to win a record-matching third
consecutive term in office.

However, this aspirational story
has hit a bump in the last few years.
This is because it is not homogenous
across a country growing at multiple
speeds. A recent Blume Ventures ‘In-
dus Valley Annual Report 2025’ classi-
fies India into three categories based
on per-capita income: India-1 ($12,000),
India-2 ($3,000), and India-3 ($1,500).
This stratification frames the new po-
litical economy of  India, in which the
top 20% account for 80% of  discretio-
nary spending — manifesting in gro-
wing premiumisation of  the consu-
mer economy — while the balance
holds the key to electoral power.

As aspirations grow, needs are less
easily fulfilled, leaving behind an ex-
asperated electorate. This makes it
even more difficult for incumbent go-
vernments to manage the delicate ba-
lance between multiple Indias.

The political space that is being cre-
ated is being swiftly occupied

by political parties and
civil society groups,
which till now prefer-

red to remain in the
background. Un-
surprisingly, India
has witnessed a
spike in public pro-
tests, with parties

choosing to leverage
anxieties. The most
prominent instance
has been the prolong-
ed stir by farmers,
first against the farm
laws, and later to de-
mand a law to make
MSP permanent.

This bitter contestation is also vi-
sible in frequent disruptions in Parli-
ament, challenges to every policy de-
cision and accusations of  crony capi-
talism, a tactic BJP deployed when it
was in the Opposition.

The face-off  between aspirational
politics and anxiety politics has alrea-
dy caused GoI to slow down the rollout
of  much-needed economic reforms. If
not reversed, it could well derail Indi-
a’s audacious ambition to transform
into a developed economy by 2047.

The writer is a journalist

India’s quota politics took a sharp turn last week when the
Karnataka assembly passed the Karnataka Transparency in
Public Procurement (Amendment) Bill 2025. The Bill aims to
improve governance, empower local bodies and promote in-
clusivity in public tenders. These are all very noble aims, but
what grabbed headlines was the introduction of  a 4% reserva-
tion for Muslims in public contracts valued up to `̀ 2 cr, and go-
ods and services contracts up to `̀1 cr, a long-pending demand.
Karnataka reserves 24% of  civil works contracts for SC/STs,
4% for OBCs in Category-1, and 15% for Category-2A. BJP ter-
med the Bill an ‘unconstitutional misadventure’.
For a country born from the cauldron of  religion-based vio-

lence, such quotas were contentious even
before the 42nd Amendment of  1976 added
‘secular’ to the Preamble. The Constitu-
tion allows special provisions for socially
and educationally backward classes —
the basis for the 27% OBC quota. In 2019,
GoI introduced a 10% quota for EWS, both
rooted in socioeconomic criteria, not reli-

gion. Moreover, quotas have traditionally applied to educa-
tion and jobs, not public contracts.
Religion-based reservation, as this Karnataka Bill promotes, go-

es against the principle of  equality that justifies quotas. It legiti-
mises vote-bank politics, creating vested interest groups and sto-
king political polarisation — something India can ill afford. The
state cannot tip the scales to favour or discriminate based on reli-
gion. It is the state’s duty to ensure that opportunities are availab-
le to all without discrimination. The Karnataka amendment fails
on both counts and risks opening Pandora’s box, with long-term
consequences for the country’s social fabric. As bait for those
who see ‘appeasement’ written all over, it must be rescinded.

Adding More Fuel to
The Polarisation Fire

EV giant BYD has led a brutal price war that has pushed
it to become the largest seller in the world’s biggest car
market. This Monday, it reported $107 bn in revenue for
2024, crossing the $100 bn barrier for the first time. Displa-
cing Volkswagen as China’s top carmaker by sales, the
company is aggressively expanding into overseas mar-
kets. BYD a.k.a. NOT Tesla is considering Germany for a
third plant in Europe as overseas shipments climb to a
tenth of  overall car sales. The company plans to double
overseas sales this year and is working around tariffs by
assembling cars locally. In 2024, BYD posted revenue and
profit growth of  29% and 34%, respectively, which com-
pare very favourably to Tesla’s performance in both its
home market and in Europe. BYD outsold the American
EV maker last year, although it doesn’t sell in Canada or
the US, which impose 100% tariffs on Chinese-made EVs.

The scorching growth is not at im-
mediate risk of  slacking. BYD has un-
veiled a battery charging system that
can charge an EV in the time it takes to
fill a tank of  petrol. It plans to roll out a
network of  these superchargers across
China. This could be a key breakthro-
ugh in neutralising consumer resis-

tance and expanding the EV market. BYD also intends to
offer driverless car tech across its entire portfolio at no ex-
tra charge. This is an unbeatable value proposition. This
is what fetches Tesla its eye-watering stock valuation,
even as it trails most of  its Chinese rivals in autonomous
driving. Tesla has tied up with Chinese tech companies to
offer its version of  self-driving cars. But it has some way to
go even against solutions being developed in the US.

Chinese policy has supported BYD’s ascent to the top
of  the heap through subsidised electric mobility and ac-
celerated adoption of  self-driving technology. This has
allowed the company to whittle EV costs to a point that
renders state support irrelevant. This ensures its growth
in overseas markets where governments may be unwil-
ling or unable to support EV tech or infrastructure. For
now, BYD seems unstoppable.

Leading the EV Pack,
It’s the Big BYD Wolf
Policy support has made state support irrelevant

There’s nothing beguiling about the
back office of  a bank treasury. Face-
less persons, driven by standard
processes, quietly record transac-
tions, passing entries of  deals cut by
blabby colleagues. Someone quitting
passes on the manual to the fresh-
man to follow. Unless there’s Nick
Leeson lurking around, playing dual
roles to pull off  a chicanery to hide
losses with fake entries, back-office
boys stick to the written rule, rarely
questioning it even if  it’s flawed.

If  any Mickey Mouse accounting
goes on for years in the treasury, it
would, however, be with the knowled-
ge of  the mid-office that monitors —
or, is supposed to monitor — the risks
and reports any breach to the treasu-
rer and chief  risk officer. In the
sequence and hierarchy of  these
divisions that witness millions of
bond, currency and derivative deals,
the front office ‘creates’ the risk to
make money, the mid office ‘keeps
tabs’ of  positions, and the back office
records and reconciles. In some ways,
a treasury is a bank within a bank.

Among this cast of  characters,
some (directly reporting to the
kingpin) would be typically aware of

sharp practice; many lower in the
ranks would blindly do what’s told to
them; and some would look the other
way while letting the music go on.
The army of  auditors scrutinising
the books, and probably call records
and chats of  IndusInd Bank officials,
will have to ferret out exact quantum
of  losses, gaps in processes, and why
the funny divergent accounting —
booking profits while deferring
losses of  mirror derivative transac-
tions — went on since 2016. It would
hint who knew what, whether con-
flicted reporting arrangements
fuelled the folly, and whether someo-
ne from the back office had ever
raised a red flag.

When the bank’s `̀1,500 cr derivative
loss — analysts are awaiting the final
number from PwC’s review and
Grant Thornton’s (GT) forensic

audits — hit the headlines, many in
the bank involved in the dreary
businesses of  giving loans, raising
deposits and selling cards were as
flummoxed as the small sharehol-
ders. Their angst and anger is under-
standable: tied to comparatively
slow-burn businesses, they settle
down for bonuses than are lower
than their colleagues in treasury who
have been running their little show,
keeping the rest in the dark.

One of  the many mysteries around
the losses is the mandate to PwC that
was hired last year. It was asked to do
a ‘review’ — not an ‘audit’, which
would have required a disclosure to
the stock exchange. One is left to
wonder why the Big 4 firm, which got
down to work in October, is yet to
submit its report. Either PwC never
had access to all the data, or it had

lost its way inside the rabbit hole
of  IndusInd numbers.

GT, which has to carry out a
more intensive scanning of
numbers and documents, must
do the job in less than half  the
time if  the bank has to meet the
May 31 deadline for announcing
Q4 results. Why? Because statu-
tory auditors, anxious to ring-
fence themselves, will not sign
the accounts till the consultants
give their findings.

So, pace is paramount for
IndusInd. Not just for regulatory
reasons. It’s a sordid story that
the bank, and everyone else who

matters, would like to leave
behind as soon as possible.

Officials of  IndusInd and image
merchants who were passing off  the
losses as an ‘accounting error’ would
like the dust to settle.

RBI, seemingly beyond reproach,
would not want the oversight of  its
inspectors to be talked about. Audi-
tors desperately want their slip-ups
to be pardoned with a rap on the
knuckles. The promoters, Hindujas,
who have pledged half  their holding
in the bank and somehow cobbled
together funds (for acquisition of
Reliance Capital) just before the news
broke, must be hoping for a swift
conclusion. And, five years after the
Yes Bank debacle, New Delhi would
never want another private bank to
make news for wrong reasons. Every-
one wants to move on — perhaps for
good reasons.

In such a milieu, the bank’s board of
directors, along with its audit and
other committees, would be over-
whelmed by an urgency to act fast,
clean up and punish the wrongdoers to
regain the trust of  investors and
preserve the faith of  depositors. That’s
natural. But, while some heads may
roll and stock options to a few key
functionaries may be clawed back,
such actions often leave a trail of
collateral damage as other men and
fall guys caught in the crossfire of  egos
and blame game land under the bus.

As they pick up the pieces, it’s a
thought for the men and women who
are today in charge to bring about a
closure.

sugata.ghosh@timesofindia.com

Awaiting an End to IndusInd Saga

Now seal and deliver

Sugata Ghosh

India Can Be No. 1 in
Noise-Cancel Tech
India’s economy is booming. As is the collective decibel level
of  its streets and people. Being raucous, though, doesn’t se-
em to strike anyone as being a problem. In fact, it gets bung-
ed in with the other over-romanticised notions of  ‘beautiful
chaos’ and ‘We’re like this only’. But within this deluge of
noise and absence of  silence lies an untapped economic
goldmine: the global noise-cancellation technology market.
India Inc specialises in nicking innovations, rewiring

them for local conditions and applauding themselves — lo-
udly — for ‘innovating’. Active noise cancellation (ANC)
technology is there for the nicking. By first highlighting
how horribly loud we are, Indian companies can flood the
world with ANC headphones and earplugs. The global de-
mand for peace and quiet has never been higher. And here’s
an industry that can actually be export-facing, before the
local oiks take to it as the next big phoren trend. Noise-can-
celling solutions can be sold in Western high streets with
the tagline, ‘Engineered in India. Tested on Indian Streets.’
The sheer credibility of  surviving this soundscape is unbe-
atable. With the right marketing, Indian ANC products can
even be sold to Beethovens hiking along a silent Alpine
path. Noise may be a constant in our lives, but it can jolly
well be the source of  our next trillion-dollar income spree.

Aquiet storm should be coming — let our
loudmouths ensure it’s Made in India

JUST IN JEST

O
n Tuesday, Delhi CM Rekha
Gupta presented her go-
vernment’s first budget.
Besides a big step-up in ca-
pex, the `̀1 lakh cr state bud-

get delivered on the electoral promises
made by BJP in the run-up to the elec-
tion, which had also turned out to be a
slugfest between BJP and AAP over
who would offer voters more freebies.

Annual fiscal cost of  one of  the key
populist promises — a payout of
`̀2,500 every month to women — is es-
timated at `̀5,100 cr in the budget. This
is over and above existing subsidies
rolled out by AAP, including payouts
for free power, drinking water and bus
travel for women, all of  which the new
government has retained.

The Delhi government is not alone
in monetising its populist electoral
promises, often at considerable fiscal
cost. Currently, 13 state governments
are offering direct cash transfers to in-
dulge a key electoral constituency of
women. If  anything, BJP has come la-
te to the party. In the 2024 general elec-
tion, it had passed on doling out freebi-
es, even though it was facing two-term
anti-incumbency. Since then, it hasn’t
looked back, matching AAP stride-for-
stride in offering freebies to win Delhi.

Freebies are the effect, not the cau-
se. Addressing spiralling aspirations
with limited resources and a broken
delivery system is daunting. Worse,

unfulfilled aspirations
are causing unprece-

dented anxiety
among the
electorate, le-

aving them vulnerable to the growing
business of  protest politics.

This face-off  between aspirational
politics, pioneered by BJP, and protest
politics, spearheaded by a clutch of
opposition parties, including Cong-
ress, is coming to a head. Freebies are
becoming a means to satiate some of
the aspirations and buy incumbent
governments crucial time.

Since the turn of  this millennium,
India has gradually traded up. The
first signs were visible in Census 2011.
This phenomenon accelerated in the
last decade with GoI pursuing provi-
sion of  basics like electricity, ban-
king, cooking gas, housing and drin-
king water in mission mode.

By February 2023, GoI succeeded in
equipping 117 mn households with toi-
lets, providing 96 mn LPG connec-
tions, banking 478 mn people, and pro-
viding insurance cover to 446 mn per-
sons under the PM Suraksha Bima

Aspirational vs anxiety politics has made GoI slow down the rollout of economic reforms

Stop beating about the bush

Anil Padmanabhan
SRIPRIYA SATISH

French novelist and critic Alphon -
se Karr said, ‘We can complain
because rose bushes have thorns,
or rejoice because thorns have
roses.’ Human mind tends to be
pessimistic, even in optimistic
situations; we often see the dark-
erside. However, our mind relax -
eswhen we start recognising hid -
den positives in seemingly nega-
tive situations. Noticing positi-
vity around us can go a long way
in helping us lead a fulfilling life.

Once, Saint Tukaram meditat-
edon banks of  the Ganga. A man
who observed him became envio -
us of  his calm and peaceful dem-
eanour. Wanting to disturb Tuka -
ram and provoke him into anger,
he spat on his face, expecting a re -
action. However, Tukaram calm -
lywiped his face and bathed in the
river. No sooner had he sat down
to meditate again than the envio -
usman repeated his act. Tukaram,
without losing his composure,
took another dip in the Ganga.

The man continued this hideous
act 108 times and, each time, Tu-
karam patiently bathed in the ri-
ver before resuming his medita-
tion. Exhausted by his actions, the
man approached the saint, curi-
ous to know how he had mainta-
ined his composure. Tukaram rep -
lied that he was grateful to him for
allowing him to take sacred dip in
the Ganga 108 times. The oppor-
tunities to bathe in the holy river
were more precious to him than
insults. This made the man bow
his head in shame. Greek philo-
sopher Epictetus once said, ‘It’s
not what happens to you, but
how you react to it that matters.’

Positive
Takeaways
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Lest We Forget,
Habitats Die Hard
Apropos the Edit, ‘We Are Not
Amused, Slapstick Version’ (Mar
26), that Indians are peculiarly
thin-skinned has been proved on
anumber of  occasions. But the
dubious honour of  possessing
the prickliest of  skins must go to
the Indian politician. Politicians
love humour when they are hold -
ing the mic. However, when some -
body cracks jokes on them, they
pull out the defamation lawsuits,
threatening to take legal action.
It is an alarming situation whe-
re the state acts arbitrarily and
sends bulldozers to level a loca-
tion where a joke was made, and
the man who delivered the lines
is chased, harassed and persecu -
ted. The invocation of  ‘hurt sen -
timents’ to justify violent loyalty
has gone too far, and these claims
are being used to legitimise mob
attacks, undermining the space
vital for democratic discourse.
Gregory Fernandes
Mumbai

Chat Room

Deepening of  India’s asset manage-
ment industry, coupled with rising
awareness of  financial markets, has
created a class of  sophisticated,
experienced investors. Fuelled by
these three, this segment will play a
crucial role in expanding and evol-
ving the investment ecosystem.

At a recent industry event, Sebi
member Ananth Narayan called for
increasing investment in startups,
particularly greenfield projects, to
foster the next DeepSeek. Sophistica-
ted investors, equipped with financi-
al expertise and risk appetite, are
uniquely positioned to spur and
leverage this innovation. They
represent a vital bridge between
capital and transformative ideas.

Wealth managers and AMCs are
responding with investment pro-
ducts that meet their needs. These
investors understand the inherent
conflict between advisory and dis-
tribution models. But they also
recognise that combining both can

serve their interests when executed
transparently.

In January, DeepSeek released a
cutting-edge chatbot at a fraction of
the cost of  its competitors. This
breakthrough punctured the tech
stock bubble, prompting Satya
Nadella to recall Jevons paradox: ‘As
AI gets more efficient and accessible,
we will see its use skyrocket, turning
it into a commodity we just can’t get
enough of.’ William Stanley Jevons
noted that greater efficiency often
drives higher overall consumption.

Sebi’s accredited investor fram-
ework (AIF), introduced in 2021, is a
game-changer in this space. Lowe-
ring thresholds for high-value finan-
cial instruments — portfolio mana-
gement services (PMS), AIF and
GIFT City AIFs — unlocks access for
affluent investors. For instance, PMS
minimums have dropped from `̀50
lakh to `̀10-25 lakh for certain strate-
gies, while AIF thresholds have
reduced from `̀1 cr to as low as `̀25-50
lakh. Similarly, GIFT City AIFs are
accessible at $25,000 compared to
$150,000 for a non-accredited investor.

The framework mirrors practices in
the US, Singapore and Hong Kong,
and signifies a shift towards recogni-
sing the capacity of  sophisticated
investors to assess risks independent-
ly. Sebi’s initiative not only empowers
investors, but also fosters innovation

in product design for distributors,
encouraging them to tailor their
products by setting their thresholds
and aligning with the financial
expertise of  accredited investors.

The framework sets the stage for
Jevons paradox to play out in India’s
investment landscape. By lowering
thresholds and making sophisticated
financial instruments more acces-
sible, Sebi has expanded the pool of
potential participants in India’s
growth story.

At first glance, it might appear to
cannibalise existing profit pools or
dilute exclusivity. However, it achie-
ves the opposite — horizontal market
expansion. A large base of  accredited
investors will bring greater partici-
pation in alternate asset classes like
private equity, venture capital funds
and structured products. By creating
new opportunities for wealth mana-
gers, distributors and manufac-

turers, it will spur growth across the
ecosystem while broadening the
investor base.

India is witnessing an unpreceden-
ted rise in the affluent segment,
fuelled by a thriving startup ecosys-
tem, increasing financial awareness
and digital adoption. According to
Jefferies estimates, India’s HNI
population is expected to touch 1.65
mn by 2027, underscoring the immen-
se potential of  this sector.

These individuals are not just passi-
ve investors. They also actively seek
out opportunities that align with their
ambitions, whether it’s supporting
greenfield opportunities or investing
in cutting-edge technologies. With
accreditation, Sebi establishes appro-
priate guard rails for mature in-
vestors, allowing greater autonomy to
invest in high-value investments.

The framework is a win-win for all
stakeholders. Investors gain access to
sophisticated opportunities with
lower barriers. Wealth managers can
cater to a growing client base with
advisory and distributed products,
and economic benefits from capital
flowing into high-growth sectors.
AIF has laid the foundation for a
more inclusive, dynamic investment
ecosystem, one that unlocks pro-
sperity for all.

The writer is CEO-co-founder, Ionic Wealth

AIF, No Buts for Retail Investors

Srikanth Subramanian

What everybody’s stocking

Tucked near Bangkok’s vib-
rant Chinatown, Potong offers
adining experience that feels
both intimate and deeply con -
sidered. The journey begins
in a richly carved, wood-panel -
led reception, where ceilings
curve into the walls, setting
the stage for chef  Pam Picha-
yaSoontornyanakij’s modern
Thai-Cantonese storytelling.

Diners eat inside a stunning
Sino-Portuguese building wh -
ere chef  Pam’s family lived
and made traditional Chinese
medicines for over 100 years.
The space retains its charm

and charac -
ter. Dark
molasses
floors, exp-
osed brick
and jungle
murals cre-

ate a captivating blend of  old
and new, while a wall of  medi -
cinal brown bottles and kom-
bucha-filled glass jars hints at
Potong’s alchemical artistry.

Pam’s philosophy rests on
5 elements — salt, acid, spice,
texture and the Maillard reac -
tion — each woven into an 11-
course tasting menu. The dish -
es— modern interpretation of
Pad Thai, a crab dish with roe,
and duck — are beautifully
composed, with bold yet fami -
liar flavours, and presentations
that avoid unnecessary frills.

By the time digestifs appear,
Potong feels more like a conv-
ersation than a performance.
Pam embodies quiet elegance,
balancing ambition and warm -
th. The result is a meal that
resonates long after the last
bite — an exploration of  heri -
tage and innovation, served
with grace and authenticity.

Potong
Bangkok

In the last decade, 250 mn
people rose into a
neo-middle class, driving
aspirations. But this
momentum has slowed, as
growth isn’t uniform
across the country

Why We’re in the Doledrums

Delhi CM Rekha Gupta’s first budget
saw a significant increase in capex.

Additionally, the annual fiscal cost of
a key populist promise — a monthly

payout of ` 2,500 to women — is
estimated at ` 5,100 cr
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A ll beings wish for happiness,
peace, and serenity in life. 
Hindu shastras teach us that it is

possible to lead such a life by following
the path of  dharm. Vivekananda 
defines dharm as ‘that which makes
man to seek happiness in this world or
the other’. Vedas declare, ‘All is 
established in dharm’; ‘dharm is the
foundation of  the entire world.’ 

Valmiki, in Ramayan, 3.37.13, 
considers Ram to be personification of
dharm. Ram in Ayodhyakand, 21, says,
‘Dharm is highest and superior most,
even truth acquires a value only if  it
conforms with dharm.’ In Aranyakand,
9.30, Sita argues that dharm alone
begets wealth and happiness and 
that it is the source of  all that is worth
achieving. Tirukkural says, ‘As dharm
leads to prosperity and supreme 
happiness, how can anything greater

than that be obtained by man.’
Despite extensive use of  the term

‘dharm’ in Dharmashastras, Puranas
and Itihasas, it continues to be an
enigma. Even Wittgenstein’s
notion of  ‘family resem-
blance’ fails to capture
nature of  dharm because
the sense in which it is used
ranges from everything to
nothing.

Bhishma in Shanti Parv
of  Mahabharat says, ‘Dharm 
sometimes takes the shape of  
adharm.’ He, therefore, argues
that though ‘dharm was
declared for advancement and
growth of  all creatures’, it is
difficult to say what dharm –
righteousness is. It is not easy to
find out what it designates.

In the early Buddhist texts, it refers
to ‘ultimate elements of  things.’ 
However, in later Buddhist texts, it is

‘religion’ and ‘ideology’. Singular
religious adherence is the main feature
of  religion. For example, it is not 
possible to simultaneously be a 
follower of  Judaism, Christianity, or
Islam. Exclusivity is also definitional
marker of  the notion of  ideology. 
The feature that distinguishes religion
from ideology is that while religion
admits to a transcendental dimension,
ideology does not.

Dharm, while sharing several
features of  religion, does not share the
property of  exclusivism with it. Dharm
differs from ideology as it possesses a
transcendental dimension, whereas
ideology rejects any transcendental
commitment. Likewise, dharm cannot
be translated as laws because ‘it is more
than laws for it is what underlies law
and creates law in the universe.’ 
So, while the notion of  dharma is 
easy to comprehend, it is very difficult
to define. 

used to ‘denote the essential function
of  things.’ According to Buddha, 
whatever leads to peace, humility,

control of  desire, love of  solitude,
earnest striving after moral

and spiritual progress, and
easy pacification of  mind, is
dharm. 

According to the Jains,
dharm and adharm are
material atoms that enter
the soul. They are principles

of  motion and rest respectively.
Jains uphold that nature of  jiva

is dharm. Acharanga Sutta
says, “Arhats of  all times have
only one sole message to give:
no beings should be harmed;
this is the eternal dharm.”
In c 1800, when Indian 

scholars met English-speaking
scholars, they had to explain ‘dharm’
by juxtaposing it with anyone or both
highly problematic English terms

Dharm Is Neither Religion Nor Ideology
Ashok Vohra

HENRIK IBSEN, 1878

A woman cannot be herself in the society...which is an
exclusively masculine society…and with a judicial system

that judges feminine conduct from a masculine point of view

A thought for today

I t would have been disturbing enough in a district court, of  which
there are 688. But that it happened in a high court, of  which there
are only 25 and which are outranked only by the Supreme Court,

almost makes one hopeless about how much the scales of  justice
continue to tilt against women across our country. Two men giving a
ride to a minor to her home stopped their motorcycle, started grab-
bing her breasts, tried to drag her beneath a “culvert” and broke the
string of  her “pyjami”. Her cries brought help and the accused fled.
Yet, Allahabad HC ruled that this was not an “attempt to rape”. 

It even penned a disturbing legal fiction that would make it 
harder to gain rape convictions in the future, declaring that “the 
difference between preparation and actual attempt to commit an 
offence consists chiefly in the greater degree of  determination.” This

byzantine precedent would have been
manna for defence lawyers. Thankfully,
SC stepped in to stay the HC’s order 
yesterday, finding some of  it “totally
unknown to the tenets of  law” and depic-
ting “total insensitivity and inhuman
approach”. But SC has been here before.
In 2021, for example, it had handed out 
a checklist against the wide canvas of
“entrenched paternalistic and misogy-
nistic attitudes” in judicial orders and

judgments. And while constitutional courts’ chauvinistic judg-
ments gain the most attention, what’s going on in the lower courts is
quantitatively much worse and, reportedly, qualitatively too.

Marriage continues to be offered as redressal in rape cases. Past
sexual history of  women continues to make for slanted cross-
examinations. Their own testimony continues to be judged by set
notions of  how rape survivors should process their “shame”. Last
year SC had to remind Allahabad HC of  something as basic as that
no court should be granting bail to persons facing rape charges
without hearing the survivor or her parents/guardians. Whatever
“gender sensitisation” has been done, has obviously been utterly
inadequate. Yes, judges are also products of  their society. But 
that’s no excuse for subjecting women to appalling sexism, and 
perpetuating injustice.

Courting Sexism
SC, thankfully, paused a disturbing HC order in attempt 
to rape case. But such orders are distressingly frequent

Maha CM Devendra Fadnavis set an ambitious target for the
next 100 days of  his govt, with catchy stuff  like education 
minister visiting 100 schools, health mantri 100 hospitals, etc.
NCP headmistress Mrs Supriya Sule (nee Pawar) has 
expectedly failed his govt on its first-100-days performance. 
On her dissenting ‘Report card’, the only high-scoring subject

is Crime. In which case, should police be sent Home?
Whether Sule Ma’am’s undue harshness was due to her existential problem

or a congenital feud with the BJP headmaster is outside this week’s syllabus.
Instead, your columnist seeks permission to issue her own Report card. It 
could apply across the board, and even to the central university. 

Geography: 45%. Some CMs hit bouncers over boundaries, refusing to
implement the delimitation course. They fear that it’s merely central board’s

tactic to curtail their influence.
History: 35%/95%. An anomaly easily explained. States will

score abysmally if  tested on the entire gamut of  Indian history; they
will be toppers if  performance is marked only on a slashed, self-

serving version. Thanks to our newfound place as ‘world’s 
fastest growing economy’, derogatory ‘Hindu rate of  growth’
is history. Replaced by era-excising ‘Hindutva rate of  glory’.

Geometry: 30%/90%, depending on one’s views on the old
geometry box. How much has one community been set-squarely against 
another? How vital is moral compass? And/or omnipotent ruler? 

Arithmetic: Some score 100%; others risk being thrown out of  school for 
failing in three, consecutive grading cycles. Former have mastered electoral
math; latter never seem to add up to anything.

Chemistry: 14.2%. This being Muslim share in India’s 1.7bn population.
It’s highest outside Muslim-majority countries but our polity has a unique way
of  levelling the field; actually, ‘razing the stakes’.

Science: 100%. Every discovery/invention hijacked by West has been 
correctly restored to its original Vedic age. 

Literature: 110% since authorised texts are all fiction.
***

Alec Smart said: “ Netas – rhino hides vis-à-vis serious complaints; 
paper-thin skin vis-à-vis comedy.”

100-day sarkar
Bachi Karkaria

State and central Report card

erra tica

If  India’s democracy has to thrive, it
cannot do so if  our politicians have
such thin skins, where a negative 
reference to Maharashtra’s deputy CM
by a stand-up comedian leads to Shiv
Sainiks vandalising the venue of  his

performance. While opposition politicians suddenly
rose up to condemn the vandalism and reaffirmed 
Kunal Kamra’s right to his views on Eknath Shinde, the
problem is that practically no politician in India is able
to laugh off  a joke or satire. 

The other Sena (Uddhav Balasaheb
Thackeray) claimed Kamra had every right
to call Shinde a traitor since he broke the
party. But when Uddhav was CM, a Sumeet
Thakkar was booked for referring to him as
a “modern-day Aurangzeb” and his son 
Aditya Thackeray as “Baby Penguin”. An
independent MP, Navneet Rana, and her
husband were booked merely for threate-
ning to recite the Hanuman Chalisa outside
Uddhav’s residence, and the courts even 
found some merit in the police action.

Businessman Ravi Srinivasan was 
arrested with alacrity for accusing Karti
Chidambaram, son of  former home and 
finance minister P Chidambaram, of  amas-
sing “more wealth than (Robert) Vadra”. In
Mamata Banerjee’s Bengal, a Jadavpur Uni-
versity professor was sent to jail merely for
forwarding a cartoon lampooning the CM. 
In Delhi, Tajinder Bagga, a BJP leader, was 
hounded by Punjab police (till the courts gave
him relief  from arrest) for alleged negative
references to then Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal.

And even as Kamra’s comedy venue was being 
vandalised, some other alleged upholders of  democracy
in Tamil Nadu were busy attacking the home of  YouTuber
Savukku Shankar, pouring filth and human excreta on
his home when his mother was inside. Shankar has 
been critical of  corruption under DMK-Congress tenure
and has accused the Tamil Nadu Congress president as
being the man behind the attack.

The point of  producing such a long (and far from 
exhaustive) laundry list of  attacks on free speech is to
show that no political party, no politician, can be trusted
to uphold the right of  citizens to say their piece. 

This is a real problem, for the law is meant to protect
the citizen from arbitrary action by the state for merely
expressing an opinion. But if  the people running a state
are themselves eager to use the law to silence critics
who can do no more than raise a laugh or two, what
chance does free speech have?

The boilerplate response of  the state, when confron-
ted with the need to protect free speech, is that the right
to free speech is not absolute. The problem begins with
the wording of  the law, where interpretations can be so
wide that almost anybody can be booked and harassed
for speaking his mind. Take the first amendment to 

Article 19, which came almost as soon as the Constitu-
tion was adopted. Proviso 19(2) has this to say about the
limits to free speech:  

“Nothing in sub-clause (a) of  clause (1) shall affect the
operation of  any existing law, or prevent the state from
making any law, in so far as such law imposes reasonable
restrictions on the exercise of  the right (to freedom of  
speech) conferred by the said sub-clause in the interests of
the sovereignty and integrity of  India, the security of  the
state, friendly relations with foreign states, public order,
decency or morality or in relation to contempt of  court,
defamation or incitement to an offence.”

Now, what constitutes a threat to public order, 
decency or morality can be defined by a police officer
differently in different circumstances. Is calling some-
one a traitor or Baby Penguin defamation? And what if
someone were to criticise Russia or Israel, which are 
India-friendly countries, when this can be deemed to be
reason enough to curtail your right to criticise them?

And then there is that huge area related to hurting
religious feelings. Section 295 of  the old Indian Penal
Code says that “Whoever destroys, damages or defiles
any place of  worship, or any object held sacred by 
any class of  persons with the intention of  thereby 

insulting the religion of  any class of  persons
or with the knowledge that any class of  per-
sons is likely to consider such destruction,
damage or defilement as an insult to their
religion, shall be punished with imprison-
ment of  either description for a term which
may extend to two years, or with fine, or
with both.”

Now, how does one know what the inten-
tions of  the person criticising a religious 
entity or the religion itself  were, and can
anyone claim insult to his religion and 
feelings based on his own subjective assess-
ment? Is it any surprise that the law and 
order machinery swoops in to stop anyone
from saying anything about any religion
claiming that it would have hurt somebody’s
feelings and may have led to violence?  

The truth is there are simply too many
restrictions on free speech, and almost 
anything said by anyone can result in an FIR
being filed with arrests to follow. And since,
in the Indian system, the process is often the
punishment, nothing ultimately needs to be
proved against the alleged culprit, for by

then he or she would have got the message: don’t mess
with politicians, for they can set the law’s watchdogs
against you even for flimsy reasons. 

If  free speech has to have any chance of  surviving in
our volatile democracy, the reform must begin with 
politicians, for it is they who control the levers of  power.
The courts, if  anything, must ensure that politicians
and police personnel who misuse power just to show
who’s boss are punished exemplarily. And quickly.
Otherwise, we will remain a democracy where we only
have the freedom to elect our leaders, but no ability to
regulate their conduct once elected.

R Jagannathan

FREE SPEECH, ANYONE?
If freedoms promised by Article 19 must mean anything, our politicians must grow 

more tolerant of criticism. Otherwise, we can’t call ourselves a real democracy
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T rump’s executive order to ‘protect’ American elections is
centred on defining ‘citizenship’. The order requires 
prospective voters to list documents – a US passport or IDs

such as military ID or govt photo ID – as proof  of  citizenship. The list
doesn’t include birth certificates, presumably because Trump 
cancelled birthright citizenship. This is a double whammy for 
many US-born migrants. Millions, per US press reports, are set to 
be disenfranchised if  courts don’t intervene.

At present, federal forms – it’s unclear if  state forms are included
– need a driving licence, state ID or social security number and 
self-attestation. This means those applicants swear they’re 

eligible to vote. False registration is rare – in the
latest instance of  high-decibel accusations in
Georgia of  “voter fraud”, the state’s election 
official found 20 of  8.2mn voters were not US 
citizens. Trump’s order also gives access to 
DOGE, among other central agencies, to voter
rolls to check “eligibility”. States can see such
federal govt overhang on voter rolls is counter
to federalism – lawsuits are expected. Voter
rolls are state infra – reforms are carried out 

via legislation, not presidential fiat.
Trump mentioned India’s “tying” voter rolls with biometrics.

India’s only biometric database is Aadhaar, not considered proof
of  citizenship. To circle back, the issue isn’t about biometrics 
really. It is about how Trump’s US would define a citizen – a narrow
demographic or wider canvas of  peoples. The challenge of  
“purges” or “sanitising” voter rolls, whether in US or India, carries
within it a high risk that ill-maintained databases can disenfran-
chise legitimate voters. Voters rolls are a complex issue – as Trump
will soon find out. India, which manages its elections better, is 
currently in the middle of  a political row over ‘expanded voter
rolls’, with opposition arguing EC isn’t giving a satisfying explana-
tion. While we wait for EC to give its side of  the argument, let’s note
that every stakeholder must be satisfied about every aspect of  the
electoral process – that’s the bottom line for electoral democracy.
It’s also something Trump should keep in mind.

Who Gets To Vote?
Trump will find out how complex & controversial voter
roll changes can be. India can teach him a few things

Things falling
apart is a kind of
testing and also
a kind of healing.
We think that
the point is to

pass the test or to overcome the
problem, but the truth is that things
don’t really get solved. They come
together and they fall apart.
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Awami League joint general secretary AFM Bahauddin
Naseem , considered party’s second-in-command after
Sheikh Hasina, tells Mohua Chatterjee in a phone 
interview that the “process to East Pakistan” has begun
in Dhaka, that Hasina remains party leader, and that
Yunus is “bound to create anti-India propaganda to
stay in power”.

l It’s seven months since the uprising.
Law and order is in a shambles. Even the army chief

has warned about the dangerous situation after the 
attack on air force base at Cox’s Bazar. Since Aug 5, 2024,
human rights stand severely violated.

What happened on Aug 5 was termed a revolution,
when it was a counter-revolutionary movement. 

A conspiracy hatched by insiders 
and global players, using terrorists,
ousted a constitutional govt. Yunus,
the brains behind it, has acknow-
ledged as much when he introduced
students at the Clinton Global 

Initiative’s meeting in New York last
Sep, and admitted that Hasina’s 
ouster was a well-planned “design and
conspiracy”. He said it was “meticulously
designed. It did not come suddenly. 

Very well-designed.”

l There’s news of army getting active in Bangladesh.
We are watching…army is a reliable and responsible

national institution. We have no inside information,
but it appears army chief  is talking of  holding elections
by Dec. But the illegitimate Yunus govt even on 
Tuesday spoke of  a Jan to June timeline for polls. 
People are questioning this.

Meanwhile, new political parties like Jatiyo 
Nagarik Party have made statements attacking, threa-
tening, dishonouring army – it’s a new target. These
parties realise they’re failing to win popular support
while army is trying to foster a climate for elections.

l Will Awami League be banned?
If  they move onto elections without Awami League,

which at least 40% of  people support, polls won’t have
credibility. On paper it can be banned, but the party

can’t be banned from people’s minds. They talk of  an
Awami League without Hasina, but she remains our 
leader. The party is united under her leadership.

l Demolition of Mujibur Rahman’s Dhanmondi house 
(in pic) was a big blow .

That attack on Bangladesh founding father’s house
was a message to delegitimise our independence, an act
of  revenge by Pakistan defeated by Bengalis. Apart
from JeI etc, ISI is making its presence felt in Dhaka,
which had been minimised by Hasina’s regime.
We never imagined they’d reappear. 
Terrorists, fundamentalists, radical
elements head the forces who 
don’t believe in an independent 
Bangladesh. Properties inclu-
ding temples, mazhars, Mukti
Joddha (freedom fighters)
memorials are being targe-
ted. After Dhanmondi house,
Mujib’s Samadhi Soudha
(memorial) at his ancestral
home in Tungipara, is likely
the next target. We’ve learnt
preparations are on.

l How will Awami League 
counter this?

Cadres are severely stressed…
in fear…many are in hiding, 
many are in prison. But Awami 
League is a constitutional organisation,
a democratic party. We don’t want to use force
and conspiracy. We want public support. There’s no
political space for us at present. At least 40% people who
consistently support Awami have no voice in Bangla-
desh today. But since people are our main strength, we
believe people will reject the Yunus camp.

We’ve started planning processions, leaflet 
distribution, etc, as public media will not publish 
our messages. People realise they made a mistake 
supporting the jihadi-orchestrated movement. They
understand communal forces have taken over. When
the storm comes, often one must take cover, wait for it 
to pass. We have to take strategic cover.

l How did govt fail to read signs of the uprising?
A section within the govt played a role in the 

protests, was involved in the conspiracy. They kept 
govt in the dark…that was the problem – the meticulous
design. After Hasina’s fourth term, the diminishing 
ISI presence in Bangladesh was also getting desperate
to strike.

l Given the political crisis, can Awami League and BNP
work together?

If  big parties, democratic forces join
hands there is no problem…they should

come forward…the only condition
for any alliance of  democratic 

forces should be that they are
against unconstitutional ways

and fundamentalism (moula-
bad), with complete clarity.

l Yunus’s regime is upset
with India for sheltering 
Hasina.

Yunus is bound to create
anti-India propaganda to
stay in power for a while. 

Let us see if  they celebrate
Bengali New Year on Poila 

Baishakh…they’re capable of
bringing down Shahid Minar...the

bulldozers they used to pull down
Sheikh Mujib’s house belonged to

govt, not to any private entity.

l Can Bangladesh return to becoming East Pakistan?
The process has already started. Very little time is left

for a turn back to democratic normalcy. After 53 years, a
ship from Karachi came straight into a Bangladeshi port.

l Will people accept that?
We’re still waiting for our equation with Pakistan to

be worked out, accounts of  killings to be settled. They’ve
not yet apologised for the genocide…Bangladesh 
cannot be turned into a terrorist safe haven…India is
also a target…their (current power centres) main 
source of  strength is fundamentalists and ISI backing.

‘Yunus was behind Hasina’s ouster…It was a well-planned
conspiracy…Process to East Pakistan has begun’
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