




HE 16th Finance Commission so 
far visited 16 states; visits to 12 
more will be completed in the 
next few months. The commis-
sion has covered most of  the 
Northeastern and Himalayan 
states as well as smaller states. 

The information from news reports on 
these visits show that all states have raised 
two issues. One, increasing the combined 
share of  states in the divisible pool of  Un-
ion tax revenue to 50 percent and including 
cess and surcharges in the divisible pool. 
Two, change the horizontal distribution 
formula to protect each state’s interests. 

Gujarat and Southern states have ar-
gued to give efficiency a greater weight, 
and other smaller states have argued 
based on their specific fiscal problems. 
This is the opportune moment for states 
to argue for a transformative change in 
the horizontal distribution formula.

Basics of  a horizontal distribution 
formula : The formula is to address the 
budget deficits or fiscal gaps in states’ 
budgets. The differences in fiscal gaps is 
because states differ in terms of  popula-
tion, revenue capacity, area, other specific 
problems and efficiency factors. Finance 
commissions recommend a distribution 
formula assigning different weights to 
these indicators and the indicators are 
also defined variously by them. 

Because finance commissions change 
these complex formulas, the states can-
not easily predict how their fiscal behav-
iour will be assessed by future commis-
sions. But the overall analysis suggests 
that ultimately a state’s share in tax rev-
enue increases with its population and 
declines with its income, as the Finance 
Commission prefers equity to efficiency.

Population and income: For the 15th 
Finance Commission, the Centre stipu-
lated to use the 2011 census population in 
the distribution formula. This has directly 
affected the shares of  states that have 
drastically reduced fertility rates since the 
1960s. Population control is a behavioral 
change effected through democratising 
education and health care, and consequent 
social change to accept fertility control. 
This has not been adequately rewarded.

‘Income distance’ is another important 
indicator with more than 45 percent 
weight in the distribution formula. The 
distance of  the real per capita income of  
a state from the highest per capita income 
of  all states is calculated and scaled up by 
the 2011 population of  the state. As a re-

sult, we find states smaller in terms of  
population growth and larger in terms of  
size of  the economy have received lower 
shares in the Union tax revenue compared 
to states with larger populations and 
smaller economies. Thus, equity is a ma-
jor factor in the distribution formula.

Predictable formula to incentivise fis-
cal behaviour: The Finance Commission 
is constituted once in five years; the real 
concern then is to incentivise the fiscal be-
haviour of  states on the desired path based 
on their recent behaviour. This requires the 
distribution formula to be simple with a few 
economic indicators. Such a formula would 
signal the states that their future fiscal be-
haviour will be evaluated based on their 
impact on a few economic variables.

The area of  a state has been a part of  the 
distribution formulas recommended by 
many commissions. The 15th Finance 
Commission also gave 15 percent weight to 
it and had to do a balancing act by adjust-
ing the area to scale up small states. 12 
states identified as small states by the 15th 
FC. Those smaller states had 10 percent of  

the 2011 population and got a share of  
around 12.5 percent of  the tax devolution. 

Smaller and larger states are not com-
parable by many indicators, therefore 
treating them as equals is not fair.  Alter-
natively, we can think of  assigning 10  to 
12.5 percent of  the Union tax revenue to 
these smaller states and a formula-based 
set of  comparable indicators should be 
used to derive the inter se shares for hori-
zontal distribution. The remaining 85 
percent of  Union tax revenue can be dis-
tributed among larger states.

In the last 75 years, every state ought 
to have internalised its area in its fiscal 
policies. This indicator can be dropped 
from the distribution formula. Some of  
the previous finance commissions have 
used forest cover, infrastructure index, 
and tax effort. Now there are demands to 
include indicators of  urbanisation, old-
age population, SC/ST population and 
poverty ratios. 

Increasing the number of  indicators 
and assigning weights to each of  them will 
make the distribution formula complex. 
As we mentioned already, a finance com-
mission’s recommendation is for a brief  
period of  five years, therefore, it has to be 
simple and predictable to influence fiscal 
behaviour of  states. Continuity between 
finance commissions is also necessary. 
Therefore, too many indicators should be 
avoided in the distribution formula.

Alternatively, for larger states, the dis-
tribution formula should have only two 
variables—population and state’s in-
come. Fiscal policies that help reducing 
population and increasing state’s income 
shall concomitantly reduce fiscal gap and 
improve fiscal responsibility of  states.

This simple two-variable distribution 
formula—with changing weights in suc-
cessive finance commissions—will incen-
tivise performing states and motivate the 
others to reduce population and develop 
their economies. The natural outcome of  
this will be reduced fiscal gaps in the 
states. Thus, the desired objective of  the 
distribution formula will be achieved. 

(Views are personal)
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Every act of conscious learning requires the 
willingness to suffer an injury to one’s self esteem. 
That is why young children, before they are 
aware of their own self-importance, learn so easily

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

HE geopolitical complexities 
of  West Asia make it one of  
the hotbeds of  conflict based 
upon territorial ambitions, 
political influence, economic 
considerations and ideologi-
cal factors. Since all these do-

mains remain dynamic, predictive anal-
ysis is always a challenge. 

Three major conflict situations have 
highlighted the combative environment 
of  West Asia for fairly long. These are the 
Israel-Palestinian, Iran-Israel and the 
Iran-Saudi (read Shia-Sunni) conflicts. 
There are subsets within these conflicts 
that pepper the region. For example, 
there is the Yemen affair that is a proxy 
fallout of  the Iran-Saudi contestation. 
The Palestinian-Israel standoff  is meshed 
with the Iran-Israel affair, with Iran’s 
proxies in the Gaza war zone and the Le-
vant. In the midst of  all this, there was 
the Syrian civil war, which dominated 
the West Asian security scene for almost 
a decade and was made worse by the 
presence of  ISIS (Da’esh). 

The presence of  this ambitious and 
highly ruthless transnational terrorist 
group helped complicate the strategic 
environment of  West Asia by many 
notches. Without a known sponsor and 
with little known about the actual am-
bitions of  Daesh, the only way to battle 
it was in the physical domain. It took 
five years doing this, drawing the Rus-
sian, US, Iraqi, Syrian, Kurdish and 
Iranian armed resources into battle at 
different times before Daesh was de-
feated. West Asia remained in the 
throes of  high instability through this 
period (2014-19), with little clarity on 
who needed to fight whom.

Is the latest Syrian revolution likely to 
result in something similar? There are 
enough reports from Eastern Syria of  
the potential revival of  Daesh. US mili-
tary resources say “the number of  at-
tacks claimed by Daesh in Iraq and Syria 
is on pace to more than double from last 
year, indicating the terrorist group is 
working to regain its strength”. We need 
to remember that the collapse of  the Syr-
ian Army, the weakening of  Hezbollah 
by Israel’s war of  attrition against it, the 
apparent loss of  confidence of  Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
and the rapid partial pullout of  Russian 
military resources from Syria has left 
some voids for the current. 

The lack of  military activity and the 
absence of  a rush to fill the voids is ap-
parently a strategy by most powers to as-
sess what exactly is happening in this 
core centre of  conflict zones. It is only 

Israel that has taken advantage of  the 
lull to strike the depots and military stor-
age resources of  the former Syrian Army 
where mostly Russian and Iranian equip-
ment was stored. This was to offset the 
possibility of  the employment of  this 
equipment, including possible chemical 
weapons, against Israeli interests.

The new rulers of  Syria, the Hay’at 
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), have been differ-
ent to the normal run of  rebel forces in 
West Asia that usually were the promot-
ers of  lawlessness, chaos and turmoil. It 
will be interesting to see the model of  
governance that HTS establishes. Early 
talk of  a secular model may be for social 
media attraction. The proof  has to be on 
the table soon enough. 

HTS has deeply committed to liquidat-

ing the presence and influence of  the 
Iran-Hezbollah combination and perhaps 
Russia as well in Syria. Yet, it has an Is-
lamist orientation that poses potential 
dangers to Syrian minorities—especially 
Alawites and Christians. Syrian govern-
ance falling into the hands of  a funda-
mentalist group containing foreign fight-
ers perhaps still harbouring transnational 
terrorist sentiments is not something 
that can be discounted. 

Daesh as the undeclared strongest 
non-state entity in the region could be 
looking towards contesting the owner-
ship of  Syria. That could either lead to 
an HTS-Daesh conflict or an under-
standing, since they are not far removed 
from each other ideologically. The ele-
ments that successfully battled Daesh 

last time were the Iraqi Shia militias. 
We have no reports on the relationship 
of  HTS with the militias, nor on the cur-
rent military capability of  the latter. In 
the context of  recent unexpected mili-
tary victories and defeats, one could ex-
pect surprises all over again. 

Iraqi Shia militias, particularly those 
aligned with Iranian interests, have 
played a significant role in the region. 
These militias, such as Harakat Hezbol-
lah al-Nujaba and Kata’ib Sayyid al-
Shuhada , have maintained operations 
in Syria despite Iraq’s internal stabili-
sation. They were vital to Iran’s region-
al strategy and had been deployed to 
bolster the Assad regime, particularly 
in areas like Aleppo, Latakia, and  
Damascus. With the loss of  these areas, 
it does not seem the militias are in  
any form to play a major role in the  
immediate future.

The importance of  a Turkey-US joint 
strategy to keep the Levant area stable 
and free of  terrorist activity becomes 
a virtual necessity. However, this is 
subject to the US rescinding its support 
to the Syrian Kurdish rebels, who 
played some part in Assad’s defeat and 
flight out of  Damascus. The Turks will 
not play ball with any Kurdish organi-
sation becoming a beneficiary of  the 
results of  cooperation.

For Russia and Iran, most doors seem 
shut. While Russia’s chief  interest is on 
Syria to support its foothold on the Medi-
terranean coast and remain a significant 
player in the West Asia imbroglio, for 
Iran it’s a question of  re-establishing its 
proxy war strategy. Till the Assad regime 
lasted, both strategies could be served 
but no longer. Both powers will have to 
decide the inter se priority between terri-
tory and proxy war. 

For Israel, it’s a win-win thus far. It 
can focus on Gaza while keeping an eye 
on Syria and Lebanon. Logically, the ca-
pability of  both Hamas and Hezbollah 
would have degraded substantially. Mil-
itary success of  Israel must aim at end-
ing conflict rather than creating poten-
tial for reignition of  the multiple 
contests in West Asia.  

The last of  the conflicts, Iran-Saudi, 
which is ideological in nature, could be 
re-ignited if  sectarian conflict begins in 
Syria. This is an opportunity for big pow-
ers to prevent any such conflict. However, 
the weakening of  Iran could be a deliber-
ate strategic intent that may initiate dy-
namics that remain extremely unpre-
dictable for now.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)
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PROPOSING A 2-FACTOR
FORMULA FOR SHARING 

UPHEAVAL IN LEVANT
RAISES UNCERTAINTY
AROUND THE WORLD

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps; 
Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

One goal of the Finance 
Commission is to give a desired 
direction to states’ policy 
behaviour with fiscal incentives. A 
simple, two-variable formula for 
distributing tax revenues can go a 
long way in influencing progressive 
policies for development

The governance of Syria can well fall into the hands 
of fundamentalist groups. Global powers must work 
towards dousing such a fire rather than reigniting it

SOURAV ROY

Lasting solutions
Ref: Prepare for a weaker, volatile rupee in 
2025 (Dec 16). The rupee’s fall  shows how 
dependent India is on global markets and how 
fragile our domestic economy can be. Instead 
of relying on short-term measures like RBI 
interventions, we need lasting solutions—
investing in manufacturing, encouraging 
innovation, and boosting exports.
Ritika Sarkar, Bengaluru

RIP Zakir
Zakir Hussain, one of the most celebrated 
tabla maestros who enthralled millions of 
music fans for decades, is no more. The tabla 
he used to entrance, enrapture, and captivate 
is now lying in the corner of his house sadly 
singing unto itself, mourning the demise 
of its master. This is an irreparable loss for 
the nation and the industry, and he will  be 
remembered by music lovers forever.
R Sampath, Chennai 

Extraordinary musician
The passing away of Zakir Hussain has left 
a vacuum in the world of music that cannot 
be filled. He was an extraordinary musician 
whose music made hearts all  over the world 
beat with joy. He contributed to Indian 
music in a big way, making tabla a popular 
instrument all  over the world.
Madhavi Mishra, Bengaluru

Ruining cricket
In earlier years, playing cricket for the country 
used to be the priority for our cricketers. 
After the IPL started, the country has become 
secondary and money-making has become 
a priority. IPL is giving a backdoor entry to 
untalented players as business people are 
showing nepotism in the selection. Earlier, 
playing for the country used to be equal to 
military men’s patriotism. But now, after IPL, 
cricket has become monkey cricket.
T Kailash Ditya, Hyderabad

Helping ourselves
Ref: Anniversary of the story of the lord (Dec 
16). The Bhagavad Gita sums up that you only 
have yourself to liberate you from all shackles 
of the world. Like the five Pandavas with the 
guidance of Krishna, we have our five senses 
with the guidance of our mind, to achieve our 
goal by work.
Ullattil Pakiteeri Raghunathan, Thrissur

Universal scripture
The Bhagavad Gita equates life to warfare,  
in which the virtuous ultimately vanquish  
the vicious. It is a universal scripture for 
spiritual unfoldment, making the spiritual 
aspirant realise pure consciousness with no 
place for duality. 
R Pichumani, Kumbakonam
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GOVTS NEED TO WORK  
AS ONE TO COUNTER 

CYBER THREATS IN 2025

A 
major challenge looms ahead for India’s cyber police, 
sectors heavily dependent on tech and general public. 
The India Cyber Threat Report 2025 by the Data Security 
Council recently raised alerts about AI-driven and deep-
fake-enabled cyber attacks becoming increasingly preva-

lent in the new year, with the healthcare and finance sectors 
featuring among the prime targets. The report warns that AI 
will be used to develop highly sophisticated, personalised 
phishing campaigns using deepfake technology, making them 
harder to detect. AI-enabled malware would be able to adapt 
real-time to evade traditional security, while data poisoning 
attacks could compromise the integrity of  critical AI systems. 
It warns of  malicious content—including deepfake video or 
audio messages purportedly from trusted sources—facilitating 
more effective attacks that allow cybercriminals to trick users 
into executing malware or revealing sensitive information.

The Indian Cyber Crime Coordination Centre estimates 
that, till mid-2024, at least 7,000 cybercrime complaints were 
recorded daily—a 114 percent increase over the cases logged 
between 2021 and 2023. This is expected to worsen in 2025 
with criminals adopting newer methods in the face of  a weak 
prevention and detection mechanism. In its second annual 
Data Complexity Report, data infrastructure company 
NetApp pointed out that 41 percent of  global tech executives 
were bracing for a significant increase in security threats as 
AI adoption increases—especially in countries such as India, 
where the rate of  adoption is gaining momentum.

Although emphasis on cyber security is expanding beyond 
the private sector, with the 2024-25 Union budget allocating ̀ 759 
crore to enhance the government’s efforts, tangible and effective 
measures need to be explored to bolster detection of  a whole 
range of  cybercrimes. The central and state governments need 
to work as a federally unified unit to stringently crack down on 
an increasingly popular crime among white-collar criminals. 
Dedicated focus is needed on significantly improving investiga-
tion and tracking methods to hunt down cyber criminals. The 
intensified threat perception for 2025 makes the beefing up of  
cyber security an all-round imperative. It should be accorded 
more importance than the traditional defence sector, failing 
which the country’s people and institutions would remain ex-
posed to the constantly-evolving methods of  cyber criminals.

SAVE CHILIKA ECOSYSTEM 
FROM HIGHWAY CONCERNS

T
HE Union road transport and highways ministry has 
approved the alignment proposal for a two-lane na-
tional highway over the Chilika lake in Odisha. Com-
missioned by the National Highways Authority under 
the Bharatmala Pariyojna, the 7.8-km link will be part 

of  the Gopalpur-Satapada stretch that seeks to connect na-
tional highways 516A and 316.

The project’s consequences would be double-edged. Yes, it 
would link a cluster of  villages across three districts; but it 
would be ominous for Asia’s largest brackish-water lake spread 
over 1,100 sq km. If  the project makes through environmental 
clearances, the two-lane highway will be built over the most vital 
part of  the coastal lagoon—the channel that connects it with the 
Bay of  Bengal, making it a unique blend of  marine, brackish 
and freshwater ecosystems that fosters vibrant biodiversity. The 
inlet-outlet channel that falls in Coastal Regulation Zone 1 is 
critical for the hydrology, ecology and productivity of  the lake. 
It regulates the salinity gradient and controls sedimentation. 
Any project that tampers with it can have disastrous conse-
quences for the wetland. In the early 2000s, a change in its char-
acter had prompted the government to go for eco-restoration 
involving the opening of  a new mouth to revive the lagoon.

Chilika is not only the source of  livelihood for over 1 lakh 
fishers, but is also of  critical importance as a home to threat-
ened species. The proposed 7.8-km connectivity includes two 
bridges of  1.7 km and 1.9 km length likely to interfere with the 
lake’s sedimentation, breeding migration and salinity. Add to it 
the threat from light, sound and vehicular pollution to the en-
dangered Irrawaddy dolphins, for which Chilika is the single 
largest home. This part of  the Ramsar site is also on the Central 
Asian Flyway used by several migratory waterbirds; about a 
million avian guests arrive at the lagoon every year to escape 
harsh Eurasian winters. Chilika is already under pressure from 
climate change—its growing siltation is a major cause for con-
cern. The central and state governments should draw up plans 
to conserve the fragile coastal ecosystem and not add to its bur-
den. The need is to explore sustainable connectivity, instead of  
looking for shortcuts. Chilika must be protected at all costs.

Q U I C K  TA K E

WHAT BILLIONAIRES WANT

THOMAS Piketty recently said India should be “active” in 
taxing the rich. The French economist showed that the 
proportion of  national income held by the richest 1 per-

cent Indians, estimated at 22.6 percent, surpassed that of  
their counterparts in the US and Brazil. At the same event 
in the national capital hosted by the think tank RIS and the 
Delhi School of  Economics, the government’s chief  econom-
ic adviser worried that higher taxes could lead to higher 
outflows. American multi-billionaires such as Bill Gates and 
Warren Buffett have asked their government to impose 
higher levies on their incomes. Can we expect a similar dec-
laration of  intent from some of  our 300-plus billionaires?
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Syria after Assad�s fall

LEE KYONG-HEE 
 

I
t is remarkable how historic 
events converge at times into a 
deep sense of irony. President 
Yoon Suk Yeol’s self-coup via 

martial law order was not only ill-con-
ceived, it eclipsed what should have 
been a week of joyous national cele-
bration of Han Kang, the first Korean 
to receive the Nobel Prize in litera-
ture. 

Yoon’s rash gambit on December 
3 echoed the strong-arming of 
democracy on another December 
night 45 years ago when Gen. Chun 
Doo-hwan and his Army cohorts 
staged a coup d’etat. Six months later, 
they massacred protesters in 
Gwangju, Han’s hometown. In her 
novel, “Human Acts,” Han delves 
deeply into the pain and suffering 
inflicted on individuals by state vio-
lence during the democratic uprising 
in Gwangju in the spring of 1980. 

Sales of “Human Acts” rocketed 
after the 2024 Nobel Prize in literature 
was announced. With the brutal 
scenes of the massacre freshly incul-
cated in their minds, many readers 
must have shuddered at the possibil-
ity of similar atrocities recurring 
today. Particularly, the younger gen-
erations must have deemed it 
unthinkable to live under military 
rule, with their basic rights and free-
doms restricted for unjustifiable rea-
sons. 

Who would have imagined that 
South Korea, arguably an advanced 
democracy with a thriving economy 

and vibrant popular culture, would 
again face terror and bloodshed 
under military rule? Who could have 
expected its democratically elected 
president to take such a risky action 
to suppress his political opponents? 
Most Koreans thought they had long 
passed such a dark chapter. 

It remains to be seen whether 
Yoon and his acolytes plotted for a 
permanent dictatorship or tried to 
“save the country” from what Yoon 
perceives as “anti-state, pro-North 
Korean forces trying to overthrow our 
liberal democratic institutions.” But 
their audacity suggests they were con-
fident in following Chun’s footsteps 
in silencing opposition at gunpoint. 
Now, they have doomed themselves 
to live the rest of their lives disgraced, 
just as Chun did. 

Yoon’s declaration of martial law 
was an attempt to break the stalemate 
with opposition parties. With the 
administration mired in scandals and 
criticized for unpopular decisions, 
there was little reason for the opposi-
tion to give any quarter. Yoon and his 
followers gave up trying to push their 
agenda through democratic process-
es. And, as if in a time warp, they 
failed to realize the big difference 
between South Korea five decades ago 
and now. 

Unlike the older generations who 
spent much of their lives under dic-
tators, the younger generations have 
lived in a full democracy since their 
birth. Communicating and connect-
ing through social media in one of the 
most wired countries, they react in 

different ways than their parents and 
grandparents to problems. These 
young people occupy a huge portion 
of the crowds calling on Yoon to step 
down. Hence the unique scenes of 
street protests, evoking K-pop con-
certs to the amazement of global citi-
zens. 

On the other side of the barri-
cades, young soldiers on the ground 
also acted in different ways than their 
commanders. The troops from the 
Army Special Warfare Command 
deployed to the National Assembly 
moved in a noticeably passive man-
ner. And so did the police officers, 
quietly watching or even helping law-
makers and their assistants climb over 
the fence to enter the Assembly com-
pound. Thus, along with citizens who 
massed at that late hour of night, they 
effectively helped parliament to ren-
der the martial law invalid through a 
unanimous vote in just 2 1/2 hours. 

Unfortunately, however, Yoon 
obviously resides in another world in 
psychological isolation. In his fourth 
and last TV address, on December 12, 
Yoon defiantly refused to resign, shift-
ing his earlier position to leave all 
decisions to his ruling People Power 
Party. He defended his shock decision 
as a “legitimate act of governance” 
and denied charges of insurrection. “I 
will proudly confront it, whether it’s 
impeachment or investigation,” he 
said. “I will fight to the end.” 

Yoon’s bold battle cry clearly 
aimed at his tiny base of die-hard 
right-wing supporters, who account 
for his slightly over 10 per cent 

approval ratings. In the meantime, 
the ruling party reeled from a rift 
between pro- and anti-Yoon factions. 
The party leader, Han Dong-hoon, 
finally urged his followers to vote for 
Yoon’s impeachment in the second 
bid last Saturday, after pendulating 
several times with mysterious calcu-
lations. 

Now, with the opposition-raised 
impeachment motion against him 
passed by the Assembly, Yoon awaits 
the judgment of the Constitutional 
Court whether to fire him or restore 
him to office. He has become like Lee 
Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye, two 
former presidents and his most cele-
brated targets when he was a prose-
cutor. 

As he vowed in his fiery latest 
speech, Yoon will defend himself 
through the court proceedings. And, 
with investigations on Yoon and mil-
itary and government officials on alle-
gations of rebellion, the chaos will 
persist for a considerable time before 
normal governance is restored with a 
new president. 

It is time that all parties involved, 
including the main opposition Dem-
ocratic Party of Korea, reflected calm-
ly on what they did wrong to push the 
nation into this massive turmoil. It is 
high time that everyone acts with the 
“dazzling purity of conscience,” as put 
by Han Kang in “Human Acts,” as well 
as courage. 

 
The Korea Herald/ANN. 

ACROSS 
 

9    Typically taking a very 

short time  

(2,7) 

10  A northerner�s course 

(5) 

11  Coach likes strapping 

batter�s midriff to be 

bowler�s target  

(7) 

12  Talk incessantly about 

old weapon at sea  

(7) 

13  Bear loses right to 

invest (5) 

14  Immature flyer is 

rashly flying after 

cold  

(9) 

16  Reveal secret to let 

opposition win 

(4,3,4,4)

19  Decisive game�s 

influential, if boring 

(9) 

21  Victor�s first to leave 

ring circling bull  

(5) 

22  Winger, surprisingly 

sleek, secures try 

almost (7) 

23  VIP�s six at Lord�s? 

(3,4) 

24  One helps pupils losing 

way in Windows  

(5) 

25  Try phoning Irish town 

overlooking last event 

(9) 

DOWN 
 

1    Robert longs to 

overtake the French 

racing vehicles  

(10) 

2    Indian cricketer lived 

illicitly with Pakistan�s 

opening trio  

(5,3) 

3    Player at Twickenham 

the focus of indecent 

remark  

(6) 

4    People initially relish 

good service  

(4) 

5    A number book into 

unbelievable game 

(10) 

6    Sport left burden in 

A&E (8) 

7 Small champion loves

large swimming group 

(6) 

8    Bill picked up wall 

game here  

(4) 

14  What char does at 

night for unblemished 

record?  

(5,5) 

15  Unusually striking way 

to avoid a 

commercial  

overhead?  

(10) 

17  Follow round a pair of 

females in ship�s bar 

(8) 

18  Victory banner raised 

to welcome  

Hearts player 

(4-4) 

20  Nearly avoid oddly 

crude error at the 

Crucible  

(6) 

21  Some tin got  

smelted making 

these?  

(6) 

22  Secure measure of 

speed for  

flyer  

(4) 

23  Small bar at Old 

Trafford�s  

temporarily free  

(4)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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9 10

11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20 21

22 23
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S
yrian rebel forces captured
Damascus and forced Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad to flee to
Moscow with his family, where

he has been granted refuge. In just
over a week, the Hayat Tahir al-Sham
(HTS), translated into ‘Organization
for the liberation of the Levant,’
backed by Turkey, captured the cities
of Aleppo, Hama and Homs, before
entering Damascus and overthrowing
a ruler who had managed to survive
the Arab Spring by violently suppress-
ing the agitation. This has thrown the
entire region into a mess. 

The HTS, led by Ahmed al-Sharaa
alias Abu Mohammed al-Jolani, was
formerly associated with ISIS and
subsequently with al Qaeda. It is still
considered a terrorist group by some
Western nations. Interestingly, over
the years while Turkey, Israel and the
US militarily engaged with different
Syrian groups including its armed
forces, none ever targeted the HTS. 

Hoping to gain global acceptance, 
al-Jolani mentioned that he intends to 
focus on organized governance in 
Syria. By appointing Mohamad al-
Bashir, the administrator of the earlier 
rebel-held territory, HTS conveyed its 
intent on governance. The HTS also 
reached out to Iraq and Lebanon seek-
ing good ties and non-interference. 

Iran and Russia had propped up
the al-Assad regime in Syria. Russia,
involved in Ukraine, while Iran, inter-
nally divided amongst those desiring
to support Assad and those opposing
this, did not provide the requisite mil-
itary power to face the HTS offensive.
Hezbollah, which had earlier sent its
soldiers to support the Syrian armed
forces backed down due to Israel’s
relentless military offensive against it.
The weakened and underpaid Syrian
army collapsed rapidly, in many cases
discarding their arms and ammuni-
tion before fleeing. The end came 
quickly, bringing back memories of
the collapse of the Saddam Hussain
regime in Iraq battling the US, as also

Afghan forces fighting the Taliban 
advance. Nations in the region have 
begun recalibrating their strategies.   

Israel, which is fighting Hamas and 
is presently in a ceasefire with Hezbollah 
has to now secure its Syrian border. The 
1974 border agreement between Israel 
and Syria has ended, compelling 
Netanyahu to occupy beyond the buffer 
zone between the two states, which is 
the Golan Heights. It is unlikely to vacate 
them any time soon as the new Syrian 
government is militarily weak. 

Currently, Israel is targeting 
Syria’s military power including air-
craft, ships, storage deports and air 
defence systems, ensuring these do 
not fall into the hands of the incoming 
HTS. Further, it would open doors for 
Israel to strike Syria freely in case it 
attempts to push terrorists into Israel. 
Israel has to ensure that Syria is no 
longer capable of posing a threat. By 
occupying the Golan Heights, Israel 
has ensured that Damascus remains 
within range of its artillery. 

The HTS is a Sunni terrorist 
group, which fought against the Shia 
army of Bashar al-Assad, which was 
backed by Iran and Russia. Hence its 
ties with these countries are not con-
ducive. The Iranian embassy in Dam-
ascus was ransacked in anger. The 
support which Syria provided to 
Hezbollah, including being a conduit 
for weapons from Iran has ended. A 
weakened Hezbollah, unable to 
obtain fresh weapon supplies from 
Iran, would no longer be the threat 
which it once was to Israel.   

Further, Syria is no longer a 
buffer between Iran and Israel, nor a 
member of the axis of resistance. This 
adds to the insecurities of Iran. Syrian 
airspace can be exploited by Israel to 
strike Iran. Iran is hurriedly withdraw-
ing members of its forces from Syria. 
There is a belief that Iran could be the 
next target for regime change. The 
only option for Iran to survive any 
onslaught from Israel and the US is to 
ensure development of nuclear 
weapons, a process which it would 
now be speeding up.  

Russia has two bases in Syria. The 
Khmeimim airbase houses Russian 
aircraft and the Tartus naval facility 
services Russian ships. The airbase is 
a staging post for Russian mercenar-
ies travelling to Africa while Tartus is 
its only warm water port. Their future 
is unknown. Russia is reaching out to 
the new regime, seeking to continue 
with these facilities. Moscow’s alter-
nate option is to move these bases to 
Tobruk in Libya where it is engaged 
in dialogue with Khalifa Haftar, a pro-
Russia leader.    

While Russia supported the 
Assad regime, it faced lesser anger as 
compared to Iran, hence its assets 
remain secure and the embassy 
untouched. At the end of the day, the 
fall of Assad is a loss of prestige for 
both Iran and Russia. 

Syria is currently far from stable. 
While Damascus may have fallen, 
there are other areas where the con-

flict rages, with both Turkey and the 
US supporting opposing factions. The 
Turkey-backed Syrian National Army, 
supported by Turkish air power, cap-
tured Manbij, held by US-backed Syr-
ian Democratic Forces. The US main-
tains about a battalion strength in 
Kurdish-controlled oil drilling areas. 
Turkey considers the Kurds a threat 
and launches operations against 
them, while the US backs its Kurdish 
proxies engaging ISIS. 

Turkey, which backed the HTS, 
would be hoping for a government 
closely aligned to it. This would 
enable it to move back over 3 million 
Syrian refugees on its soil. What is to 
be seen is whether the new Syrian 
regime toes the Turkish line or like the 
Afghan Taliban projects an independ-
ent stance. The photograph of  
Pakistan’s DG ISI having tea in a 
Kabul hotel to celebrate the arrival of 
the Taliban regime comes to mind.  

The US has been battling ISIS, 
taking advantage of the turmoil in 
Syria. It regularly conducts airstrikes 
in the region. Whether it will continue 
to engage ISIS with the new Trump 
administration or pull out is a ques-
tion. Most Western nations have 
stopped providing asylum to Syrian 
refugees, hoping for their return.   

Currently Yemen, Somalia and 
Afghanistan are controlled by terrorist 
groups. Syria is the latest to join this 
group. While Yemen and Somalia con-
tinue threatening the world in some 
form, the Taliban has confined itself 
to its own region. How Syria will play 
out is to be seen. Like the Taliban, the 
HTS could concentrate inwards for the 
moment. However, if pushed by Israel, 
as is happening between Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, there could be a change 
in its approach. 

 
(The writer is a retired Major-General of the 
Indian Army.)

The irony of a historical convergence

THE German elections have resulted 
in a weakening of extremism on either 
side. Despite the activity and the occasion-
al rhodomontade of the extreme Nation-
alists, their influence has been almost 
eliminated, and Dr. Marx was justified in 
his expectation that the election would rid 
him of their incubus. The success of the 
negotia¬tions with England was the deci-
sive factor; any failure to secure good rela-
tions would have been the triumph of the 
Opposition. There were many matters at 
issue, but supreme was the question 
whether Germany would take its place 
readily and without arrière pensée in the 
new European system, or whether the 
regret for old traditions and ambitions 
would be too strong. The battle has been 
strenuous, but the decision suggests that 
the Republic has come to stay, and that 
the policy for which Dr. Marx and Herr 
Stresemann have fought valiantly and per-
sistently is safe. Ludendorff, one of the 
trouble-makers for Germany, is losing 
ground. A few days ago many of the 
important organs of German opinion were 
welcoming the Anglo-German treaty as 
“the real end of the war,” and the results 
of the elections indicate the same view. 

POSITION IN PERSIA 

SHEIKHÊS MESSAGE 
TO PREMIER 

THE Military Governor of Teheran 
publishes the following telegram from the 
Premier, despatched from Lankir:— 

“Sirdar Aghdasse has sent me the fol-
lowing telegram: ‘Your Highness, imbued 
with kindness and solicitude for one who 
has always been faithfully devoted to you, 
has filled me with joy and happiness. In 
offering you my whole-hearted gratitude I 
pray God that he may vouchsafe to preserve 
your life for the protection of Iran and the 
Iranians. Your Highness had summoned 
me to Hindian. Although illness and 
extreme weakness, which have afflicted me 
for some time and which are growing 
worse, deprive me of this happiness, yet in 
view of the keen desire I have of seeing Your 
Highness I have delegated to you one of my 
sons so that you may give him necessary 
instructions concerning our meeting.’ ” 

The Premier adds : ‘I have replied to 
him : 'I have received your dispatch. As I 
am going to Dehmollah send me one of 
your sons to that place.”

ARRIVALS IN 
BOMBAY 

AMONG the passengers who arrived 
by this morning’s mail boat China were 
Sir Phillip Grey Eberton, Col. J. B. Ingles 
C.M.G., D.S.O., Sir C. Sankaran Nair and 
Sir Mahomed Rafique. 

COFFEE DISEASES 

PROPOSED CESS 
FOR INVESTIGATION 
(FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT) 

A CERTAIN amount of opposition is 
anticipated at next week’s meeting of the 
Mysore Legislative Council to a Govern-
ment Bill to provide for the levy of a coffee 
cess, temporarily in the Mysore State, in 
order to maintain an experimental station 
for the investigation of diseases affecting 
the coffee plant, and other allied problems 
relating to coffee cultivation. 

The total average area under coffee 
in the State is 110,000 acres. The outbreak 
of several kinds of diseases has raised a 
difficult situation threatening the 
prospects of the industry. The question of 
starting an experimental coffee farm for 
the scientific investigation of these prob-
lems has been under consideration by the 
Government. 

The Government were, until recently, 
paying a contribution to the Madras Gov-
ernment for helping the planting expert 
to carry on the investigation of such dis-
eases. As the scheme has to be given effect 
to without delay, and as, under present 
financial conditions, it is not possible to 
finance the scheme entirely from State 
funds, the Government consider it neces-
sary to levy a small cess of two annas per 
acre, temporarily, on coffee holdings 
exceeding five acres in extent, with a view 
to recoup a portion of the expenditure on 
the farm in the early stages of the under-
taking. The Government will contribute 
towards its support a sum equal to that 
collected from the cess, subject to a max-
imum of Rs. 12,500 a year. 

A large number of influential 
planters, Indian and European, have 
agreed to the levy of the cess, but other 
Indian planters apprehend, among other 
things, a permanent enhancement of tax-
ation if the cess is permitted. 

MOSCOW DELEGATION 
MOSCOW, DEC. 16 

THE British trade union delegation, 
headed by Mr. A. A. Purcell, has left 
Leningrad for England.  

Before departure, the deputation was 
presented with addresses by the head-
quarters of the Soviet Unions, hoping for 
the early attainment of unity in the 
Labour movement. 

100 YEARS AGO
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Maharashtra chief minister Devendra Fadnavis has finally formed
his full fledged Cabinet. It took him 11 days after taking oath as the
CM to finalise names of his Cabinet members. During the entire

process, he had to consult with Eknath Shinde, Ajit Pawar and also get
approval from his Delhi bosses, for which he made multiple visits to the
national capital. It shows that despite ‘Mahayuti’ alliance winning a mas-
sive mandate, the road ahead of Mr Fadnavis is not going to provide a
smooth journey.

The Maharashtra Cabinet has 42 ministers, including the CM and two
DCMs. While Mr Fadnavis has included 19 first time ministers, several
senior leaders from all three parties — Bharatiya Janata Party, Shiv Sena
and Nationalist Congress Party — are sulking after being overlooked.

Prominent BJP leader Sudhir Mungantiwar, who is close to Union min-
ister Nitin Gadkari, has made his displeasure known and claimed that he
was kept in dark till the last day. NCP leader Chhagan Bhujbal, who is the
senior most OBC leader in Maharashtra across the parties, has rejected his
party’s offer to go to Rajya Sabha. Shiv Sena’s Tanaji Sawant has report-
edly returned to his hometown from Nagpur after realising that he will not
be in the state Cabinet. 

Similarly, there are reports of protests and resignations of BJP leaders
from various parts of the state. Mr Fadnavis and his deputies will have to
devise a strategy to assuage the sulking leaders, who can be seen creating
trouble for the government in the coming days.

One strategy the Mahayuti leaders seem to have is the ‘two and half
years’ formula. Mr Shinde and Mr Pawar have publicly stated that some of
the current ministers will be asked to resign after two-and-a-half years so
that other legislators can be given a chance. Mr Fadnavis was more diplo-
matic about it. He has clarified that there will be a performance audit of all
ministers and there could be changes based on the performance. 

However, at present it looks like a ploy to give hopes to those who have
been ignored. Mr Fadnavis has also kept one seat open. The maximum
strength of Maharashtra Cabinet can be 43, including the CM. The
Mahayuti leaders have not specified which party will get the 43rd Cabinet
berth. In all probability, it will never be filled and used as a dangling car-
rot for their legislators.

Women voters played a decisive part in Mahayuti’s victory, but there are
only four women ministers in the 42-member Cabinet. Out of 36 districts in
Maharashtra, 16 have no representation in the Fadnavis Cabinet. It shows
that in spite of his best efforts, the Maharashtra chief minister has not
managed to balance all aspects, which has also left many legislators disap-
pointed. With less than 50 MLAs on the Opposition benches, Mr Fadnavis’s
bigger challenges are going to be from his own party and alliance partners.
His longevity in CM office will depend on how long he can please his boss-
es and how long he can keep his alliance partners and party legislators
under a tight leash.
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Cabinet expansion proves
challenging for Maha CM

F
or a fairly long
time, the world
appeared to be
fixated on the
understanding

that Iran and Syria acted
as almost one nation in
the pursuit of strategic
security and foreign poli-
cy. As one of the main sup-
porters of Bashar al-Assad
in Syria, the ayatollahs of
Iran secured considerable
strategic advantage
through the territory of
the Levant under Syria’s
control. Russian President
Vladmir Putin’s support
to Iran and Syria added to
their comfort and the
Russian military presence
in Syria, despite the
demands of the Ukrainian
battlefield, only reflected
how serious Mr Putin was
about his foothold in the
Middle East and the rela-
tionship with the Iran-
Syria combine. The pro-
gressive hollowing out of
the Bashir Assad adminis-
tration and the corruption
and lack of professional-
ism in the Syrian Army
over the years perhaps
never occurred to Russia
due to the complete focus
of attention on the
Ukraine front. Even Iran
was so totally obsessed
with the successful run of
strengthening Hezbollah
that the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC), Iran’s mas-
ter of proxy war strategy,
failed to detect that its
hold over Syria through
the Syrian Army had been
largely diluted. Was the
emaciation of the Syrian
civil and military capabil-
ity a deliberate non-mili-
tary strategy followed by
an external power is yet
not known, but the advan-
tage which now accrues is
not to any one side but to
several forces. Among
those are the United
States, Turkey, Israel and
the radical Sunni ele-
ments that have vied for
space in the Levant.
Except for the US and
Israel, none of the others
have a joint interest. The

ones at the greatest disad-
vantage from the run of
recent events are Iran and
Russia. The Jerusalem
Post wrote: “Iran’s loss is
staggering. Assad’s fall
toppled the crown jewel of
the arc of resistance that
Iran spent over 35 years
constructing as a counter-
balance to Israel and
American influence in the
region. The removal of
this cornerstone has effec-
tively dismantled the arc”.
It is said that when a revo-
lution occurs and takes
the world by surprise, you
should always be prepared
for a counter-revolution.
So, is there a possibility of
a counter-revolution in
the making? The factors at
play and the strategic
environment both do not
indicate this and for sever-
al reasons this reading
should be assumed cor-
rect. Hamas’ actions in
Gaza triggered a chain of
events which Iran mis-
read as an opportunity. It
activated its proxy strate-
gy by ratcheting up the
degree of engagement of
Israel, but in the bargain,
15 months later, stands
only to count its stagger-
ing losses. The entire lead-
erships of Hamas and
Hezbollah were wiped out,
and that of the IRGC itself
dented. The complete sup-
ply chain for moving of
military resources and
wherewithal to the main
proxy — Hezbollah — is
now completely disrupted.
The fall of Bashar Assad
and the neutralisation of
Syria’s Army is also a
result of several factors,
with the final nail being
the chain reactions set
after the Hamas attack of
October 7, 2023. Clearly,
Mr Putin did not accord
high enough priority to
the Middle East in the run
of the ongoing two major
wars in the world —
Ukraine and Gaza-
Lebanon. That ensured
that the strategic advan-
tage Russia gained by the
support to Iran, Syria and
Bashir Assad was never

prioritised. However, Mr
Putin, never prone to sen-
timentality, is attempting
to regain lost ground. He
first described the HTS as
“terrorists”, but shortly
thereafter the Russian for-
eign ministry was refer-
ring to HTS as the armed
Syrian opposition; a clear
overture to the new ruling
authority in Syria, one of
the reasons why he
refused to meet Assad and
only granted him asylum.
For how long is this asy-
lum too is anybody’s
guess. This is the quasi-
counter revolution in the
making, if at all; the over-
turning of the US-Israel
advantage gained as a
result of the Syrian melt-
down.

Clearly, Mr Putin can’t
do much alone, the
Russians do not have that
kind of bandwidth about
the Middle East. They
need the services of Iran
and perhaps some of its
proxies. However, can
HTS, which is a Sunni rad-
ical organisation, come to
work with Iran for any
strategic advantage.
Provided that HTS is not a
proxy of either the US or
Turkey, there is always
the possibility of it work-
ing in close cooperation
with Iran. It should be
remembered that
Hezbollah is a Shia organ-
isation in ideological
affinity with Iran, but
Hamas has no such con-
nection. It is a Sunni
Islamist organisation with
roots in the Muslim
Brotherhood. Hamas’ ide-
ology is deeply rooted in
Sunni Islamic principles,
advocating for the estab-
lishment of an Islamic
state in historical
Palestine. However,
Hamas has received sup-
port from Iran due to
shared strategic interests,
particularly in opposing
Israel. This alliance is

more pragmatic than ideo-
logical, as their theologi-
cal differences remain sig-
nificant. Iran has provid-
ed funding, weapons, and
training to Hamas, espe-
cially during times of iso-
lation from Sunni Arab
states. Despite this cooper-
ation, Hamas and Iran
maintain distinct reli-
gious and ideological
frameworks.

Two other issues bear
significance in the after-
math of the Syrian implo-
sion. The rule of the aya-
tollahs since 1979 has
appeared unwavering but
sporadic instances of
resistance to the theologi-
cal rule have often
occurred. The people of
Iran do not entirely sup-
port the ayatollahs.
Failure on the strategic
front spurs the buildup of
resistance in the streets.
That is what Iran will be
concerned about because
movements such as those
contemplated here need a
cause and a leadership.
The cause may be there in
plenty, it’s a dynamic lead-
ership and even external
support which could cause
a threat to the status quo.

The United States under
incoming President
Donald Trump may exer-
cise caution about exter-
nal involvement but Iran
remains an anathema and
Mr Trump has a particu-
lar aversion to the ayatol-
lahs. US strategic circles
in consort with Israel and
perhaps Saudi Arabia
(only to a limited extent)
could sense this as oppor-
tunity. On the other hand,
Iran’s long-term strategy
revolves around the cre-
ation of a strong Shia cres-
cent from Syria to Yemen
taking in the majority and
minority Shia populations
into its fold. Over the last
few years this had devel-
oped exponentially. The
sudden downturn of the
rising tide may spur Iran
towards greater energisa-
tion of its efforts for
achieving the crescent.
That is where the clash
could once again occur, re-
energising the sectarian
divide within Islam, with
the world riding atop and
once again deeply affected
by that re-emergence.

The writer, a retired lieu-
tenant-general, is a former

GOC of the Srinagar-
based 15 (“Chinar”) Corps.

ALL FAITHS ARE EQUAL
The Constitution is a
legacy of the freedom
movement in which
people of all faiths were
equal partners and
upholds equality of 
religions. The gospel
according to the
Constitution is
human equality.
Understandably, the
Hindu Right preaching
Hindu revivalism and
the “virtue” of hierarchi-
cally organised society
cannot be comfortable
with it. The Constitution
was authored by Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar, social revo-
lutionary and not by the
Hindutva icons for the
BJP to accept and fol-
low it as the Holy Book.
One cannot have both
the Manusmriti and the
Constitution. The party
should repudiate what it
represents – Hindutva
and Hindu nationalism –
and adhere to secular-
ism and social justice if
it is to be a party of the
Book. 

G. David Milton
Maruthancode

It is said that
when a revolution
occurs and takes
the world by sur-
prise, you should
always be pre-
pared for a
counter-revolu-
tion. So, is there a
possibility of a
counter-revolution
in the making? 

Will Syrian implosion spur
a fresh Iran Mideast drive?

As news about the legendary tabla maestro Zakir Hussain flitted
between hope and despair, prompting prayers and tributes, what
stood out was how everyone began recalling his music as a divine

force that would see it defy human mortality. For his art was a unifying
force, a rhythm that formed the base for the blending of beautiful notes and
voices into an experience to be cherished and to savour the compelling
power of music that transcended human divides like religion and culture.

The emptiness of the unfillable void left by the pioneer of fusion music
will feel crushing with relief coming in the form of a grand legacy of
recorded work that will be an eternal tribute to the way a musical genius
elevated the percussion instrument to glorious heights that could not be
imagined even in the time of his father Ustad Alla Rakha who mentored
him.

The legend of a handsome young man with effortlessly tousled hair mak-
ing the tabla speak as it were who made it to Hollywood films too will be
remembered for long. But it is his story of musical collaborations that
brought about a revolution in the perception of Indian classical music
around the world that will remain his finest contribution to universal
music.

Today, if the notes of the sitar, sarod and santoor and the rhythmic beats
of the tabla from classical Indian music are virtually de rigueur in back-
ground music to films, be they from Hollywood or any other, it is a tribute
to a maestro who made fusion music a phenomenon that will resonate for
generations to come.

The appeal of his music stayed lively and relevant to bridge decades and
his contributions were recognised with three Grammy awards, among a
career collection of five, as recently as this year pointing to the sheer ded-
ication and passion that turned music into memorable melodies. Of
course, civilian honours had flowed his way over the years in his home
country. 

And to think he faked it a bit to be an accompanist at a classical music
concert in place of his father without revealing that he was still in his
tweens to begin a musical journey that will, however, not end with his
death in California from chronic lung disease. 

He made Indian sounds and rhythms part of the global music scene and
conversations even as the music to which he contributed moved people.
His legacy will live on.

Zakir Hussain’s musical legacy

DON’T KEEP MS AWARD
The High Court of Madras may have
cleared the legal objections raised
against T.M. Krishna getting the
title awarded in the name of the late
queen of Carnatic music M.S.
Subbulakshmi. However, many are
of the view that people like TMK
should take into consideration what
is construed to be moral laws which
are unwritten but followed by peo-
ple of many generations with scru-
ples and by those who are dictated
by their conscience and common
sense. TMK is duty bound to intro-
spect and analyse whether it would
be appropriate to keep an award in
the name of late MS about whom he
had made many unsavoury opinions
and comments that were not in good
taste and wounded hundreds of her
fans.

Muthu Srinivasan
Coimbatore

LETTERS

I
n 2021, I wrote a book called Price of the Modi
Years. In one of its chapters I compared India’s
rankings on various global indices that I had
been tracking over the years to see whether they

had improved, stayed the same or deteriorated since
2014. Periodically I keep going back to these to see
whether India has risen or fallen on them or stayed
the same. Today’s column looks at some of the more
important ones as we end 2024.

The United Nations Development Programme’s
Human Development Index monitors life expectan-
cy at birth, education and national income. Our 2014
rank was 130, and it is today 134, a fall of four places.

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy
Index monitors civil liberties, pluralism, political
culture and participation and electoral process in
nations. Our 2014 rank was 27 and the latest is 47, a
fall of 20 places. India is now classified as a ‘’flawed
democracy’’.

The CIVICUS Monitor’s National Civic Space
Ratings assesses freedoms of association, peaceful
assembly and expression. In 2017, it rated India’s as
a place where freedoms were “Obstructed”. India's
current rating has fallen to “Repressed” and the rea-
son is that “the deterioration of India’s civic space is
alarming”.

The Lowy Institute Asia Power Asia Power Index
monitors national power and influence based on
economy, diplomacy, military capacity, resilience,
trade, future trends, cultural influence. External
affairs minister S. Jaishankar had met with Lowy
Institute experts in November in Sydney.

According to Lowy Institute, India lost its “Major
Power” status by falling below the 40-point thresh-
old in 2020 and then falling further in 2021 and 2022.
It remains below 40 in 2024.

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World” index
looks at the rule of law, political pluralism and elec-
tions, functioning of government, civil liberties,
freedom of expression, association and organisation
and individual rights. It rates nations out of 100 and
in 2014 India was rated 77/100, and classified as
being “Free”. Today it is rated 66/100 and classified
as “Partly Free” for a variety of reasons.

The World Justice Project’s Rule of Law Index
rates nations on criminal and civil justice system,
fundamental rights, constraints on government
powers, absence of corruption, transparent govern-
ment, order and security and regulatory enforce-
ment.

In 2014 India ranked 66 and but fell to 77 in 2022 and
79 in 2024. India fares weakly on, among other
things, fundamental rights and the criminal justice
system.

The UN Sustainable Development Solutions
Network World Happiness Report looks at GDP per
capita, social support, healthy life expectancy, free-
dom to make life choices, generosity, perceptions of
corruption and dystopia. 

India fell from a 2014 ranking of 111 to 126. The rea-
sons given included “large and steady decline in life
evaluation”, low optimistic outlook of inhabitants
(2020) and “longer-term slide in Indian life evalua-
tions” (2021).

The Fraser Institute’s Global Economic Freedom
Index looks at the size of government, legal struc-
ture, freedom to trade internationally, regulation of
credit, labour and business. India’s ranking here
has risen from 112 in 2014 to 84.

The Reporters Without Borders’ World Press
Freedom Index monitors media independence, plu-
ralism, self-censorship, abuses and transparency.
India has fallen from a global rank of 140 in 2014
(which was not good in the first place) further to 159
now.

The World Bank's Women, Business and the Law
Index monitors laws and regulations that limit
women’s economic opportunities on indicators like
mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood,
entrepreneurship, assets and pension. India fell
from its 2014 ranking of 111 to 113.

Transparency International’s Global Corruption
Perceptions Index looks at corruption in the public
sector of nations. India has fallen from a global rank
of 85 in 2014 to 93.

The Heritage Foundation’s Global Economic
Freedom Index monitors rule of law, government
size, regulatory efficiency and open markets.

India in 2014 was ranked 120 and has since fallen to
126. Reasons cited include “large scale political cor-
ruption”; “little evidence that anti-corruption laws
are effective”; “foundations for long-term economic
development remain fragile without an efficiently
functioning legal framework”; “overall rule of law is
weak in India”.

The International Food Policy Research Institute’s

Global Hunger Index monitors hunger, stunting in
children and undernourishment. Here India was
ranked 55th out of 76 nations in 2014 and is now
ranked 105th out of 127 nations. More than 13 per
cent of Indians are undernourished, with 37 per cent
of children under five being stunted (low height for
age) and 18 per cent being wasted (low weight for
height).

India has rejected the findings of the hunger index
as being flawed, saying that it does not reflect the
country’s true position. But the true position is also
that 60 per cent of Indians are thought by the gov-
ernment itself to require free rations monthly.

Similarly, the government has rejected the fall in
other indices as being motivated or biased or based
on flawed data or something else. Some indices it
has stopped responding to totally. This was not the
case when this government first took office and
assumed that it would improve things.

When India rose on the World Bank’s Ease of
Doing Business Index in Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s first term, it was celebrated as an achieve-
ment of good governance. This index was discontin-
ued after it was found that countries were gaming
the system to rise in the rankings in 2018.

My broader point is this: That those who have
been looking at the numbers for over a decade or
more can only conclude that there has been slippage
on key indicators linked to governance.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty International
India. Twitter: @aakar_patel
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Maharashtra chief minister Devendra Fadnavis has finally formed
his full fledged Cabinet. It took him 11 days after taking oath as the
CM to finalise names of his Cabinet members. During the entire

process, he had to consult with Eknath Shinde, Ajit Pawar and also get
approval from his Delhi bosses, for which he made multiple visits to the
national capital. It shows that despite ‘Mahayuti’ alliance winning a mas-
sive mandate, the road ahead of Mr Fadnavis is not going to provide a
smooth journey.

The Maharashtra Cabinet has 42 ministers, including the CM and two
DCMs. While Mr Fadnavis has included 19 first time ministers, several
senior leaders from all three parties — Bharatiya Janata Party, Shiv Sena
and Nationalist Congress Party — are sulking after being overlooked.

Prominent BJP leader Sudhir Mungantiwar, who is close to Union min-
ister Nitin Gadkari, has made his displeasure known and claimed that he
was kept in dark till the last day. NCP leader Chhagan Bhujbal, who is the
senior most OBC leader in Maharashtra across the parties, has rejected his
party’s offer to go to Rajya Sabha. Shiv Sena’s Tanaji Sawant has report-
edly returned to his hometown from Nagpur after realising that he will not
be in the state Cabinet. 

Similarly, there are reports of protests and resignations of BJP leaders
from various parts of the state. Mr Fadnavis and his deputies will have to
devise a strategy to assuage the sulking leaders, who can be seen creating
trouble for the government in the coming days.

One strategy the Mahayuti leaders seem to have is the ‘two and half
years’ formula. Mr Shinde and Mr Pawar have publicly stated that some of
the current ministers will be asked to resign after two-and-a-half years so
that other legislators can be given a chance. Mr Fadnavis was more diplo-
matic about it. He has clarified that there will be a performance audit of all
ministers and there could be changes based on the performance. 

However, at present it looks like a ploy to give hopes to those who have
been ignored. Mr Fadnavis has also kept one seat open. The maximum
strength of Maharashtra Cabinet can be 43, including the CM. The
Mahayuti leaders have not specified which party will get the 43rd Cabinet
berth. In all probability, it will never be filled and used as a dangling car-
rot for their legislators.

Women voters played a decisive part in Mahayuti’s victory, but there are
only four women ministers in the 42-member Cabinet. Out of 36 districts in
Maharashtra, 16 have no representation in the Fadnavis Cabinet. It shows
that in spite of his best efforts, the Maharashtra chief minister has not
managed to balance all aspects, which has also left many legislators disap-
pointed. With less than 50 MLAs on the Opposition benches, Mr Fadnavis’s
bigger challenges are going to be from his own party and alliance partners.
His longevity in CM office will depend on how long he can please his boss-
es and how long he can keep his alliance partners and party legislators
under a tight leash.
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Cabinet expansion proves
challenging for Maha CM

F
or a fairly long
time, the world
appeared to be
fixated on the
understanding

that Iran and Syria acted
as almost one nation in
the pursuit of strategic
security and foreign poli-
cy. As one of the main sup-
porters of Bashar al-Assad
in Syria, the ayatollahs of
Iran secured considerable
strategic advantage
through the territory of
the Levant under Syria’s
control. Russian President
Vladmir Putin’s support
to Iran and Syria added to
their comfort and the
Russian military presence
in Syria, despite the
demands of the Ukrainian
battlefield, only reflected
how serious Mr Putin was
about his foothold in the
Middle East and the rela-
tionship with the Iran-
Syria combine. The pro-
gressive hollowing out of
the Bashir Assad adminis-
tration and the corruption
and lack of professional-
ism in the Syrian Army
over the years perhaps
never occurred to Russia
due to the complete focus
of attention on the
Ukraine front. Even Iran
was so totally obsessed
with the successful run of
strengthening Hezbollah
that the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC), Iran’s mas-
ter of proxy war strategy,
failed to detect that its
hold over Syria through
the Syrian Army had been
largely diluted. Was the
emaciation of the Syrian
civil and military capabil-
ity a deliberate non-mili-
tary strategy followed by
an external power is yet
not known, but the advan-
tage which now accrues is
not to any one side but to
several forces. Among
those are the United
States, Turkey, Israel and
the radical Sunni ele-
ments that have vied for
space in the Levant.
Except for the US and
Israel, none of the others
have a joint interest. The

ones at the greatest disad-
vantage from the run of
recent events are Iran and
Russia. The Jerusalem
Post wrote: “Iran’s loss is
staggering. Assad’s fall
toppled the crown jewel of
the arc of resistance that
Iran spent over 35 years
constructing as a counter-
balance to Israel and
American influence in the
region. The removal of
this cornerstone has effec-
tively dismantled the arc”.
It is said that when a revo-
lution occurs and takes
the world by surprise, you
should always be prepared
for a counter-revolution.
So, is there a possibility of
a counter-revolution in
the making? The factors at
play and the strategic
environment both do not
indicate this and for sever-
al reasons this reading
should be assumed cor-
rect. Hamas’ actions in
Gaza triggered a chain of
events which Iran mis-
read as an opportunity. It
activated its proxy strate-
gy by ratcheting up the
degree of engagement of
Israel, but in the bargain,
15 months later, stands
only to count its stagger-
ing losses. The entire lead-
erships of Hamas and
Hezbollah were wiped out,
and that of the IRGC itself
dented. The complete sup-
ply chain for moving of
military resources and
wherewithal to the main
proxy — Hezbollah — is
now completely disrupted.
The fall of Bashar Assad
and the neutralisation of
Syria’s Army is also a
result of several factors,
with the final nail being
the chain reactions set
after the Hamas attack of
October 7, 2023. Clearly,
Mr Putin did not accord
high enough priority to
the Middle East in the run
of the ongoing two major
wars in the world —
Ukraine and Gaza-
Lebanon. That ensured
that the strategic advan-
tage Russia gained by the
support to Iran, Syria and
Bashir Assad was never

prioritised. However, Mr
Putin, never prone to sen-
timentality, is attempting
to regain lost ground. He
first described the HTS as
“terrorists”, but shortly
thereafter the Russian for-
eign ministry was refer-
ring to HTS as the armed
Syrian opposition; a clear
overture to the new ruling
authority in Syria, one of
the reasons why he
refused to meet Assad and
only granted him asylum.
For how long is this asy-
lum too is anybody’s
guess. This is the quasi-
counter revolution in the
making, if at all; the over-
turning of the US-Israel
advantage gained as a
result of the Syrian melt-
down.

Clearly, Mr Putin can’t
do much alone, the
Russians do not have that
kind of bandwidth about
the Middle East. They
need the services of Iran
and perhaps some of its
proxies. However, can
HTS, which is a Sunni rad-
ical organisation, come to
work with Iran for any
strategic advantage.
Provided that HTS is not a
proxy of either the US or
Turkey, there is always
the possibility of it work-
ing in close cooperation
with Iran. It should be
remembered that
Hezbollah is a Shia organ-
isation in ideological
affinity with Iran, but
Hamas has no such con-
nection. It is a Sunni
Islamist organisation with
roots in the Muslim
Brotherhood. Hamas’ ide-
ology is deeply rooted in
Sunni Islamic principles,
advocating for the estab-
lishment of an Islamic
state in historical
Palestine. However,
Hamas has received sup-
port from Iran due to
shared strategic interests,
particularly in opposing
Israel. This alliance is

more pragmatic than ideo-
logical, as their theologi-
cal differences remain sig-
nificant. Iran has provid-
ed funding, weapons, and
training to Hamas, espe-
cially during times of iso-
lation from Sunni Arab
states. Despite this cooper-
ation, Hamas and Iran
maintain distinct reli-
gious and ideological
frameworks.

Two other issues bear
significance in the after-
math of the Syrian implo-
sion. The rule of the aya-
tollahs since 1979 has
appeared unwavering but
sporadic instances of
resistance to the theologi-
cal rule have often
occurred. The people of
Iran do not entirely sup-
port the ayatollahs.
Failure on the strategic
front spurs the buildup of
resistance in the streets.
That is what Iran will be
concerned about because
movements such as those
contemplated here need a
cause and a leadership.
The cause may be there in
plenty, it’s a dynamic lead-
ership and even external
support which could cause
a threat to the status quo.

The United States under
incoming President
Donald Trump may exer-
cise caution about exter-
nal involvement but Iran
remains an anathema and
Mr Trump has a particu-
lar aversion to the ayatol-
lahs. US strategic circles
in consort with Israel and
perhaps Saudi Arabia
(only to a limited extent)
could sense this as oppor-
tunity. On the other hand,
Iran’s long-term strategy
revolves around the cre-
ation of a strong Shia cres-
cent from Syria to Yemen
taking in the majority and
minority Shia populations
into its fold. Over the last
few years this had devel-
oped exponentially. The
sudden downturn of the
rising tide may spur Iran
towards greater energisa-
tion of its efforts for
achieving the crescent.
That is where the clash
could once again occur, re-
energising the sectarian
divide within Islam, with
the world riding atop and
once again deeply affected
by that re-emergence.

The writer, a retired lieu-
tenant-general, is a former

GOC of the Srinagar-
based 15 (“Chinar”) Corps.

ALL FAITHS ARE EQUAL
The Constitution is a
legacy of the freedom
movement in which
people of all faiths were
equal partners and
upholds equality of 
religions. The gospel
according to the
Constitution is
human equality.
Understandably, the
Hindu Right preaching
Hindu revivalism and
the “virtue” of hierarchi-
cally organised society
cannot be comfortable
with it. The Constitution
was authored by Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar, social revo-
lutionary and not by the
Hindutva icons for the
BJP to accept and fol-
low it as the Holy Book.
One cannot have both
the Manusmriti and the
Constitution. The party
should repudiate what it
represents – Hindutva
and Hindu nationalism –
and adhere to secular-
ism and social justice if
it is to be a party of the
Book. 

G. David Milton
Maruthancode

It is said that
when a revolution
occurs and takes
the world by sur-
prise, you should
always be pre-
pared for a
counter-revolu-
tion. So, is there a
possibility of a
counter-revolution
in the making? 

Will Syrian implosion spur
a fresh Iran Mideast drive?

As news about the legendary tabla maestro Zakir Hussain flitted
between hope and despair, prompting prayers and tributes, what
stood out was how everyone began recalling his music as a divine

force that would see it defy human mortality. For his art was a unifying
force, a rhythm that formed the base for the blending of beautiful notes and
voices into an experience to be cherished and to savour the compelling
power of music that transcended human divides like religion and culture.

The emptiness of the unfillable void left by the pioneer of fusion music
will feel crushing with relief coming in the form of a grand legacy of
recorded work that will be an eternal tribute to the way a musical genius
elevated the percussion instrument to glorious heights that could not be
imagined even in the time of his father Ustad Alla Rakha who mentored
him.

The legend of a handsome young man with effortlessly tousled hair mak-
ing the tabla speak as it were who made it to Hollywood films too will be
remembered for long. But it is his story of musical collaborations that
brought about a revolution in the perception of Indian classical music
around the world that will remain his finest contribution to universal
music.

Today, if the notes of the sitar, sarod and santoor and the rhythmic beats
of the tabla from classical Indian music are virtually de rigueur in back-
ground music to films, be they from Hollywood or any other, it is a tribute
to a maestro who made fusion music a phenomenon that will resonate for
generations to come.

The appeal of his music stayed lively and relevant to bridge decades and
his contributions were recognised with three Grammy awards, among a
career collection of five, as recently as this year pointing to the sheer ded-
ication and passion that turned music into memorable melodies. Of
course, civilian honours had flowed his way over the years in his home
country. 

And to think he faked it a bit to be an accompanist at a classical music
concert in place of his father without revealing that he was still in his
tweens to begin a musical journey that will, however, not end with his
death in California from chronic lung disease. 

He made Indian sounds and rhythms part of the global music scene and
conversations even as the music to which he contributed moved people.
His legacy will live on.

Zakir Hussain’s musical legacy

DON’T KEEP MS AWARD
The High Court of Madras may have
cleared the legal objections raised
against T.M. Krishna getting the
title awarded in the name of the late
queen of Carnatic music M.S.
Subbulakshmi. However, many are
of the view that people like TMK
should take into consideration what
is construed to be moral laws which
are unwritten but followed by peo-
ple of many generations with scru-
ples and by those who are dictated
by their conscience and common
sense. TMK is duty bound to intro-
spect and analyse whether it would
be appropriate to keep an award in
the name of late MS about whom he
had made many unsavoury opinions
and comments that were not in good
taste and wounded hundreds of her
fans.

Muthu Srinivasan
Coimbatore

LETTERS

I
n 2021, I wrote a book called Price of the Modi
Years. In one of its chapters I compared India’s
rankings on various global indices that I had
been tracking over the years to see whether they

had improved, stayed the same or deteriorated since
2014. Periodically I keep going back to these to see
whether India has risen or fallen on them or stayed
the same. Today’s column looks at some of the more
important ones as we end 2024.

The United Nations Development Programme’s
Human Development Index monitors life expectan-
cy at birth, education and national income. Our 2014
rank was 130, and it is today 134, a fall of four places.

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy
Index monitors civil liberties, pluralism, political
culture and participation and electoral process in
nations. Our 2014 rank was 27 and the latest is 47, a
fall of 20 places. India is now classified as a ‘’flawed
democracy’’.

The CIVICUS Monitor’s National Civic Space
Ratings assesses freedoms of association, peaceful
assembly and expression. In 2017, it rated India’s as
a place where freedoms were “Obstructed”. India's
current rating has fallen to “Repressed” and the rea-
son is that “the deterioration of India’s civic space is
alarming”.

The Lowy Institute Asia Power Asia Power Index
monitors national power and influence based on
economy, diplomacy, military capacity, resilience,
trade, future trends, cultural influence. External
affairs minister S. Jaishankar had met with Lowy
Institute experts in November in Sydney.

According to Lowy Institute, India lost its “Major
Power” status by falling below the 40-point thresh-
old in 2020 and then falling further in 2021 and 2022.
It remains below 40 in 2024.

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World” index
looks at the rule of law, political pluralism and elec-
tions, functioning of government, civil liberties,
freedom of expression, association and organisation
and individual rights. It rates nations out of 100 and
in 2014 India was rated 77/100, and classified as
being “Free”. Today it is rated 66/100 and classified
as “Partly Free” for a variety of reasons.

The World Justice Project’s Rule of Law Index
rates nations on criminal and civil justice system,
fundamental rights, constraints on government
powers, absence of corruption, transparent govern-
ment, order and security and regulatory enforce-
ment.

In 2014 India ranked 66 and but fell to 77 in 2022 and
79 in 2024. India fares weakly on, among other
things, fundamental rights and the criminal justice
system.

The UN Sustainable Development Solutions
Network World Happiness Report looks at GDP per
capita, social support, healthy life expectancy, free-
dom to make life choices, generosity, perceptions of
corruption and dystopia. 

India fell from a 2014 ranking of 111 to 126. The rea-
sons given included “large and steady decline in life
evaluation”, low optimistic outlook of inhabitants
(2020) and “longer-term slide in Indian life evalua-
tions” (2021).

The Fraser Institute’s Global Economic Freedom
Index looks at the size of government, legal struc-
ture, freedom to trade internationally, regulation of
credit, labour and business. India’s ranking here
has risen from 112 in 2014 to 84.

The Reporters Without Borders’ World Press
Freedom Index monitors media independence, plu-
ralism, self-censorship, abuses and transparency.
India has fallen from a global rank of 140 in 2014
(which was not good in the first place) further to 159
now.

The World Bank's Women, Business and the Law
Index monitors laws and regulations that limit
women’s economic opportunities on indicators like
mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood,
entrepreneurship, assets and pension. India fell
from its 2014 ranking of 111 to 113.

Transparency International’s Global Corruption
Perceptions Index looks at corruption in the public
sector of nations. India has fallen from a global rank
of 85 in 2014 to 93.

The Heritage Foundation’s Global Economic
Freedom Index monitors rule of law, government
size, regulatory efficiency and open markets.

India in 2014 was ranked 120 and has since fallen to
126. Reasons cited include “large scale political cor-
ruption”; “little evidence that anti-corruption laws
are effective”; “foundations for long-term economic
development remain fragile without an efficiently
functioning legal framework”; “overall rule of law is
weak in India”.

The International Food Policy Research Institute’s

Global Hunger Index monitors hunger, stunting in
children and undernourishment. Here India was
ranked 55th out of 76 nations in 2014 and is now
ranked 105th out of 127 nations. More than 13 per
cent of Indians are undernourished, with 37 per cent
of children under five being stunted (low height for
age) and 18 per cent being wasted (low weight for
height).

India has rejected the findings of the hunger index
as being flawed, saying that it does not reflect the
country’s true position. But the true position is also
that 60 per cent of Indians are thought by the gov-
ernment itself to require free rations monthly.

Similarly, the government has rejected the fall in
other indices as being motivated or biased or based
on flawed data or something else. Some indices it
has stopped responding to totally. This was not the
case when this government first took office and
assumed that it would improve things.

When India rose on the World Bank’s Ease of
Doing Business Index in Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s first term, it was celebrated as an achieve-
ment of good governance. This index was discontin-
ued after it was found that countries were gaming
the system to rise in the rankings in 2018.

My broader point is this: That those who have
been looking at the numbers for over a decade or
more can only conclude that there has been slippage
on key indicators linked to governance.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty International
India. Twitter: @aakar_patel
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Humans possess four
basic emotions –
happiness, sadness,

anger and fear. Each has a
unique place in our lives
and shapes much of our
responses to situations. The
unknown is probably one
entity that invokes all four
emotions and spurs us into
action. However, it is the
fear of what we project
onto the unknown that
often paralyses us into inac-
tion. Action is built into our
psyche. We must necessar-
ily move, even though we
do not know the results of
our endeavours. 
Instead of focusing on the
happiness we will derive
from success, we let this
uncertainty bog us down.
We procrastinate terrified
of failure and refuse to take
the next step. 
This is an all too familiar
phenomenon that we
encounter every day of our
lives. As we start going up
the professional ladder,
many of us follow time-test-
ed formulae, handed down
to us by predecessors. We
hesitate to make decisions
contrary to the established
norms, even though such
decisions may result in sub-

stantial gains, within the
framework of certain
acceptable risks. All our
efforts are guided by that
one decision in 10 which
did not click. We do not
look at the nine that did.
We forget that as a child we
had no fears when we start-
ed exploring the universe
around us. 
We fell, as we tried to get on
our two feet, but were
encouraged, or even forced,
to keep trying till we mas-
tered the art of walking; or
for that matter everything.
We also forget that we were
not scared to take up a job
after college, even though
we knew nothing about the
work we had to do. We
learned from our mistakes.
The worst was that we failed
the first time, and the best

was that we succeeded
eventually. Ah! The joy of
success!We forget that
humans evolved due to an
inherent desire to explore
the unknown, without a
care for failure or success.
New worlds were found,
and new inventions and
scientific discoveries were
made. 
All because a few dared to
venture into the unknown.
We deny ourselves the end-
less new opportunities that
each new day brings. It is
not that we do not possess
this spirit. It is just that gen-
erations of conditioning
have made it dormant, till
we are in a situation with
our backs to the wall.
Nowhere is it more in evi-
dence, than in jugaad, the
flexible approach to solve a
problem innovatively when
one has limited resources.In
our personal lives, we are
told to pursue our dreams
but are often guided
towards the more tried and
safer options. 
We do not even try to think
of the endless possibilities
and the heights that society
can reach if everyone is
encouraged not to fear the
failure of the unknown, but

to think about success, and
is free to follow his or her
heart! 
This is the contradiction
that most of us from the
earlier generation, specifi-
cally from the middle class,
face when teaching the
young. Fortunately for our
race, the young of today are
better prepared for the
unknown with the availabil-
ity of much better sources
of information which were
also created by a few who
dared to dream. 
We should teach the young
to step out in the rain with-
out an umbrella and get
drenched. 
Let the sky be the roof.
They should not regret that
they might have led a bet-
ter life if they had not
feared the unknown.
Esmeralda Santiago sums it
up so well. “How can you
know what you are capable
of, if you do not embrace
the unknown?”

(The writer is  an author,
speaker, coach, arbitrator

and strategy consultant.
He conducts workshops on
creative writing for young

adults and corporate exec-
utives. The views expressed

are personal)

India is facing a pivotal moment as it navigates a notable slowdown. Between July
and September 2024, the country’s GDP growth rate fell to 5.4 per cent, its low-
est in seven quarters and well below the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) forecast of

7 per cent. While this growth rate remains enviable compared to developed economies,
it highlights significant structural challenges that could impede India’s long-term eco-
nomic ambitions. The implications of this slowdown are multifaceted. A decline in
consumer demand and muted private investment have curtailed economic momen-
tum. Sales of fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) have dropped, wage bills of pub-
licly traded firms have shrunk, and urban spending has softened. In November alone,
car sales plunged by 14 per cent, underscoring the waning strength of urban con-
sumption. Rising inflation adds another layer of complexity. In October 2024, infla-
tion surged to 6.2 per cent, exceeding the RBI’s target ceiling of 4 per cent. Escalating

food prices, driven by climate disruptions and inef-
ficiencies in supply chains, have inflated costs across
sectors, further squeezing disposable incomes.
The slowdown has also placed pressure on India’s
exports, which account for just 2 per cent of glob-
al goods trade. A stronger dollar and rising tariffs have
eroded the competitiveness of Indian products in inter-
national markets. Compounding the issue is stagnant
job creation, particularly in agriculture, manufactur-
ing, and small-scale industries. Collectively, these fac-
tors are eroding confidence in India’s growth narra-
tive, despite the government’s optimistic outlook. The
roots of this economic deceleration lie in several fac-

tors. Demand weakness is a central issue. While rural demand remains relatively resilient
thanks to a favourable monsoon, it alone cannot offset the broader slowdown. Restrictive
monetary policies have further constrained growth. To combat inflation, the RBI has
kept interest rates steady for two years, leading to high borrowing costs that discour-
age both business investment and consumer spending. Global and domestic chal-
lenges compound the problem. Slowing global demand and climate-related disrup-
tions in agriculture have adversely affected exports and food production. Additionally,
the RBI’s interventions to stabilise the rupee by selling dollars have inadvertently tight-
ened liquidity, slowing economic growth. A stronger rupee, while stabilising in some
respects, makes Indian exports more expensive and less competitive internationally.
Addressing these challenges requires targeted solutions. Boosting consumption through
wage growth could be a key strategy. Policy measures that reduce bureaucratic hur-
dles, provide tax incentives, and simplify labour and land laws can unlock the poten-
tial of small and medium enterprises, which form the backbone of the economy. Tackling
inflation and strengthening supply chains will also play a critical role in stabilising the
economy. 

Economy slowing down

to the exceptional efficiency of his gov-
ernment. 
Nevertheless, the story would be incom-
plete without a mention of the econom-
ic growth across different regions.
Southern states, which occupy 19.34 per
cent of India’s land area and 20.76 per cent
of its population, contributed about 30.5
per centof the GDP. Western states of
Maharashtra and Gujarat, which togeth-
er occupy 15.32 per cent of India’s land
area and 14.27 per cent of its population,
added another 21.4 per cent. 
On the contrary, the NDA-BJP-ruled
states of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh, which cover 34.09 per
cent of the area and have 38.95 per cent
of the population, together contributed
only 22.4 per cent to the GDP. This is
despite the fact that the five BJP states
received a significantly higher share of
funds from the central divisible revenue
pool. They received a 45.29 per cent share,
whereas the five southern states got
only 15.81 per cent. Further, according
to the IMF World Economic Outlook

(October 2024), India is currently ranked
144th among 194 economies in terms of
GDP (nominal) per capita at $2698 at
current prices. This suggests that the stan-
dard of living and quality of life in much
of India improved at a snail’s pace, even
though the economy expanded rapidly. 

Haridasan Rajan | Kozhikode

PM MODI SLAMS CONGRESS 
Madam — Modi lambasted the first pari-
var as the killers of the constitution dur-
ing the debate on the constitution in par-
liament. Right from Nehru’s letter in 1951
to the state CM’s, Indira’s emergency,
Rajiv’s dealing with the Shah Bano case,
and Rahul’s tearing of an ordinance, Modi
spoke the truth. It is a big blow to the
Congress since they were at fault in their
earlier tenure. It should introspect.
Secondly, Modi has drawn up an 11-point
Sankalp like the 20-point programme of
Indira Gandhi. 

N R Ramachandran | Chennai

DEBATE ON CONSTITUTION
Madam —The two-day debate on the
Constitution, which began on 13th
December, has seen heated discussion on
the historical and contemporary signif-
icance of the Constitution. Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh initiated the
debate, emphasising the collective efforts
behind the creation of the Constitution.
Though he accused Congress and Indira
Gandhi for imposing an emergency and
supercession of Supreme Court judges to
charge Congress with violating constitu-
tional principles, he lauded the progres-
sive and transformative nature of the
Constitution that allows individuals from
humble backgrounds to rise to the high-
est positions of power in India. 
The newly elected MP, Priyanka Gandhi,
an articulate and combative speaker,
accused the government of undermining
the constitutional promises of social, eco-
nomic and political justice over the past
decade.Without mentioning the name of
Jawaharlal Nehru, she lauded his contri-
bution in creating so many public sector
as well as government firms. She also
warned the present government that his
role in the freedom struggle and
Independent India could never be erased
from Indian history. Concluding the
debate, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
hailed the role of women members of the
constituent Assembly in making the
Indian Constitution. He also hailed
Indian democracy and reminded the
journey of the Constitution. 

P Victor Selvaraj  | Tirunelveli

INDIA’S GDP RISES
Madam — Forbes India estimates India’s
GDP to be $3.94 trillion in 2024. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said India rose
to the 11th largest economy in the world
in seven decades of independence, but in
just the last decade, India has risen to the
5th largest economy while addressing a
gathering at the Jaipur Exhibition and
Convention Centre after the inauguration
of the Rising Rajasthan Global Investment
Summit 2024. He attributed this growth
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India, celebrated as the fastest-growing economy
in the world, is showing signs of slowdown

The Kandahar hijacking
exposed the evolving nexus
between terrorism and geopol-
itics in South Asia. The
Taliban’s willingness to shelter
the hijackers highlighted its
transition into a state sponsor
of terrorism. For India, this
incident was a stark reminder
of the threats posed by cross-
border terrorism, often
enabled by Pakistan’s support
for extremist proxies in
Afghanistan and Kashmir. The
release of Masood Azhar not
only emboldened groups like
JeM but also underscored the
growing influence of non-
state actors in undermining
regional stability.
Although the Soviet interven-
tion and the Kandahar hijack-
ing may seem unrelated, they
are deeply interconnected in
shaping South Asia’s trajecto-
ry. The destabilisation of
Afghanistan during the Soviet
occupation created fertile
ground for militancy, enabling
the rise of networks that facil-
itated events like the Kandahar
hijacking. 
Pakistan’s role as a key US ally
during the Soviet-Afghan war
empowered its military-intel-
ligence complex, which later
exploited jihadist networks to
further strategic objectives in
Kashmir and Afghanistan.
These same networks became
instrumental in orchestrating
attacks against India, exempli-
fied by the IC-814 hijacking.

Both events marked the ascen-
dancy of non-state actors in
South Asia’s security dynam-
ics. 
The mujahideen’s success
against the Soviets embold-
ened militant groups across the
region, while the Kandahar
hijacking demonstrated their
ability to exploit state vulner-
abilities for political gains.
The Kandahar episode under-
scored the inadequacy of
India’s counter-terrorism infra-
structure at the time. It led to
significant reforms, including
the establishment of spe-
cialised counter-terrorism
units like the National Security
Guard (NSG) and the
strengthening of aviation secu-
rity protocols. 
Pakistan’s dual role in these
episodes-as a US ally during
the Soviet-Afghan war and as
a sanctuary for groups like
JeM-has perpetuated instabil-
ity in the region. Its support for
extremist proxies has strained
relations with India and exac-
erbated internal security chal-
lenges. 
Addressing South Asia’s frac-
tured security landscape
requires collective action.
Countries in the region must
transcend historical animosi-
ties to combat terrorism and
address shared challenges like
extremism and socio-econom-
ic disparities. Both the Soviet
intervention and the Kandahar
hijacking highlight the need

for strong democratic institu-
tions and accountable gover-
nance. Weak states are partic-
ularly susceptible to external
manipulation and internal
subversion, further destabilis-
ing the region.
The lessons from these pivotal
episodes remain crucial as
South Asia navigates the 21st
century. The radicalisation
fueling terrorism often stems
from socio-economic depriva-
tion. Investments in education,
healthcare, and employment
can help counter extremist
ideologies. 
Strengthened regional cooper-
ation and robust internation-
al partnerships are essential to
addressing the complex inter-
play of geopolitics and terror-
ism.
Much like the Grand Trunk
Road connecting distant
regions and histories, these
events remind us of the inter-
secting paths of intervention-
ism and terrorism in shaping
modern South Asia. 
They were not mere crises but
turning points that redefined
the region’s political, social, and
economic trajectories. As
South Asia confronts new
challenges, the enduring
lessons of these anniversaries
emphasize the importance of
resilience, cooperation, and
proactive governance in secur-
ing a stable future.

(The writer is an associate
professor; views are personal)

South Asia: Two
decades of turmoil

December marks two
pivotal anniversaries
that significantly
influenced South
Asia’s geopolitical

landscape: 45 years since the
Soviet Union’s intervention in
Afghanistan and 25 years since
the hijacking of Indian Airlines
Flight IC-814 from Kathmandu to
Kandahar. Despite occurring two
decades apart, these events under-
score the fragility of South Asia
and the profound influence of
external powers and non-state
actors in shaping the region’s tra-
jectory.
On December 24, 1979, Soviet
troops entered Afghanistan to
support the struggling commu-
nist regime in Kabul, led by
Babrak Karmal. This interven-
tion, ostensibly aimed at stabilis-
ing Afghanistan, set off a decade-
long occupation and transformed
the country into one of the Cold
War’s fiercest battlegrounds. The
repercussions extended far
beyond Afghanistan, triggering
global, regional and internal
upheavals that persist to this day.
The Soviet invasion catalysed a
chain of events that hastened the
disintegration of the Soviet Union
and radicalised South Asia. The
mujahideen-fighters armed and
financed by the United States,
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and other
allies-became a formidable force
against the Soviets. This external
patronage laid the groundwork
for militant extremism, which
would later engulf the region. 
The Soviet intervention under-
scored Afghanistan’s strategic
importance as the fulcrum of
great power politics. Pakistan
emerged as a critical player, act-
ing as a frontline state in the anti-
Soviet effort. 
Two decades later, on December
24, 1999, South Asia faced anoth-
er defining moment when Indian
Airlines Flight IC-814 was
hijacked en route from
Kathmandu to Delhi. Five armed
men commandeered the aircraft,
eventually forcing it to land in
Kandahar, then under Taliban
control. What ensued was a week-
long standoff that exposed the
vulnerabilities of regional
counter-terrorism strategies and
marked a turning point in how
nations approached security and
terrorism.

Tabla maestro Zakir Hussain passes away

ADDRESSING SOUTH
ASIA’S FRACTURED

SECURITY
LANDSCAPE

REQUIRES
COLLECTIVE ACTION.

COUNTRIES IN THE
REGION MUST

TRANSCEND
HISTORICAL

ANIMOSITIES TO
COMBAT TERRORISM

AND ADDRESS
SHARED

CHALLENGES LIKE
EXTREMISM AND

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
DISPARITIES

Overcoming fear to unlock
limitless possibilities

The four-time Grammy Award win-
ner, Indian tabla maestro and an
innovative music fusion creator,

Zakir Hussain is no more with us. The
silence on his tabla is a huge loss for
Hindustani classical music and jazz
fusion. Zakir was truly an indelible gem
in the world of music. The list of his
national and international accolades is
really long, as he had always made India
proud with his tireless contribution in

taking Hindustani classical music to col-
laborate and fuse with world music. Like
his father, Ustad Alha Rakha, Zakir
always attempted to proceed to the
legacy footprint of his father.
His tabla virtuoso legacy had been
curated in the golden letters in the his-
tory of Indian music because of his glo-
rious contribution to music. Taking an
Indian, 18th-century membranophone
percussion instrument (tabla) to the
world stage is truly an incredible achieve-
ment, and history will credit this leg-
endary maestro, Zakir Hussain, for his
pertinacious contribution towards
Hindustani classical music. He will
always stay alive in our hearts and con-
tinue to inspire the upcoming genera-
tions of music and instrument lovers.

Kirti Wadhawan | Kanpur

SANTHOSH MATHEW

SANJAY CHANDRA

Embracing the unknown is essential for innovation, resilience
and realising our true potential

December marks two pivotal anniversaries — Soviety intervention in
Afghanistan and Kandhar Hijacking — that  changed South Asia’s geopolitics
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In the modern workplace, the rise of remote and hybrid work has
led to significant shifts in how businesses operate, manage and
monitor their employees. Among the most controversial devel-

opments is the growing use of tattleware or brassware, the com-
mon nicknames of software applications that monitor employees’
activities during work hours. 
With the advent of normalised remote work, employer surveillance
of workers has accelerated. Today, such tools can track a wide range
of data, including keystrokes, mouse movements, screenshots, and
even video or audio feeds from an employee’s device. Not only this,
but the much-advanced systems may also use artificial intelligence
to analyse patterns, flag unproductive behaviour, or even detect
potential security breaches. Employers claim these tools provide
valuable insights into work habits, protect sensitive data, and improve
overall efficiency. It allows businesses to track productivity met-
rics thereby ensuring that the employees meet deadlines and work
efficiently, especially in remote setups where physical supervision
is absent. 
Also, such surveillance tools help prevent data breaches or intel-
lectual proper ty theft by monitoring unauthorised activities.
Moreover, these wares provide evidence in disputes about work-
ing hours or performance, thereby offering an objective record of
employee activity. When implemented transparently and ethically,
these tools even foster accountability and help underperforming
employees improve. Despite the above-mentioned benefits, the use
of tattleware raises significant ethical concerns wherein the most

common one talked about is privacy. Employees believe that pri-
vacy is a fundamental right, and excessive surveillance can infringe
upon it. A survey conducted recently found that nearly 78 per cent
of employers use monitoring software to track employee perfor-
mance or online activity.
When employees are monitored constantly, they often feel dehu-
manised, as though they are untrusted or reduced to mere data points
resulting in eroding trust between employers and their teams, mak-
ing it harder to foster collaboration and loyalty. Additionally, the psy-
chological impact often leads them to stress, anxiety, and burnout.
Employees may feel pressured to overwork or engage in perfor-
mative productivity - appearing busy rather than genuinely contribut-
ing. Over time, this can harm creativity, innovation, and overall job
satisfaction. Not only these, but the use of tattler has also result-
ed in legal challenges, including claims of unpaid wages for work
performed away from computers or intrusion upon privacy. Some
employers face allegations of unfair labour practices if monitoring
interferes with protected activities, such as union organising? To
adhere to the challenges posed by tattlers, businesses must strive
to balance productivity goals with respect for employees’ rights.
As rightly said transparency is the key to success. 
Only when employees are informed about them being monitored,
the necessities for the use of such tattlers or how the data will be
used can help build trust and foster a sense of shared responsi-
bility. As businesses navigate the complexities of remote and hybrid
work, they must adopt a thoughtful and balanced approach to work-
place monitoring. Only by prioritising transparency, fairness, and
respect for individual rights, companies and business organisations
can create an environment that values both productivity and human
dignity.

(The writer is an educator; views are personal)

WORKPLACE
SURVEILLANCE

Recently on December
10, Dr. Jitendra Singh,
MoS (Personnel, Public

Grievances and Pension) made
a pitch for Vikashit Bharat,
2047 while addressing the
16th Annual Convention of
Central Information
Commission at Bharat
Mandampam in Pragati
Maidan. Ironically, it was the
last date allowed by the
Supreme Court for the central
government to file a status
report on the eight posts of
Information Commissioners
lying vacant out of a total of ten
in the Central Information
Commission (CIC) for the
last year. It might be remem-
bered in October 2023 Anjali
Bharadwaj had brought to the
notice of the Supreme Court
that whereas seven posts were
already lying vacant in the 

CIC, four incumbents were
due to retire within a week.
Sadly, the situation has wors-
ened over the last year,
notwithstanding the govern-
ment’s claim to transparency
and accountability. At pre-
sent, there are two Information
Commissioners viz. Anandi
Ramalingam and Vinod
Kumar Tiwari in addition to
Chief Information
Commissioner viz. Heeralal

Samariya. As per the Pending
Cases Report available on the
website of CIC, there were a
total of 3134 cases – compris-
ing 2310 second appeals and
824 direct complaints with
the Commission as of
November 1, 2023. 
A year later on November 1,
2024, the total number of
pendency has risen to 20,437
– comprising 17,717 second
appeals and 2720 direct com-
plaints. At the time of writing
this piece, the total pendency
clocked 22,957. This figure is
not quite a compliment to the
government’s alleged commit-
ment to transparency and
accountability. A recent RTI
application filed by
Commodore Lokesh Batra
(Retd) elicited the reply that
161 applications were received
for filling eight vacancies in

CIC in response to the DoPT’s
advertisement dated August
14, 2024. Under Section 12 (3)
of the RTI Act, 2005 the
appointments are to be made
by a committee chaired by the
Prime Minister, and compris-
ing the Leader of the
Opposition in Lok Sabha and
another Union minister nom-
inated by the Prime Minister.
Filling these positions before
the 16th Annual Convention
on the RTI would have been a
favourable gesture. 
However, the government did
not prioritize the task. A sec-
ond appeal from this colum-
nist filed on September 13,
2023, is indicated at no 18162
in the list of pendency. The
matter was transferred to IC
Vinod Kumar Tiwari, after
IC Ms. Saroj Punhani retired
on November 11, 2023. The

high amount of pendency
incentivizes the CPIOs/
Appellate Authorities in the
ministries/departments to dis-
play a cavalier attitude towards
applications filed under the
RTI Act, 2005. 
This columnist, however, was
able to obtain the  information
through a fresh application.
Though in both cases, the
Appellate Authority within
the division, who in an IAS
officer colluded with the CPIO,

in one of his decisions he stat-
ed that the reason for denying
information was that the file
was under submission with the
Joint Secretary. 
The columnist filed a third
application under the RTI Act,
2005 asking the CPIO whether
the Joint Secretary has been
‘exempted’ from the obligation
to provide information under
the RTI Act, 2005. If the Joint
Secretary had been ‘exempted’,
the CPIO must produce the
necessary official order, and
further inform who else in the
ministry had been similarly
‘exempted’.  
Any claim that a Joint
Secretary has been ‘exempted’
from the obligation to provide
information would have
become controversial for the
government. It could have
sullied the service record of the

officer attracting a minor if not
major penalty for disregarding
a Parliamentary statute. The
RTI Act, 2005 provides no
authority-wise ‘exemption’.
Exemption under Section 8 of
the Act applies only to certain
well-defined matters based on
merit like security/diplomatic/
trade secrets, matters express-
ly forbidden by court from
publication, or cabinet papers
etc. This time the CPIO quick-
ly provided the information.
The episode, however, under-
scores a few grievous lapses.
First, had the Central
Information Commission
(CIC) been working at full
strength, the second appeal
would have been decided with-
in a few months, and the
delinquent CPIO might had to
pay the monetary penalty for
denying information. 

Second, it underscores that
Appellate Authorities, who are
part of the department, actu-
ally help the CPIOs to suppress
the information, where it is in
their interest. Instead of this
obligation, they can manipu-
late the CPIOs in other mat-
ters. The high amount of pen-
dency in CIC could be attrib-
uted to the devious behaviour
of the Appellate Authorities.
The RTI Act, 2005 should
have provision to penalize not
just the CPIO but also the First
Appellate Authority if the
Information Commissioner
declares him/her guilty of
deliberate suppression of infor-
mation. 

(The writer is an author and
an independent researcher

based in New Delhi. The
views expressed are 

his personal)

Persisting Central Information Commission vacancies challenge transparency claims 

As remote work redefine workplaces, businesses
are increasingly turning to employee monitoring

SHAINY SHARMA

UTTAM GUPTA

In a recent WTO  meeting, India urges prioritisation of  issues, including a
permanent solution for public stockholding and special safeguard mechanism

Call for fast-tracking WTO

agricultural negotiations

Union (EU), the UK, Australia, etc
(they exercise disproportionately
greater influence during actual
confabulations at the WTO, set the
agenda of meetings, float proposals
more often through small countries
such as Guyana and get away with
what they want) to scuttle the stan-
dard practice of taking decisions by
consensus where every member
country has an equal voice. 
Therefore, India has rejected this
approach, rightly so. But, what
happens to India’s demand for ‘pri-
oritising’ and ‘fast-tracking’ negoti-
ations? In a meeting of the CoA
held on October 2, 2023, in Geneva,
the EU agreed to consider India’s
demand for a permanent solution
to the public stock-holding (PSH)
program for food security.
Accordingly, India had urged WTO
members to start TBN on the issue
as soon as possible and get this
deliberated at the WTO MC-13 slat-
ed to be held in Abu Dhabi from
February 26-29, 2024. But, that was
not to be. The Ministerial
Conference ended in a deadlock.
On the issue of finding a permanent
solution to the (PSH) for food secu-
rity, India’s stance was vehemently
opposed by the USA/EU. Earlier
attempts by India also met with the
same fate. At the Trade Policy
Review (TPR) meeting held at
WTO in January 2021, India insist-
ed that the three issues should be
taken up on a priority basis at the
MC-12. But, in that Ministerial
Conference held in Geneva on
June 12-17, 2022, the issues were not
even put on the table. The deadlock
has existed for more than two
decades despite India taking up
these issues at WTO under what has
come to be known as the Doha
Development Agenda (DDA).
Developed countries had junked
DDA at MC-10 held in Nairobi
(2015). On the most contentious
issue of a permanent solution for
PSH, a ray of hope emerged when
in the WTO-General Council (GC)
meeting in Geneva (July 31, 2014),

India insisted on a time-bound
action plan on the subject matter to
be executed before the end of 2014
co-terminus with approval of Trade
Facilitation Agreement (TFA) - an
area of great interest to developed
countries. This was a good strate-
gic move but it was abandoned mid-
stream. In December 2014, even as
the developed countries got away
with the TFA, the developing coun-
tries got an “extension of the peace
clause till a permanent solution was
found.” Put simply, India had liter-
ally surrendered its right to secure
a permanent solution; that it was
“Ok” with “the benefit of peace
clause.” 
What is the peace clause?
To understand this, let us look at the
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) of
the WTO. Under it, a developing
country cannot give aggregate mea-
surement support (AMS) - an
acronym for subsidies - over 10 per
cent of the value of its farm produc-
tion. 
The AMS includes “product-specif-
ic” subsidies and “non-product
specific” subsidies on agricultural
inputs such as fertilisers, seed, irri-
gation and power. The “product-
specific” subsidy is the excess of the
Minimum Support Price (MSP)
paid to farmers over the External
Reference Price (ERP) multiplied by
the quantum of agri-produce.
Whereas the MSP is taken for the
relevant year, say, 2023-24, the ERP
is the average of the global price pre-
vailing during 1986-88 fixed in
rupee terms. If the subsidy given by
a developing country exceeds 10 per
cent, it will be treated as a violation
of its WTO commitment. This has
been a major worry as India could
face action in a situation of AMS
exceeding the 10 per cent threshold.
In this backdrop, the MC-9 in Bali
(2013) had agreed to a “peace
clause” under which “if a develop-
ing country gives AMS in excess of
10 percent, no member will chal-
lenge this until 2017, when the
WTO would look for a permanent

solution to address their food secu-
rity concerns.” It came with sever-
al riders such as submission of data
on food procurement, stockholding,
distribution and subsidies. These
also include establishing that sub-
sidies are not “trade distorting.”
Besides, programs implemented
after 2013 are not covered under the
ambit of the ‘peace clause’. In
December 2014, the WTO-GC
modified the above decision to pro-
vide for “extension of the peace
clause till a permanent solution was
found”. Unfortunately, India con-
curred with this modification. This
took away the sanctity of the 2017
deadline by which time members
were to find a permanent solution
as per the MC-9 mandate. 
A decade since then, India is still
looking for a solution! In regard to
SSM - it allows members to tem-
porarily raise tariffs beyond the
“bound levels” (this is the maximum
permissible duty that a member
country can impose under a bound
rate agreement) to counter surges in
import or price drops. The 2015
MC-10 in Nairobi recognized that
developing countries will have the
right to take recourse to SSM as
envisaged under the Hong Kong
Ministerial Declaration. That was at
MC – 6 (December 2005). 
Since then, it has been almost two
decades. Even now, these countries
can’t take recourse to SSM. They
haven’t also been able to prompt
developed countries to eliminate
their cotton subsidies.To conclude,
despite the deft handling of nego-
tiations at the WTO and represent-
ing the majority of the developing
countries (India leads about 80
countries - the G33 including India,
African, Caribbean and Pacific
countries or ACP) so far, India has-
n’t succeeded in securing the intend-
ed outcomes. Given the intransi-
gence of developed countries and
their clout at WTO, there is little
hope from the MC – 14.

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views are personal)  

In a meeting of the Committee on
Agriculture (CoA) of the World
Trade Organization (WTO) held in
Geneva on December 4, 2024, India
insisted that negotiations on unre-

solved/previously mandated issues in
agriculture, including a permanent solu-
tion to public stockholding, special safe-
guard mechanism (SSM) and elimination
of trade-distorting cotton subsidies by rich
countries etc, be ‘prioritised’ and ‘fast-
tracked’ by treating them as standalone
issues instead of clubbing them with other
issues. 
The US, on the other hand, criticised the
prioritisation of certain issues over oth-
ers, stating that this was the primary cause
of the longstanding stalemate in agricul-
ture. India also rejected a new proposal
presented by Guyana to advance agricul-
tural negotiations ahead of the WTO’s
14th Ministerial Conference (MC14 is ten-
tatively scheduled to take place in
Cameroon in 2026) by adopting a so-
called ‘non-traditional approach based on
convergence’. India reiterated that any facil-
itator-led process should be ‘consensus-
based’ and respect WTO’s multilateral
principles. It emphasised on Text-based
negotiation (TBN). TBN refers to the
process of working up the text of an agree-
ment that all parties are willing to accept
and sign. Negotiating parties may begin
with a draft text prepared by the Chair of
the particular committee dealing with the
subject. 
The draft is based on discussions amongst
the member countries and is fine-tuned
till all the nations are in agreement with
it. This is in sharp contrast to a conver-
gence-based approach that involves super-
imposition of non-multilateral trade
regimes on the multilateral trading system
(MTS). The theorists dealing with inter-
national trade in particular, WTO-relat-
ed issues describe it as a process of ‘grad-
ually aligning different trade regimes, in
particular preferential trade agreements
(PTAs) and the MTS’. Others define con-
vergence as requiring ‘greater coherence
between trade rules and policies, norms
and standards in other areas of interna-
tional cooperation’. Shorn of jargon, this
is a well-orchestrated attempt by the devel-
oped countries - the US, the European

PRIYADARSHI DUTTA

Eight vacancies of Information Commissioners undermine the cause of transparency and accountability
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Was the law taken in 
one’s hand? The 
answer is ‘yes’. Oth-
erwise, why did the 

Central government exercise the 
power of parens patriae (parent 
of the nation) and prevent the 
victims from filing suits through 
lawyers of their choice?  

The government also pas -
sed the Bhopal Gas Disaster 
(Processing of Claims) Act, 1985, 
without consulting the victims 
or caring for their well-being 
and took away the victim’s right 
to fend for themselves. 

Within seven days of the 
tragedy, tort-lawyers from the 
USA flocked to Bhopal to strike 
deals with the victims. Ameri-
can tort lawyers are the most 
aggressive breed of the legal 
profession who secure settle-
ments for huge sums.  

Taking advantage of Prime 
Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s lack of 
experience and naivety, he was 
persuaded to exercise the power 
of parens patriae. And what did 
the Central government do next?  

It lodged a suit in a New 
York District Court claiming $3 
billion compensation for the vic-
tims. Knowing the power of 
American tort lawyers, who are 
known to be experts in handling 
such cases in American courts, 
UCC, aided and abetted by our 
Central government, succeeded 
in transferring the case to an 
Indian court. 

What happened five days 
after the MIC leak was a drama 
which naïve citizens of India 
witnessed. Warren Anderson, 
Chairman of UCC, reached Bho -
pal on 7 December 1984.  

The MP government, head-
ed by Chi ef Minister Arjun 
Singh, presumably with a view 
to scoring political advantage, 
spread the news that Anderson 
had been arrested and subse-
quently granted bail.  

The American embassy 
used its muscle to ensure the 

safe return of Anderson to New 
Delhi with due ceremony. He 
was entertained to tea by the 
first citizen and received  
with courtesy by the Union 
Home Minister, Foreign Secre-
tary and other Ministers. Final-
ly, all went to see him off to his 
home country. 

On 14 Febru-
ary 1989, the Cen-
tral government 
agreed with the 
Supreme Co urt’s 
judgement that 
UCC was to pay 
only $470 million 
as compensation. 
The parens patriae 
agreed to settle for 
about 15 per cent 
of the original 
claim. The amount 
is less than half of 
the amount settled 
by the US govern -
m ent for the Action Valdage 
incident, an oil disaster that  
took place in 1989 off the shore 
of Alaska.  

There are reasons to believe 
the comment of one of the 
lawyers of UCC, “A few hundred 
bottles of champagne must have 
popped around the world.” After 
all, UCC took away $2530 mil-
lions from Bhopal gas victims. 

Many facts relating to the 
industrial disaster were not 
made public after many years of 
the tragedy. But if such truths 
had been unveiled earlier, peo-
ple’s outrage and fury would 
have yielded justice for the vic-
tims.  

The epic tragedy of Bhopal 
had shaken people all over the 
world and they raised their voic-
es and expressed their concerns 
from time to time by unveiling 
the harsh reality.  

Many social activists, 
artists, novelists, writers and 
producers brought out the facts 
through their creations, writings 
and spoke against the injustice 

to the Bhopal victims. 
Many film makers turned 

the spotlight and camera to cap-
ture the sufferings of Bhopal vic-
tims and tried to present the 
story of painful story.  

One feature film and eight-
een documentaries were made 

on the Bhopal tra -
g edy with an aim 
to make people 
visualize the suf-
ferings and harsh 
realities, but most 
of them were not 
made public by 
the government. 

A documen-
tary film entitled 
‘Beyond genocide’ 
had directly accu -
sed the govern-
ment, holding it as 
responsible as 
UCIL for the disas-
ter and its fate. 

Doordarshan re fused to telecast 
this film and finally, after it had 
won the international award 
and gold medal, it was telecast 
suddenly late at night without 
any prior announcement. 

Pictures of suffering have 
hardly changed for the people 
of Bhopal. The deadly toxic 
clouds of methyl oxide that 
loomed over Bhopal 40 years 
back still cast a shadow on the 
lives of victims.  

Standing near the factory 
site of UCIL, one can only see 
pictures of misery and disability 
all over. Mothers still give births 
to deformed and crippled chil-
dren. The poisonous garbage 
that has not yet been removed 
from the disaster site continu-
ously pollutes the environment. 

The place where the victims 
were shifted is an unhygienic 
place; there is no access to pure 
drinking water.  

Here, one finds toddlers 
and grown up children who can-
not stand on their own legs, 
some cannot walk due to their 

crippled legs, some of them 
have visibility in one eye and 
most are barred from natural 
growth.  

Those who survived after 
inhaling the poisonous gas are 
mostly affected by cancer; some 
of them have been paralysed. 
The chemical deposited in more 
than a 20 square kilometer-area 
near the factory site is still pol-
luting the underground water, 
causing cancer and physical 
deformity. 

After the 7 June 2010 verdict 
of the Bhopal district court, the 
matter remained the flavour of 
the day on TV channels and in 
print media.  

Now that the media frenzy 
is over, it is the appropriate time 
for all of us to look at some basic 
issues, including corporate 
responsibility, the role of the 
business community, the gov-
ernment system, at state and 
central level, and finally the judi-
cial system. 

Intellectuals and youth 
should not forget what hap-
pened at Bhopal. They should 
step forward and encourage the 
people to rise against power and 
make them realize that their 
unity and strength are mightier 
than the wealth of the cowards 
who absconded after commit-
ting the crime.  

Forty years of fighting for 
the right to life, dignity and jus-
tice shows the perseverance and 
courage of Bhopal victims. 

The patience of the people 
of India is legendary, as for the 
past forty years, they have 
dreamt of a tomorrow which will 
give them justice. But justice is 
denied to them.  

Now, even after they have 
abandoned all hope for real jus-
tice, they still dream of a day 
when at least one member of 
Warren Anderson’s family will 
visit them and express his regret 
for the tragic incident. 

(Concluded)

The impending return from an 
Indonesian jail of a Filipino 
migrant worker tricked into 
being a drug mule is a spot of 

good news amid the toxic political 
scuffle of recent weeks. 

The Marcos administration an -
nou nced over the weekend that, fol-
lowing high-level talks and negotia-
tions, Indonesia has agreed to transfer 
Mary Jane Veloso to Philippine custody 
after almost 15 years on death row.  

The mother of two was sentenced 
to death on drug charges after 2.6 kilo-
grams of heroin was found in her lug-
gage in 2010. She narrowly escaped 
execution in 2015 after last-minute 
appeals from the Aquino administra-
tion, which had arrested and prosecut-
ed for syndicated estafa two individu-
als involved in recruiting Veloso and 
slipping drugs in her suitcase without 
her knowledge. 

In Jakarta, Yusril Ihza Mahendra, 
Indonesia’s coordinating minister for 
law, human rights, immigration, and 
corrections, clarified that Veloso was 
not being released from her sentence; 
only that Indonesia had agreed to  
send her back to the Philippines “as a 
prisoner.”  

“[I]t is not an acquittal, not a par-
don,” Yusril said, adding that certain 
conditions must be met, including 
recognition of Indonesia’s final court 
ruling. “Once she returns to her coun-
try and continues her sentence there, 
the responsibility for her rehabilitation 
shifts to her home country,” he added. 

The agreement to repatriate 

Veloso was “reciprocal,” he said: “If 
one day Indonesia asks for its citizens 
jailed in the Philippines to be returned, 
they must consider it.” A permanent 
ban on Veloso’s return to Indonesia 
was also part of the deal. 

While no date for Veloso’s return 
has been set, with Philippine officials 
saying it might happen before Christ-
mas, the prospect has been widely 
hailed. President Marcos has expressed 
“heartfelt gratitude” to Indonesia’s 
newly elected president Prabowo 
Subianto for his “goodwill,” while the 
Commission on Human Rights (CHR) 
commended the initiative of Philippine 
authorities “in pursuing justice beyond 
our own territorial bounds.” 

For sure, as Mr. Marcos said in a 
statement, Veloso must be held accou -
ntable under Indonesian law and the 
Philippines must respect its legal juris-
diction on her case. But given that Vel -
oso, as the President himself described 
her, is “a victim of circumstances,” the 
possibility of clemency is an option 
that he must seriously consider. 

It is a call echoed by the Ecumeni-
cal Bishops Forum, a fellowship of 
Catholic and Protestant bishops, who 
see Veloso as the “symbol” of overseas 
Filipino workers (OFWs) and the myr-
iad suffering they endure “at the hands 
of merciless persons who take [advan-
tage] of their gullibility while seeking 
overseas employment.” 

While Mr. Marcos mulls the grant 
of clemency that only he can decide 
on, justice officials have assured 
Veloso’s family that she would not be 
detained in the same facilities where 
her illegal recruiters are currently serv-
ing their sentence.  

The family had earlier expressed 
fears of retaliation from the syndicate 
behind her plight amid previous 
threats to their safety. It is a well-con-
sidered move, as this ensures that Vel -
oso can finally testify against these 
felons for qualified human trafficking 
in a long overdue court case.
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Political Minefield 

The appointment of François Bayrou as France’s new 
Prime Minister highlights the formidable challenges 
facing the country as it struggles with political grid-

lock, economic uncertainty, and public discontent. Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron’s decision to tap Mr Bayrou ~ 
a seasoned centrist with decades of political ex perience 
~ sig nals a cautious yet pragmatic approach to resolving 
France’s deepening crisis. However, the road ahead is 
fra ught with obstacles, with Mr Bayrou’s ability to navi-
gate a fractured Parliament likely to define both his tenure 
and Mr Macron’s legacy. Mr Bayrou assumes office in the 
midst of an unprecedented political landscape. The Par-
liamentary defeat of his predecessor, Michel Barnier, 
underscored the fragility of Mr Macron’s administration 
and the growing polarisation within French politics. With 
Parliament split into three blocs ~ far left, far right, and 
Mr Macron’s cen trists ~ reaching any form of consensus 
is akin to scaling the “Himalaya” that Mr Bayrou himself 
spoke of. His im mediate task of passing a provisional 
budget law for 2024 is already a daunting test of his polit-
ical acumen. The crux of the crisis lies in France’s fiscal 
health. A deficit ex ceeding 6 per cent of GDP and rising 
public debt have be come flashpoints for debate, exposing 
deep divisions over how to address these issues. Mr Bay-
rou has framed the fis cal deficit as a “moral” challenge, 
but this rhetoric may fall flat with opposition leaders who 
remain sceptical of his ability to govern impartially.  

The far left and far right, who joined forces to topple 
Mr Barnier, are unlikely to grant Mr Bayrou the benefit 
of the doubt for long. The So cialists, too, have expressed 
their discontent over Mr Mac ron’s decision to bypass 
their calls for a left-leaning Prime Minister. Adding to the 
complexity is Mr Bayrou’s close association with Mr 
Macron, whose popularity has waned amid perceptions 
of elitism and disconnect from everyday French concerns. 
While Mr Bayrou’s rustic roots and pragmatic persona 
offer a contrast to Mr Macron’s technocratic style, his 
proximity to the President could alienate him from poten-
tial allies in Parliament. Without a broad coalition, Mr 
Bayrou may find himself governing on borrowed time, 
much like Mr Barnier before him. The economic impli-
cations of this political paralysis are significant. France’s 
inability to stabilise its fiscal situation has already raised 
borrowing costs and shaken investor confidence. With 
the far right and far left pushing for increased spending 
and the centrists advocating fiscal restraint, the resulting 
impasse risks further destabilising the economy. For Mr 
Bayrou, striking a balance between appeasing the markets 
and satisfying parliamentary facti ons is an unenviable 
task. France’s political crisis is emb lematic of a broader 
struggle facing liberal democracies: how to govern effec-
tively in an era of pola risation and dec lining trust in insti-
tutions. For Mr Bayrou, the challenge is not only to pass 
a budget or maintain parliamentary sup port but to restore 
faith in the gov ernment’s ability to act decisively and 
inclusively. Whether he can rise to this occasion will 
determine whether France’s current turmoil is a tempo-
rary setback or a harbinger of deeper instability. 
 

Day of Reckoning 

South Korea’s democracy has faced yet another stern 
test with the impeachment of President Yoon Suk 
Yeol, a polarising figure whose ill-conceived martial 

law decree plunged the nation into a constitutional crisis. 
The impeachment motion, carried by an overwhelming 
204 votes in the 300-member National Assembly, reflects 
both the resilience of South Korea’s democratic institu-
tions and the heavy political costs of authoritarian over-
reach. Mr Yoon’s decision to declare martial law on 
December 3, ostensibly to “root out anti-state forces” and 
bypass opposition obstruction, shocked the nation. The 
decree granted sweeping emergency powers to the mili-
tary, a chilling echo of South Korea’s authoritarian past. 
Though it was rescinded within six hours, the damage 
was done. Parliamentarians defied Mr Yoon’s forces to 
annul the decree, protesters flooded the streets, and calls 
for his resignation grew louder. The public and institu-
tional backlash culminated in a second impeachment 
vote, supported not only by opposition lawmakers but 
by at least 12 members of Mr Yoon’s own People Power 
Party. This moment carries striking historical parallels. 
Yoon is now the second conservative president in recent 
years to face impeachment after Mr Park Geun-hye’s 
removal in 2017. Both cases underscore the volatility of 
South Korean politics, where presidents often end their 
terms embroiled in scandal. Mr Yoon’s martial law gam-
ble, framed as a desperate bid to protect democracy, 
instead exposed his isolation and miscalculation. His own 
party split over the issue, with some lawmakers viewing 
his actions as an existential threat to democratic norms. 

The impeachment itself reveals both the strength and 
fragility of South Korea’s democratic system. On one 
hand, it highlights the ability of the legislature to hold 
even the most powerful leaders accountable. On the 
other, it underscores the deep political divides and the 
risks inherent in a system where presidents wield con-
siderable power yet face significant institutional checks. 
Prime Minister Han Duck-soo’s assumption as acting 
President reflects the constitutional safeguards in place, 
but the road ahead is fraught. The Constitutional Court 
now has six months to decide whether to permanently 
remove Mr Yoon from office. A decision to uphold the 
impeachment could trigger a snap election, further shak-
ing South Korea’s political landscape. Meanwhile, Mr 
Yoon’s defiance, exemplified in his vow to “fight to the 
end,” signals a drawn-out battle which risks deepening 
the nation’s divisions. South Korea’s democratic 
resilience shines through this episode, bolstered by its 
engaged citizenry and robust institutions. However, the 
crisis serves as a cautionary tale against the allure of 
authoritarian shortcuts, even when cloaked in the lan-
guage of protecting democracy. Mr Yoon's impeachment 
is a victory for accountability but also a reminder that 
democracy requires constant vigilance. As South Koreans 
await the court’s decision, their nation’s commitment to 
democratic principles faces its next test: navigating this 
turbulent chapter without succumbing to further polari-
sation or instability. 

Bhopal revisited~II 
Vol. CXXXXXVIII  298

The license for setting up the Union Carbide plant at Bhopal for producing 
poisonous MIC and a �no-objection� from the Pollution Control Department were 
granted despite the plant�s location being near a densely populated area. This 
was against prescribed norms. No action was taken against the erring UCIL for 
not complying with statutory safety measures. Was it not a hoax? Were the 
state and Central government officials hypnotized by the gimmicky assurance 
of UCC that �our Bhopal plant will be as inoffensive as a chocolate factory�? 

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, The ongoing conflict in Gaza 
and Israel’s military action agai -
nst Hamas have drawn global at -
tention. In this context, Israeli 
Am bassador to India, Reuven 
Azar, has praised India’s soft 
pow er policy, underlining its rel-
evance in international diploma-
cy. He acknowledged that Israel, 
due to its heavy reliance on mili-
tary strength, has lagged in areas 
like information management 
and public relations. 

India has strengthened its 
global position through diploma-
cy, cultural influence, and dia-
logue as key tools of soft power. 
Initiatives like yoga, cultural ex -
changes, and multilateral diplo-
macy have not only earned India 
international goodwill but also 
enhanced its global image.  

Despite its firm stance  
agai nst terrorism, India has effec-
tively combined dialogue and 
public relations to make its poli-
cies inspirational for the global 
community.  

In contrast, Israel’s exce ssive 
reliance on military power weak-

ens it in ideological battles, fur-
ther complicated by adversarial 
propaganda from Arab media. 
Military strength alone is insuffi-
cient; tools of soft power, such as 
dialogue, empathy, and media 
management, are essential for 
long-term success. 

India’s example demon-
strates that balancing soft and 
hard power not only safeguards 
national interests but also garners 
global acceptance. Israel should 
take inspiration from India's 
strategy to refine its policies and 
strengthen its information and 
public relations framework. 

Yours, etc.,  
Prof. R K Jain, 

Barwani (MP), 12 December.  
 

FARM PLATFORMS 
SIR, Sustainable agriculture is 
possible only with positive inter-
ventions from the states and the 
Centre. Demand for MSP guaran-
tee and higher wages will be loud-
er still if farmers don’t see any ray 
of hope in the crop diversification 
calls sans any solid financial and 
infrastructural marketing sup-
port. Farmers’ fears of corporates 

have to be allayed by ensuring the 
lifting of their produce, be it in 
the open market or through the 
FCI mechanism. Actually, states 
like Punjab and Haryana have 
miserably failed to encourage 
cooperatives of small farmers.  

The Union government and 

states must come forward by giv-
ing cooperatives seed money 
subsidy for encouraging creation 
of a robust platform for all farm 
operations. 

Yours, etc., 
Brij Bhushan Goyal, 

Ludhiana, 11 December.

Soft  power 
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

DILIP 
DATTA

The writer is Director & CEO, 
Sayantan Consultants  

Private Limited

The gift of  
second chances 

SECTION 498A 

SIR, Apropos the news report “SC expresses concern over misuse 
of Section 498A”, published today, I would like to thank the apex 
court for realising the fact, albeit belatedly that Section 498A IPC 
is being grossly misused as a tool for unleashing personal vendet-
ta with tacit support from a section of presiding officers of sub-
ordinate courts.  

Barring exceptions, lower courts on receiving complaints 
hurry the issue of warrant or summons to the accused husband 
and his parents without application of judicial mind, and direct 
them to be personally present in court.  

In some cases, a husband is taken into custody merely on 
surmise and conjecture. If the detention of husband is pro-
longed, he may run the risk of being suspended from his job.  

The apex court has rightly said that before the issuance of 
summons or warrant, the presiding officers must be fully satisfied 
that prima facie evidence exists in cases lodged by aggrieved 
wives. This golden rule must be followed in its letter and spirit 
to avoid miscarriage of justice. 

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta, 
Kolkata, 12 December.
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T
he parliamentary debate on the Constitu-
tion turned out to be yet another occa-
sion of intense diatribe between the rul-

ing alliance and the Opposition. While both sides
agreed on the supremacy of the Constitution,
now in its 75th year, each accused the other of
undermining it. The debate could have been an
opportunity to explore a new common ground
for a sharply polarised polity, but, unfortunately,
that is not how it played out. Speakers from par-
ties in power, led by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, and Opposition speakers led by the Leader
of Opposition, Rahul Gandhi, railed against their
political opponents and used the Constitution as
a facade for their partisan politics. Mr. Gandhi
views the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Mr.
Modi as disloyal to the Constitution, and sought
to connect it all to the Hindutva ideology. Mr. Mo-
di singled out Mr. Gandhi’s family, starting from
his great-grandfather and the first Prime Minis-
ter, Jawaharlal Nehru, for a no-holds-barred at-
tack — that it has undermined the Constitution
through acts of omission and commission. Both
sides used facts selectively and the statements of
past actors to exaggerate the point that their op-
ponents did more harm to the Constitution than
they themselves. Such an approach may work as
a propaganda strategy but can do little in terms of
constructive engagement on the question. 

The Constitution, understood as a living docu-
ment, provides the foundation and the frame-
work for a fairer social, political and economic or-
der for the country. Constitutionalism is an
evolving project, and any discussion on it must
account for this dynamism. History is a good
teacher, but litigating the past endlessly is not a
helpful learning technique. There have been ma-
ny dark moments in the 75-year history of the
Constitution, including the imposition of Emer-
gency, but the brighter and bigger picture is that
it still offers the strongest possible ethos for a sec-
ular, pluralist and progressive nation. The BJP
and the Congress calling each other names is
akin to the pot calling the kettle black. Both sides
say they are for strengthening the unity of the
country, but accuse each other of dividing the
country. What emerges from the debate is that
there is a lot of blame to go around; what were
missing were introspection and self-reflection.
Mr. Modi is right in saying that the Constitution is
a unifier of the nation, and cited his govern-
ment’s push for a uniform civil code as an exam-
ple of the commitment to advancing this unity.
Uneven demographic and economic trends will
require close and unified attention by the politi-
cal class in the decades ahead to reimagine the
constitutional scheme. Sadly, little time was
spent on these questions.

Sound and fury  
The Constitution might be a unifier, 

but the debate exposed polarisation  

W
hen France’s President, Emmanuel
Macron, called a snap legislative elec-
tion in June, he had two political ob-

jectives: secure a new mandate for his centrist
coalition and arrest the surge of the far-right Na-
tional Rally, which had just finished first in the
European elections. But what he got was a hung
parliament with the left-wing New Popular Front
(NFP) emerging as the largest bloc. And what he
did was to pick Michel Barnier, a conservative
leader of the Republican Party, which had fin-
ished fourth in the elections, to form the govern-
ment. It was a disaster foretold. The government
collapsed within three months, leaving France
without a budget for 2025. And now, as if he
learnt nothing from his gambles, Mr. Macron has
appointed François Bayrou, leader of the Demo-
cratic Movement party, which has just 33 seats in
the 577-member National Assembly, as the next
Prime Minister. Even if Mr. Macron’s coalition,
Ensemble, which finished second in the elec-
tions, and the Republicans come together, they
do not have a majority (289 seats) to pass bills in
Parliament. The Socialist Party, which is part of
the left-wing alliance, has already said it will not
join the new government. This would mean that
Mr. Bayrou’s government would be at the mercy
of Marine Le Pen’s far-right National Rally, as Mr.
Barnier’s government was, for survival.

With rising unemployment and falling domes-
tic consumption, France needs urgent policy in-
terventions. It has seen a jump in fiscal deficit, to
6.1% of GDP, worse than Greece, Spain and Italy,
the Eurozone countries hit hard by the 2008-09
debt crisis. France’s debt has also ballooned to
€3.2 trillion, more than 112% of its GDP. What
makes the crisis worse is the absence of a stable
government. Mr. Bayrou’s immediate task is to
get an emergency budget passed in Parliament so
that essential services run. But this will entail
painful negotiations with the far-right, which is
opposed to any more cuts in social spending.
This takes the political and economic situation
back to square one. Part of the problem is Mr. Ma-
cron’s refusal to accept shifting political dynam-
ics. An anti-establishment constituency is gaining
strength from economic agonies. While the far-
right and the left are trying to mobilise the work-
ing population from different political platforms,
Mr. Macron is trying to preserve the status quo
(mis)using his presidential powers. By appointing
unpopular leaders who lack a clear mandate as
Prime Ministers, he is prolonging the crisis. If he
was serious about ‘institutional stability’, a favou-
rite Macronist mantra, he should have sought to
build a coalition with the largest bloc, the Left,
and helped them rule based on a consensus-dri-
ven political and economic programme. 

Costly gambles 
Emmanuel Macron is driving France 

into one crisis after another  

A
ccording to a recent report published
in this daily, RITES Ltd., the
consultancy arm of the Indian
Railways, has won two contracts for

the repurposing of six broad gauge diesel electric
locomotives for export to some African railways.
These locomotives will be converted for use on
railways that use the Cape Gauge of 1,067 mm as
against the 1,676 mm used on the broad gauge of
the Indian Railways. While the Indian Railways, in
collaboration with its consultancy public sector
undertakings such as RITES and IRCON, has
exported locomotives to countries in Asia and
Africa in the past, this is probably for the first
time that second-hand (used) locomotives are
proposed to be exported after “gauge
conversion’’. While there is no doubt that this is a
commendable effort in re-engineering that
involves virtually rebuilding the locomotives on a
narrower platform, the story that lies hidden is a
sordid saga of the humongous wasting of costly
assets and profligacy unmatched in the annals of
railways anywhere in the world, in pursuit of a
wholly fictitious goal.

RTI data and policy justification
The report mentions “soon to be redundant
diesel locomotives’. The fact is that even as far
back as March 31, 2023, according to information
obtained by this writer under the Right to
Information (RTI) Act more than a year ago, there
were 585 diesel locomotives stabled (kept
idling/stored) in various locations across the
Indian Railways’ network due to electrification.
Further over 60% of those locomotives had a
residual life of more than 15 years. Today, the
figure is reported to be about 760 locomotives.
How and why did the Indian Railways end up in a
situation where hundreds of diesel electric
locomotives in good working order with years of
service still left in them became redundant? The
answer lies with the policy of the government to
electrify the entire broad gauge network of Indian
Railways in mission mode, at a frenetic pace.

Railway electrification in India has long ago
transcended mundane considerations such as
economic and financial viability and joined the
pantheon of universal desiderata such as world
peace and universal brotherhood (Vasudeiva

Kutumbakam). Today, railway electrification is
generally justified broadly on two grounds: a
saving of foreign exchange by reducing the
import of crude oil and reducing environmental
pollution, and, as a corollary of the second point,
the adaptability to switch over to renewable
sources of energy such as solar and wind. In fact
in an official pamphlet issued by the Ministry of
Railways in February 2021, entitled ‘Mission 100%
Electrification – Moving Towards net zero carbon

emission’, the objectives of the mission have been
spelt out thus: to provide environment friendly,
green and clean mode of transport to the people;
and to unleash its potential to use of renewable
energy, especially solar, by making use of the
huge land parcel available along the railway
tracks.

Let us examine these justifications in greater
detail. The benefit of saving in foreign exchange is
true in absolute terms. But viewed in the context
of the total consumption of high speed diesel
(HSD) oil in the country, the consumption for
railway traction is minuscule. According to a
study conducted by AC Nielsen and published by
the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas
( January 2014), when electrification of the Indian
Railways was proceeding at a sedate
“conventional” pace, 70% of of total diesel oil
consumption in the country was by the transport
sector. Out of this, the share of the Railways was
just 3.24%. In comparison, trucks consumed 28%
and agricultural sector consumed 13.2%. The
share of the Railways reduced further to about 2%
in 2021-22. So, 100% rail electrification will
eliminate one of the smallest segments of diesel
consumption, leaving the elephants in the room
to roam free.

Truth about environmental considerations
The claim of environmental benefits is even more
untenable in the Indian context. Consider the
following facts. Electricity is a secondary source
of energy, except when generated by lightning. It
needs to be generated by expending a primary
source of energy from fossil fuels such as coal, oil
and natural gas, nuclear energy or the kinetic
energy of water stored at a height (as in
hydroelectric projects), or through solar or wind
power.

What is the situation in India? Nearly 50% of
the electricity generated today in the country is
through coal-fired thermal plants and the Indian
Railways plays a crucial role in transporting the
coal from the pit heads to the thermal power
plants. In fact, nearly 50% of the Railways’ total
freight earnings of about ₹1.7 lakh crore in
2023-24 (revised estimates) was generated by
transporting coal for various purposes of which
80%, i.e., 40% of total freight earnings was
generated only by transporting coal to thermal
generating plants. 

Replacing diesel locomotives with electric
locomotives will only result in electric
locomotives powered by electricity — about 50%
of which is generated by burning coal — being
used to move more coal to coal-fired thermal
plants to generate more electricity, to transport
more coal. Coal is considered the dirtiest fuel,
environmentally, on the planet. A complete

switchover by the Indian Railways to electric
traction merely shifts the pollution caused by
diesel locomotives near the railway tracks to the
source of power generation in a more
concentrated form, ultimately polluting the same
atmosphere. Unless and until about 80% of the
total electricity generated in the country comes
from non-fossil fuels — and that day seems far off
— any claim of 100% electrification of the Indian
Railways, making it a “Green Railway’’, is in the
realm of fantasy. Incidentally, before that
situation becomes a reality, the Railways will have
to find alternative commodities to coal — which,
today, is the single highest freight earner — to
avoid a financial meltdown.

This article is not intended to reopen the
time-worn debate of electric traction versus
diesel traction. The issue is about chasing a
mirage of converting the Indian Railways into a
“green railway’’, and, in the process, rendering a
large number of serviceable diesel locomotives
redundant. If all the locomotives already stabled
are lined up today end to end, they will stretch
for a length of almost 16 kilometres, a majority of
them heading prematurely to the scrapyard.

‘Disaster management, strategic purposes’
Mission 100% electrification of the Railways will
also result in a dichotomy in the near term. The
Indian Railways today has more than 4,000 diesel
locomotives. With the impending 100%
electrification of the system, all of them will not
become redundant overnight. According to a
recent news report in a reputed financial daily,
quoting a senior official, 2,500 diesel locomotives
are proposed to be retained by the Railways for
“disaster management and strategic purposes’’. It
is beyond comprehension what disaster will
require such a large number of diesel locomotives
to be set aside, unless this is a ruse to avoid
sending locomotives with considerable residual
service life prematurely to the scrapyard. Further,
it is reported that another nearly 1,000
locomotives will continue in service for the next
few years to meet traffic commitments. In other
words, a 100% electrified “green’’ railway will
continue to use about 3,500 “dirty diesels” in the
foreseeable future, financially sustained to a large
extent by transporting a not-so-green commodity:
King Coal. That raises the question: what was the
ultimate purpose of the tearing hurry to electrify
100%?

The Indian Railways’ Mission 100%
electrification is a sterling example of what
happens when headline-grabbing slogans
promoting vanity projects substitute for
well-thought out policies, finally resulting in
colossal wastage of tax-payers’ money.

But does anyone care?

The hidden cost of greenwashing the Indian Railways 
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O
ver the past seven years, since the
introduction of the Goods and Services
Tax (GST), there have been no significant

increases in GST rates on harmful products such
as tobacco and sugar-sweetened beverages,
except for two minor hikes in National Calamity
Contingent Duties (NCCD) on tobacco. This has
made these products more affordable,
undermining efforts to curb their consumption.
In this context, the proposal by the Group of
Ministers (GoM) to raise the highest GST tier on
tobacco and sugar-sweetened beverages from
28% to 35% is a welcome step. However, further
tax reforms are essential to effectively tackle the
public health and fiscal challenges associated
with these products.

Impact of proposed GST rate hike
India is the second-largest consumer of tobacco
globally, with 28.6% of adults above 15 years and
8.5% of students aged 13 to 15 years using tobacco
in some form. Tobacco is a leading risk factor for
non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and causes
over 3,500 daily deaths in India. In 2017, the
annual economic burden of tobacco use and
second-hand smoke was estimated at ₹2,340
billion, or 1.4% of GDP — far exceeding the ₹538
billion collected annually in tobacco tax revenue.

The proposed GST hike to 35% is expected to
reduce tobacco consumption and boost tax
revenues. Preliminary estimates suggest the 35%
rate would lead to a 5.5% price increase, a 5%
drop in consumption, and an 18.6% revenue rise
for beedis. For cigarettes, prices would increase
by 3.9%, consumption decline by 1.3%, and
revenue grow by 6.4%. Smokeless tobacco prices
would rise by 3%, consumption drop by 2.7%, and
revenue increase by 1.9%. Overall, this could
generate an additional ₹43 billion annually,
provided the industry does not “over-shift” the
tax burden, which can result in excess profits at

the expense of government revenue and public
health.

The GoM’s recommendation to raise GST rates
to 35% is a positive step but falls short of the 40%
peak rate allowed under GST law. A 40% rate
would have a greater impact, leading to sharper
price increases, larger consumption reductions,
and an additional ₹72 billion in revenue. It would
also lower the risk of the industry over-shifting
the tax burden. Currently, the tax burden on
tobacco products is uneven, with taxes
accounting for only 22% of the retail price of
beedis, while it accounts for 49.5% for cigarettes
and 64% for smokeless tobacco. The 35% GST rate
would narrow this gap slightly, raising their
respective tax shares to 26%, 51%, and 65%, but a
40% rate could reduce this disparity further. The
World Health Organization Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC), to
which India is a signatory, recommends that all
tobacco products be taxed comparably to prevent
substitution between them.

Concerns from the tobacco industry about
increased illicit trade due to higher taxes are
unfounded. Evidence, including from India,
shows that tax hikes have minimal impact on
illicit trade. Instead, factors such as tax
administration quality, regulatory frameworks,
government commitment, governance strength,
social acceptance, and informal distribution
networks play a far more significant role in
determining the scale of illicit markets.

Balancing GST and excise taxes
Another key issue is the reliance on GST, a purely
ad valorem tax, to regulate tobacco consumption.
Ad valorem taxes are less effective than specific
excise taxes in curbing tobacco use as they are
tied to product prices, which the industry can
manipulate. Since the introduction of GST, the
share of excise taxes in total tobacco taxation has

declined, reducing the tax system’s effectiveness
in discouraging tobacco use. Many countries with
GST or value-added tax (VAT) supplement these
with specific excise duties on harmful products
such as tobacco. India should consider raising
excise taxes alongside the GST revision for a
stronger and more comprehensive taxation
framework.

While much of the public discourse has
focused on tobacco, the proposed GST hike on
sugar-sweetened beverages is equally significant.
Excessive consumption of sugar-sweetened
beverages is a major contributor to obesity,
diabetes, and other NCDs. Increasing the GST rate
to 35% could discourage consumption and align
with India’s broader public health goals.
However, the government should also consider
introducing additional health-focused levies, such
as a specific excise tax on sugar-sweetened
beverages, to further strengthen the tax
framework.

Key considerations for GST Council
As the GST Council considers the GoM’s
recommendations, it should use this opportunity
to reform the taxation of harmful products.
Raising GST rates to 40% for tobacco and
sugar-sweetened beverages would enhance
public health benefits while aligning with the
peak rate under GST law. Pairing this with higher
excise taxes would create a mixed tax structure,
proven more effective at reducing consumption
than relying predominantly on ad valorem taxes.
Reducing the discrepancy in tax burden between
beedis, cigarettes, and smokeless tobacco is also
crucial to discourage substitution and follow
global best practices. These steps could
significantly reduce the health and economic
impacts of tobacco and sugar-sweetened
beverages while generating vital revenue for
development.

Levy a higher GST rate on tobacco, sugared beverages 
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Debate in Parliament

A media article has
highlighted how politicians
in particular keep repeating
the same thing over and
over again. This is very true
of Indian politicians. One is
unable to understand what
useful purpose is served by
harping on the
Emergency-era all the time,
regardless of its relevance
to current issues and
legislative proposals. Those
at the helm of affairs may
rest assured that the
Emergency is deeply etched
in the collective memory of

assessing the performance
and the potential of Indian
cricketers than our official
selectors. The ongoing Test
with Australia is not going
too well and the “creamy”
lot of players consistently
out of form ought to have
been benched. Our cricket
board is affluent enough to
have flown out
replacements from its
enviable talent pool. The
era of cricket as a game of
the lords out for a sun tan,
has long gone.

R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai

him in the late 1980s will
also be etched in the minds
of his admirers. 
B. Suresh Kumar,
Coimbatore

Ustad Zakir Hussain
mesmerised when he
played the tabla. His
passing will leave a huge
void in the world of culture.
Sudhir G. Kangutkar,

Vangani, Thane, Maharashtra

No nawab-era cricket this

The franchisees of the IPL
possess a lot more ken in
picking their teams and

Ustad Zakir Hussain

The passing of tabla
maestro Ustad Zakir
Hussain marks the end of
an era. For a country that
faces threats to its diversity,
the legendary artist was a
shining example who
demonstrated the fact that
music is that divine and
powerful unifier which
transcends all such
man-made barriers,
bringing together mankind
under one umbrella.
The catch word coined by
him, ‘Wah Taj’, in the
advertisement featuring

symbolises the valour of the
armed forces and the
strategic leadership which
led to the liberation of
Bangladesh. The reason
behind the replacement of
the painting is obvious to all
those who follow the
politics of the day. The
armed forces belong to the
nation and not to any
government or party.
Diminishing the historic
achievements of the armed
forces for political
convenience is an insult.
Kurian Mathew,
Kochi, Kerala

the nation, which will
ensure that the people of
India will never let anyone
dare to attempt it again.
M. Jameel Ahmed,

Mysuru

The picture of victory

The replacement of the
photo/painting in the Indian
Army Chief’s lounge, which
commemorated Pakistan’s
surrender to India in the
1971 war, with another
painting depicting
mythology and modern
themes, is deeply
disturbing. The 1971 victory

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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New Delhi, Dec. 16: The Speaker of the Lok
Sabha, Mr. G.S. Dhillon, to-day ruled that the
Railway Minister, Mr. L.N. Mishra, had not
committed any breach of privilege of the House
in his statements on the import licences case
and refused to give consent to the Opposition
motion. 

He held there was no case to suggest that Mr.
Mishra had misled the House. 

As soon as the Speaker announced his
verdict, several Opposition members sprang up
from their seats protesting in chorus, virtually
challenging the Chair’s conclusions.

When the Speaker refused to allow any
debate or points of order on the subject which
he had closed, the Opposition members, barring
the CPI and DMK, walked out of the House in
protest. 

The privilege motion had been sponsored by
Mr. A.B. Vajpayee ( J.S.), Mr. Madhu Limaye
(Soc.), Mr. Jyotirmoy Basu (CPM) and Mr. S.N.
Mishra (Cong.O). 

The Speaker said it was clear that the
statements made by Mr. Mishra disowning
responsibility for action on the memorandum
purportedly signed by several MPs were
“factually correct” and had not been proven to
be “false”. 

Mr. Dhillon quoted in detail the operative
portions in L.N. Mishra’s statements before the
House and the case made out by the members in
support of their notices of questions of privilege.

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 17, 1974

Speaker disallows privilege
motion against L.N. Mishra 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

The latest index numbers of wholesale prices
published by the International Labour Office,
those for August and September, show a
tendency for prices to rise in certain countries.
This movement was most marked in Poland and
Germany, but was also appreciable in Belgium,
France, Luxemburg, Finland, Sweden,
Denmark, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. In Austria, Switzerland, Canada,
India and Japan, wholesale prices fell, while in
other countries for which new figures are
available, the level appears to have been stable
or the movement insignificant. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 17, 1924

World prices on the
increase 

A
s India charts its path to
net-zero emissions by
2070, green hydrogen
offers a crucial pathway

to decarbonise its industrial
sectors. India’s ambitious target of
producing 5 million metric tonnes
(MMT) of green hydrogen annually
by 2030 signals its bid to establish
early leadership in this emerging
sector. However, the daunting
economics of financing these
projects threatens to derail India’s
green hydrogen ambition.

Based on a recent analysis by
BloombergNEF, India is on track
to meet only 10% of its stated goal.
The sluggish progress is
attributable to the substantial
disparity between green hydrogen
production costs ($5.30-$6.70 per
kg) and traditional grey/blue
production costs ($1.9-$2.4 per
kg). This wide price differential
makes it challenging to drive
domestic offtake and attract
private investment. It also creates
a classic market deadlock — green
hydrogen costs can only decrease
with scaled production, but
scaling requires viable economics.

The barriers
The economics of green hydrogen
production hinge on two factors —
the levelised cost of electricity
(LCOE) and electrolyzer costs,
both driven by the cost of capital.
In emerging markets like India,
perceived higher risks push up
borrowing costs, leading to a high
weighted average cost of capital
(WACC). As investment costs make
up 50-80% of LCOE in renewable
energy projects, WACC
significantly impacts overall costs.

Studies show that an increase in
WACC from 10% to 20% can
trigger up to a 73% surge in the
levelised cost of hydrogen, even
when all other production factors
remain constant. Add to this the
current high costs of electrolyzers,
ranging from $500-1,400/kW for
alkaline and $1,100-1,800/kW for
proton exchange membrane
systems, and the financial viability
becomes even more challenging.

The global perspective on
investments reflects these

barriers. By May 2024, only 27.6%
of the 1,572 announced large-scale
clean hydrogen projects valued at
$370 billion had reached final
investment decisions. This
disparity between plans and
financial commitments indicates
that the market’s structural
barriers extend beyond
technological readiness. India
needs to adopt innovative
financing mechanisms and policy
frameworks to effectively de-risk
investments and attract capital to
scale its green hydrogen sector.

On the policy front, several
countries are showing the way.
The U.K.’s Low Carbon Hydrogen
Standard Certification provides a
model for building market
confidence. Similarly, strategic
hydrogen hubs in the U.S., Japan,
and Australia reflect a shift from
traditional industrial development
approaches — rather than letting
infrastructure follow demand,
these nations are fostering
integrated ecosystems where
infrastructure, production,
innovation, and consumption
co-evolve. Adapting this approach,
with localised industrial clusters
linked to renewable energy
sources, could create
self-sustaining hydrogen corridors
in India that attract investment.

How to de-risk investments
On financing, India needs a
multi-pronged approach to de-risk
investments. First, the
government must implement a
comprehensive policy framework
that extends beyond production
incentives to address fundamental
financing barriers. This includes
establishing long-term hydrogen
purchase agreements and partial
loan guarantees to reduce investor
uncertainty. It should also create
“regulatory sandboxes” that allow
for rapid experimentation with
novel business models while
maintaining safety standards,
similar to how fintech innovation
was accelerated in India.

Second, India’s financial sector
must move beyond traditional
project finance paradigms
designed for conventional energy

infrastructure. Indian banks and
financial institutions must develop
products that address hydrogen’s
distinctive challenges — long
development timelines, uncertain
demand, and complex value
chains. While blended finance and
green bonds provide initial
momentum, the sector requires
innovative approaches like
modular project financing that lets
facilities scale in phases, reducing
initial capital requirements.
“Anchor-plus” financing models
could help, where a creditworthy
industrial anchor customer
underwrites the base capacity
while additional capacity is
financed using flexible
instruments as market demand
grows. Equipment-leasing
structures could transform
electrolyzer investments from
prohibitive upfront costs into
manageable operational expenses,
following the successful model of
solar and wind sectors.

Third, India’s international
collaboration must move beyond
aspirational agreements to tackle
practical market-making
challenges. Establishing
standardised carbon intensity and
hydrogen origin certification can
facilitate exports and bolster trust
in India’s hydrogen supply chain.
Key trade corridors, such as the
Hydrogen Energy Supply Chain
Project between Australia and
Japan, show how cross-border
partnerships can provide the
demand certainty needed for
large-scale investments.

In the next few years, early
projects in industrial hubs such as
Odisha, Maharashtra, and Gujarat
that demonstrate viable business
models will shape how the sector
develops in India. The green
hydrogen projects must integrate
financial structuring from the
outset. The focus must be on
delivering hydrogen at prices that
suit key industries.

India’s success in green
hydrogen will depend on
leveraging its abundant renewable
resources through efficient project
execution, access to low-cost
capital, and strategic investments.

Green hydrogen and the financing challenge 
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renewable
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execution,
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L
ast week, Lingayat-Pan-
chamasali activists
protested before the

Suvarna Vidhana Soudha in
Belagavi of north Karnataka,
where the winter session of
the legislature was being held.
The protest demanding the
community’s inclusion under
the 2-A category of the Other
Backward Classes (OBC) reser-
vation list turned violent. But
this is no new protest; it is a
three-decade-old demand yet
there is no sign of resolution.

The demand received a fil-
lip under the seer of the Lin-
gayat Panchamasali Peeth, Sri
Basava Jaya Mrutyunjaya Swa-
mi, who was earlier actively
involved in the movement for
independent religion status
for Lingayat faith. The move-
ment has seen several highs
and lows owing to the vacillat-
ing positions of community
leaders and politicians.

The seer led a massive pa-
dayatra from Koodalasanga-
ma, an important centre of pil-
grimage for Lingayats, to
Bengaluru during the pre-
vious BJP regime and almost
brought the government to its
knees. Fully aware of the com-
plexities involved in reclassifi-
cation but not willing to invite
the wrath of the dominant Lin-
gayat-Panchamasali commun-
ity, the government, led by Ba-
savaraj Bommai, cleverly
came out with a strategy to hit
two birds with one stone.

Instead of stirring a hor-
net’s nest by tampering with
the 2-A category, it carved out
two more categories — 2-C and
2-D — to appease Panchamasa-
lis and also the Vokkaligas
who were demanding a grea-
ter share in the reservation pie
at the time. And to capture the

Hindutva vote bank just be-
fore the 2023 Assembly elec-
tions, the government also
sought to scrap the 4% reser-
vation given to Muslims under
the 2-B category and redistri-
bute it between these two
communities. The two domi-
nant communities were divid-
ed on accepting the proposal.
At the same time, in response
to a petition in the Supreme
Court, the then BJP govern-
ment filed an affidavit that it
will not implement the order
on the new reservation
categories.

Months after the Congress
government came to power in
2023, the Panchamasalis res-
umed the agitation. This be-
came violent in Belagavi and
resulted in lathi charge. Consi-
dering the sensitivity of the is-
sue, the government has been
cautious in its reply on the de-
mand, and even allowed its
own minister and legislators
to be part of the protest.

In his carefully worded rep-
ly in the Karnataka Legislative
Council, Chief Minister Sidda-
ramaiah pointed out that he
was not against the demand.
“Let me make it clear. I will
not use the word demand, but
the ‘insistence’ is against the
Constitution,” he said, and
went into the details of the le-
gal wrangle.

There are three major legal
hurdles for the Panchamasali
demand. The first one is a PIL
writ petition filed by Ragha-
vendra D.G. against the State
of Karnataka and Others. The

then Secretary of Backward
Classes filed an affidavit in this
petition before the Karnataka
High Court, stating that the go-
vernment would not alter the
existing composition of the
2-A category either by addi-
tion or by deletion of any
caste.

The second hurdle is the
compliance/undertaking affi-
davit filed by the Karnataka
government in the Supreme
Court in March 2023 that any
changes in the 2-A category or
any addition or deletion will
not be implemented without
further approval of the Court.

The third is the interim re-
port of the Backward Classes
Commission of Karnataka,
which recommended against
any change in the composition
of 2-A and abolition of 2-B.

These aside, the 102 com-
munities that are currently in
the 2-A category are opposed
to the idea of a bigger and
stronger community joining
the group and shrinking their
share.

The next ideal course of ac-
tion for the Lingayat-Pancha-
masali community is to ap-
proach the Permanent
Backward Classes Commis-
sion with their demand for in-
clusion in the 2-A category.
The Chief Minister has been
saying that any such demand
on reservation should be rout-
ed through the Commission,
which is mandated under a
provision of Article 340 of the
Constitution.

Meanwhile, Panchamasali
community leaders, including
the seer, have chalked out
protest plans to exert pres-
sure. The Opposition BJP has
raised a ruckus in the House
on the lathi charge. Although
the BJP has been caught on
the wrong foot on the issue,
particularly because of the af-
fidavits, it does not want to
lose the chance of putting the
government on the mat.

Panchamasalis back to square one 
Caught in a legal tangle, this reservation demand defies easy resolution 

Girish Pattanashetti
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O
ver 50% of young urban
women who are searching
for jobs in Jammu and

Kashmir ( J&K) are not finding any.
Among those who are finding jobs,
an increasing number of women
are being pushed out of the service
sector and into agriculture. This
indicates distressed employment.

J&K’s urban female unemploy-
ment rate (youth aged 15-29) of
53.6% in the July-September quar-
ter this year was the highest in the
country by a wide margin. This
was more than 30 percentage
points higher than the national av-
erage in this category (21%). 

However, the Union Territory’s
female urban labour force partici-
pation rate (LFPR) among youth
aged 15-29 at 30.2% was second on-
ly to Himachal Pradesh (34.9%) in
the same quarter. Here, J&K’s fi-
gure were more than 8 points high-
er than India’s average (21.9%). 

Simply put, a significant share
of urban women in the UT are per-
sistently searching for jobs but ov-
er half of them are unable to find
any over an extended period. 

This trend is not new. The re-
gion’s female urban unemploy-
ment rate and urban LFPR have re-
mained higher than most States
since 2018. 

Mariam, Assistant Professor,
Department of Economics, Univer-
sity of Kashmir, explains that high
rates of female unemployment
would push women to take up low-
wage jobs with high levels of pre-
carity, leading to distress-driven
creation of low quality jobs.

“Women are actively looking for
jobs in J&K and are desperate to
have them but there are no jobs in
the region. It’s a case of structural
unemployment. There is a huge
mismatch between the skills of the
people looking for jobs, the de-
mand of the labour market, and
government policies”. 

Drawing from her field work
Mariam adds, “In Budgam (a dis-
trict in Kashmir) and Srinagar, wo-
men in the handicrafts sector work
for ₹50-100 a day. Students with a
PhD degree are working for
₹15,000-20,000 a month.” 

Anamitra Roy Chowdhury, As-
sistant Professor, Centre for Infor-
mal Sector and Labour Studies, Ja-
waharlal Nehru University, says if
the LFPR is increasing quarter to
quarter but the actual employ-
ment is not increasing at the same
pace, the gap between labour sup-
ply and demand is going to in-
crease, which is a serious problem.

“It means that you are unable to
provide any job regardless of qual-
ity. Unlike developed economies,
we do not have fall back options
like unemployment insurance. So,
what could happen in the next few
quarters is these women become
‘discouraged workers’ and leave
the labour market. That will be a
tragedy.”

Chart 1 shows the urban LFPR
for women aged 15-29 years in J&K
compared with the all-India aver-
age. The urban LFPR in the latest
quarter for young J&K women —
30.2% — is the third highest for the
UT in the last six years. Notably,
the urban LFPR of young women
in J&K has remained about 10
points higher than the national av-
erage across most months. 

Chart 2 shows the urban unem-
ployment rate for women aged 15-
29 years in J&K compared with the
all-India average. In general, post-
pandemic, the unemployment
rate among young urban women
has remained above 50%, dipping
below this level only in a few
months. Moreover, the unemploy-
ment rate of young urban women
in J&K has remained about 30
points higher than the national av-
erage across most months. 

The lack of employment oppor-
tunities, along with jobs in the ser-
vices and manufacturing sectors
that either do not match their skill
set or fail to offer sustainable wag-
es, is driving women in J&K back
into agriculture.

Chart 3 shows the distribution
of the urban female workforce in
the J&K across three major sectors.
The share of urban women em-
ployed in agriculture has more
than doubled from 13.2% in July-
September 2018 to 27.6% in the
same quarter in 2024. The share of
urban women in the service sector
shrunk from 61.7% to 47.6% in the
same period. Even the share of wo-
men working in the manufactur-
ing/construction sector declined
marginally. 

“This data strengthens the argu-
ment that this is distress-related
employment, indicating reversal
of structural change, and can be
better described as feminisation of
agrarian distress. In every deve-
loping economy, people move out
of agriculture to other sectors but
if the reverse is happening here, it
is a clear sign of distress in the eco-
nomy,” adds Mariam.

The government has intro-
duced a host of schemes such as
Hausla, Umeed, and Tejaswini to
provide financial assistance to ad-
dress this issue of unemployment
in the region, predominantly for
women. 

However, Mariam is sceptical
about the efficacy of these
schemes to boost female entrepre-
neurship and employment. She
says the success rate of startups is
limited and access to bank loans
and financial assistance is subject
to the right political network
which often is not easy.

“Public sector employment in
J&K is one of the highest in the
country, underscoring the lack of a
well-developed private sector and
indicating limited success of indus-
trialisation in the region since de-
cades. To think that startups and
self-employment are suddenly go-
ing to solve the long-standing em-
ployment crisis in the region is too
simple a solution,” she says.

Instead, Mariam believes that
the government needs to come up
with “policies that trigger self-sus-
tained agglomeration economies”
in the region to address persistent-
ly high rates of unemployment.

Samreen Wani 
Amitha Reji George

DATA POINT

Lack of good jobs push young J&K women back to the fields
J&K’s urban female unemployment rate of 53.6% is the highest in the country by a wide margin
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Coal India Ltd.’s
expenditure on solar
projects

1,209
in ₹ crore. Coal

India Ltd. (CIL)

has a plan to

achieve 3,000 MW solar project capacity by

2027-28 which consists of 211.59 MW in the

current fiscal, 697.85 MW in FY26, 1,235 MW

in FY27 and 785 MW in FY28, said Coal and

Mines Minister G. Kishan Reddy. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Madhya Pradesh’s
wheat production
declines over 5 years

43
in lakh tonnes. Madhya

Pradesh has seen a decline in

wheat crop production in the

past five years from 371.98 lakh tonnes in

FY 2019-20 to 328.96 lakh tonnes in FY

2023-24, the Assembly was told. This was

stated in a reply submitted by Agriculture

Minister Aidal Singh Kansana. PTI

Norway’s donation to
the Ukraine navy to
deter Russian forces

240
in $ million. Norway

will provide 2.7 billion

kroner to strengthen

the Ukrainian navy to help it deter Russian

forces in the Black Sea, the Norwegian

government said. As per the government,

100 million kroner had previously been

earmarked for maritime training. AFP

Capex requirement to
meet EV charging
demand by 2030

16,000
in ₹

crore.

India

needs capital expenditure to the tune of

₹16,000 crore to meet the country’s public

charging demand for Electric Vehicles (EVs)

and achieve the mission of over 30%

electrification by 2030. PTI

Cost of a production
unit for Taiwan
company in T.N.

1,500
in ₹ crore.

Tamil Nadu

Chief Minister

M. K. Stalin laid the foundation stone for

the Taiwanese footwear manufacturing

plant at the SIPCOT Industrial Estate at

Panapakkam in Ranipet district. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

W
hile the La Niña was
expected to emerge by
July this year, it is yet to.
The India Meteorological

Department now expects a La Niña to set
in by late 2024 or early 2025, plus a
milder winter due to this delay.

What is La Niña?
La Niña, a phase of the El Niño Southern
Oscillation (ENSO), occurs when the
region of the Pacific Ocean between
Indonesia and South America is cooler
than usual. Its counterpart, El Niño,
represents a warming of the same region.
These two phases significantly influence
global atmospheric circulation and
weather patterns. During La Niña years,
India receives normal or above-normal
rainfall during the monsoon season. Yet
the same phenomenon causes droughts
in Africa and intensifies hurricanes over
the Atlantic Ocean. Conversely, the El
Niño brings extreme summers and
droughts in India while increasing rainfall
in the southern U.S. 

This decade began with three
consecutive La Niña events (2020-2022), a
rare occurrence known as Triple Dip La
Niña, followed by an El Niño in 2023.
Climate change may increase the
frequency and intensity of both La Niña
and El Niño events, as rising sea and land
temperatures disrupt the Pacific’s
balance. This could also amplify extreme
La Niña events, which generally lead to
harsh winters in India.

Will a La Niña emerge this winter?
2024 is different; the La Niña has not
emerged as expected. Historically, the La
Niña has usually formed during the
monsoon or the pre-monsoon period,
and it has formed only twice between

October and December since 1950. Global
forecasts had also predicted its
emergence this monsoon. But in
December, there remains only a 57%
chance of it forming in 2024. It will be
weak if it still does but it could affect
global weather.

The onset of La Niña or El Niño can be
declared on the basis of many indices. For
instance, the oceanic Niño index (ONI)
compares the three-month average sea
surface temperatures in the East-Central
Tropical Pacific with the 30-year average.
When the difference between the two is
0.5o C or higher, it is an El Niño, and
when it is –0.5o C or lower, it is a La Niña.
Currently, it is around –0.3o C. To be
classified as a full-fledged La Niña or El
Niño, ONI values need to exceed the
thresholds at least five times

consecutively.

What is the meteorology?
Cities in southern India like Bengaluru
and Hyderabad are experiencing a colder
than usual winter this year, while north
India is witnessing a delayed winter with
above-normal temperatures. Some
reports have linked the southern chill to a
La Niña, but the current ONI values
suggest otherwise. Had a La Niña
developed already, north India would
likely be experiencing a colder winter
than usual.

An analysis of meteorological data over
35 years by researchers at the Council on
Energy Environment and Water, New
Delhi, has revealed that while La Niña
winters feature colder nights compared to
El Niño, daytime temperatures tend to be

higher. Meteorological parameters like
wind speed and planetary boundary layer
height (PBLH) — the lowest atmospheric
layer directly influenced by
land-atmosphere interactions — also vary
during ENSO phases, affecting air quality.

The team found the average wind
speed is higher throughout the day during
La Niña winters. Faster winds help reduce
air pollution by transporting pollutants
away. They also found that the average
PBLH is slightly lower during La Niña
winters. If La Niña sets in, lower
temperatures in north India may lead
people to burn more biomass for heating,
worsening air pollution. A lower PBLH
could also trap more pollutants near the
ground. But higher wind speeds could
disperse the pollutants, potentially
leading to better air quality.

What about La Niña and monsoons?
El Niño summers are relatively harsher, as
was the case in April this year, when India
experienced intense, record-breaking
heat waves. If a La Niña arrives and
persists into the summer of 2025, it may
offer relief from high heat. Additionally,
an El Niño often disrupts monsoons, with
India historically receiving below-average
rainfall during at least half of all El Niño
years since 1871. But the same figures also
indicate evolving patterns since 1980.

Both north and south India, for
instance, have received less rainfall
during more intense El Nino events while
central India has been barely affected. A
La Niña, on the other hand, promotes
robust monsoons as evidenced by the
“normal” or “above-normal” rainfall in
the La Niña years of 2020, 2021, and 2022.
There were “below normal” rains in the
El Niño year of 2023.

Thus it would be a welcome
development if a La Niña forms now or
early next year and continues until the
monsoon season. 

Mohammad Rafiuddin is programme

associate, and Shikhar Tiwari and

Rishikesh P are consultants — all at the

Council on Energy, Environment and

Water (CEEW).

How does La Niña affect India’s climate?
How do the La Niña and El Niño influence global atmospheric circulation and weather patterns? What is a Triple Dip La Niña? If a La Niña was to form now, how

would it affect the current Indian winters and subsequent summers and monsoons as well?

Mohammad Rafiuddin 
Shikhar Tiwari 
Rishikesh P.

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

During La Niña years, India
receives normal or
above-normal rainfall during
the monsoon season. Yet the
same phenomenon causes
droughts in Africa and
intensifies hurricanes over the
Atlantic Ocean.

�

An analysis of meteorological
data over 35 years by
researchers at the Council on
Energy Environment and
Water, New Delhi, has revealed
that while La Niña winters
feature colder nights compared
to El Niño, daytime
temperatures tend to be
higher.

�

El Niño summers are relatively
harsher, as was the case in
April this year, when India
experienced intense,
record-breaking heat waves. If
a La Niña arrives and persists
into the summer of 2025, it
may offer relief from high heat.

The story so far: 

F
ifty-five MPs of the Rajya Sabha
have submitted a motion, for
removing Allahabad High Court
Judge, Justice Shekhar Kumar

Yadav, to Chairman of the Rajya Sabha. 

What is the procedure for removal?
Articles 124 and 217 of the Constitution
provide that a judge of the Supreme
Court/High Court shall be removed by the
President, on the grounds of ‘proved
misbehaviour’ or ‘incapacity’ after a
motion is passed in each House of
Parliament by a majority of the total
membership of that House and by a
majority of not less than two thirds of the
members of that House present and
voting (special majority) in the same
session. The Constitution does not define
the terms ‘proved misbehaviour’ or
‘incapacity.’ The Supreme Court has

opined in various cases that wilful
misconduct in office, corruption, lack of
integrity or any other offence involving
moral turpitude would constitute
misbehaviour. Incapacity here means a
medical condition that may include
physical or mental incapacity.

The detailed procedure for removal is
provided in the Judges (Inquiry) Act, 1968.
It stipulates that a notice of motion for
removal should be signed by not less than
50 members in the Rajya Sabha and 100
members in the Lok Sabha. The
Chairman or Speaker may after due
consideration and consultation admit or
refuse to admit the motion. If admitted, a
three-member committee will be
constituted consisting of Supreme
Court/High Court judges and a
distinguished jurist. If the Committee,
after investigation, absolves the judge of
any misbehaviour or incapacity, the
motion pending shall not be proceeded
with. If found guilty of misbehaviour or

suffering from incapacity, the committee
report will be taken up in the Houses of
Parliament which would then need to
pass the motion with special majority. 

What is the current issue?
Justice Yadav made communally-charged
remarks while speaking at an event
organised by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad.
He is reported to have said the country
would be run according to the wishes of
the majority. The ‘Reinstatement of
Values of Judicial Life’ adopted by the
Supreme Court in 1997, and followed by
all the High Courts, mandates that
behaviour and conduct of members of the
higher judiciary must reaffirm people’s
faith in the impartiality of the judiciary.
The judges should not commit any act of
omission or commission that is
unbecoming of the high office they
occupy. Notably, though the Judges
(Inquiry) Bill, 2006 was not passed by the
Parliament, it defined ‘misbehaviour’ to

include violation of code of conduct for
the judges. This bill proposed imposition
of ‘minor measures,’ like issuing
warnings, public or private censure,
withdrawal of judicial work for a limited
time etc., for misconduct that does not
warrant removal.

What is required?
The Blackstone’s ratio in criminal
jurisprudence that ‘it is better that ten
guilty persons escape than that one
innocent suffer’ can be applied even
when it comes to the removal of judges.
The stringent process with the
requirement of special majority in both
houses has resulted in the non-removal of
judges even after having been found
guilty of misbehaviour by the inquiry
committee. This is nevertheless essential
to protect the independence of judges
while discharging their duties. The
Chairman of the Rajya Sabha, against
whom himself a notice of motion for
removal has been submitted, is unlikely to
admit the present motion. The Supreme
Court has issued a notice seeking details
of the controversial speech made by
Justice Yadav. The Judge is likely to appear
before the Supreme Court Collegium to
explain his stand. It is cardinal that Judges
display behaviour that behoves the high
constitutional office they hold.

Rangarajan R is a former IAS officer and

author of ‘Polity Simplified’. Views

expressed are personal.

What is the procedure for
removing judges? 
Why have some Rajya Sabha members called for the removal of Allahabad High Court Judge, Justice Yadav?

Rangarajan. R

THE GIST

�

Articles 124 and 217 of the
Constitution provide that a
judge of the Supreme
Court/High Court shall be
removed by the President, on
the grounds of ‘proved
misbehaviour’ or ‘incapacity’
after a motion is passed in
each House of Parliament.

�

Justice Yadav made
communally-charged remarks
while speaking at an event
organised by the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad.

�

The stringent process with the
requirement of special majority
in both houses has resulted in
the non-removal of judges
even after having been found
guilty of misbehaviour by the
inquiry committee.
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At the end of a two-day debate on the

Indian Constitution in Parliament, Prime

Minister Narendra Modi critiqued

previous Congress governments stating

that former Prime Minister Jawaharlal

Nehru started the “subversion” of the

Constitution with his amendment to the

fundamental right to expression. The

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, in

another venue, similarly critiqued Nehru

saying that the current government was

trying to correct the ‘Nehru foreign policy’.

This article, dated December 4, 2021, by

Neera Chandhoke tries to explain why

Nehru is more important than ever now.

A
n otherwise ordinary ‘first’
speech given by India’s
fourteenth President, Ram
Nath Kovind, would have gone

unremarked, except for one notable
omission. The name of Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru, arguably the foremost leader of
the freedom struggle, and India’s first
Prime Minister, was spectacularly missing
from the inventory of prominent Indians
listed by the President. Though the
government under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has gone to extraordinary
lengths to eliminate references to the
architect of democratic India, we expect
the head of state to stand above partisan
party politics. There is cause for
disappointment.

A few days after Mr. Kovind’s speech,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) published
a largish booklet to celebrate the birth
centenary of Deen Dayal Upadhyaya. In
the section on great leaders of India,
‘Mahapurush’, the names of Nehru as well
as Mahatma Gandhi are conspicuous by
their absence. Almost 10 lakh senior
school students in Uttar Pradesh are
forced to study the booklet, appear for an
exam, and be rewarded if they perform
well. Many of the ‘great men’ listed in the
booklet have never taken part in the
freedom struggle, and never been jailed
for combating colonialism, unlike Nehru
and the Mahatma. But their names
occupy pride of place in oral and written
histories authored by the BJP. Leaders
who fought for Independence are simply
written off.

The historical perspective
The belittling of Pandit Nehru is odd,
because the standing of the current Prime
Minister is not validated by writing out a
previous Prime Minister from the annals
of history. The future will judge both
leaders on their own merit, their success
or their failure in managing a complex
and plural society, their credentials as
democrats, and their political, economic,
and strategic visions. Both have a place in
modern India. What that place is, will be
decided by history. The current
dispensation should take the art of history
writing seriously and not reduce it to
pamphleteering. History is important for
collective self-understanding, because it
enables us to understand where we have
come from, and how we got from ‘there’
to ‘here’. Without competent histories
that allow us to understand our collective
past and present, and help us generate
visions for the future, entire generations
will lose their bearings.

What the philosopher Jürgen
Habermas calls the ‘public use of history’

should be, for this reason, subjected to
strong evaluations. Since the craft has a
bearing on the human condition, we
ought to distinguish between histories
that inspire a democratic, critical
sensibility to contain and challenge
authoritarianism, from those that feed
appetites for absolute power. History, of
course, must narrate tales of tyrants and
despots, so that we take care not to repeat
the errors of the past. But it must also
chronicle tales of the triumph of the
human spirit, and inspire us to struggle
against totalitarianism and suppression of
individual freedom.

For the ruling class, history should be
important, because it reminds them that
absolute power, often won at the expense
of human freedom, does not endure.
Unexpected moments arise in the life of a
society when its members clamour for
change, when existing gods are brought
down, and new ones erected in their
place, condemned to wait for their own

downfall. All of us should be wary of
changing tides of fortune.

Fortune, wrote the 16th century
political theorist of Florence, Niccolò
Machiavelli, is unpredictable and
inexplicable. She is an active sharer in
man’s making of history, she produces the
unforeseen, and she will never be
dominated, but will dominate men. That
is why Machiavelli advised the Prince of
Florence to study history. The public role
of history is to remind rulers that fortune
is fickle. After all, Nehru, who once led
India to freedom, is vilified in his own
country by the benighted cyberspace
industry. This is short-sighted, because to
unremember the man is to forget that
there is an alternative to narrow and
energy-consuming nationalism.

Despite all attempts, Nehru continues
to be remembered by many for his
contribution to the institutionalisation of
democracy, establishing institutions of
excellence, and his conviction that

poverty and inequality in India cannot be
tackled by the market. There is, however,
more to a good society: solidarity with
struggling people within and outside the
country.

Nehru, as one of the most
distinguished leaders of Third World
solidarity, reached out to the rest of the
colonised world, and forged a joint front
against colonialism and a reinvented
imperialism. He was, by temperament
and experience, a cosmopolitan. His
frequent visits to Europe, his deep
familiarity with the past, and his
understanding of the contemporary
ideologies of the day, from liberalism to
Fabian socialism, to communist
internationalism, had convinced him that
the future of India was incomplete
without the liberation of other colonies.

Role of intellectual journeys
Nehru’s commitment to the
independence of the Third World had
been shaped by intellectual journeys
through history, as well as participation in
a number of international conferences
such as the Congress of Oppressed
Nationalities in Brussels in 1927. He played
a prominent role in the 1955 Bandung
Conference, which set the stage for the
emergence of a new bloc, and a new
ideology in global affairs. Representatives
of 29 countries from the global South,
comprising well over a billion people, met
to consider and debate on how they could
help each other to neutralise the harmful
effects of colonialism, and bring
economic and social well-being to their
people. Towering over leaders who had
won their political spurs by piloting their
countries to independence were Nehru,
Kwame Nkrumah, the Prime Minister of
Ghana, Gamal Abdel Nasser, the President
of Egypt, Zhou Enlai, the Premier of
China, and Ho Chi Minh, the Prime
Minister of Vietnam. The agenda included
every topic over which the colonised and
the newly decolonised world had
agonised for decades — religion,
colonialism, sovereignty, and world
peace. The Bandung meeting sparked off
reflections on the distinct attractions of
non-alignment, and of the strengths that a
movement of the non-aligned could
acquire in global forums.

A deep cosmopolitanism
Interestingly, if one strand of anti-colonial
nationalism focussed on the idea and the
imaginaries of the nation, the second
moved away from processes of closed
identity formation towards other ways of
being in the world. Nehru’s
cosmopolitanism acknowledged that our
political identities are forged in and
through conversations not only with
people who are like us, but people who
belong to other cultures, other countries,
other societies, and other traditions, but
who are like us in many ways.

Contemporary history has not treated
this statesman kindly. This is a great pity
because today’s generation might know
what globalisation is, but not what
cosmopolitanism is about. Even as our
society globalises at a frenetic pace, it has
turned inwards and become
claustrophobic. History must remember
Nehru, he taught us to look outwards, to
express solidarity, and to become, in the
process, cosmopolitans. We must
remember him because we have lost out
on something that is rather important,
teaching our children that our
imaginations and our energies should be
harnessed to the cause of the oppressed
over the world, that closed-in societies
lead to stagnation if not to certain death,
and that such societies circumscribe
imaginings and truncate visions. 

We have, perhaps, become lesser
human beings.

Neera Chandhoke is a former Professor

of Political Science, Delhi University

Why the legacy of Jawaharlal
Nehru endures even now 
The belittling of Nehru is odd, because the standing of the current Prime Minister is not validated by writing

out a previous PM from the annals of history. The future will judge both leaders on their own merit

In remembrance: School students pay homage to former Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru on

his 135th birth anniversary, in Kolkata on November 14. ANI

Neera Chandhoke

X

QUESTION 1

Name the only major American sport team that is

community-owned? 

X

QUESTION 2

Name the club playing in English league Two that was

founded in 2002 by supporters of another club which chose

to relocate from its hometown? 

X

QUESTION 3

Which country legally requires teams to give ‘50%+1’ voting

rights to its fans in order to compete in top domestic

leagues? 

X

QUESTION 4

Name the only fan-owned professional football club currently

existing in India? 

X

QUESTION 5

Name the four Spanish first division clubs that have resisted

legal restructuring to ‘Public limited sports companies’ (SAD),

remaining under the control of its fans or socios? 

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The name of the offensive operation

launched by the Indian Navy on Karachi during the

Indo-Pakistan War of 1971. Ans: Operation Trident

2. The number of days the 1971 Indo-Pakistan War

lasted. Ans: 13 days 

3. The Chief of Army Staff for India during the 1971

War. Ans: General Sam Manekshaw

4. The codename assigned for the pre-emptive strikes

carried out by the PAF on the forward airbases and

radar installations of the IAF on December 3, 1971.

Ans: Operation Chengiz Khan

5. The name of the Pakistani naval submarine sunk by

India in the 1971 War. Ans: P.N.S Ghazi

6. The only member of the Indian Air Force to be

honoured with the Param Vir Chakra posthumously

for his action in the 1971 war. Ans: Flying Officer

Nirmal Jit Singh Sekhon PVC

7. This man commanded the guerrilla resistance

movement called Mukti Bahini during the 1971 war.

Ans: General Muhammad Osmani

Visual: This Pakistan General signed the Instrument of

Surrender. Ans: Lieutenant General A.A.K. Niazi

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan| C. Saravanan| Sonali

Das| Dodo Jayaditya| Tamal Biswas

THE DAILY QUIZ

Fandoms are a big part of any sport. A quiz on fan-owned sport clubs around the world

X

Visual question:

Fans of which community-owned English club displayed this banner referring
to a former chief executive of a premier league club? The former was formed

after the takeover of the latter by an American businessman. AP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

“Do you know that a skunk has escaped
from the zoo?”

“Yes, I read about it.”
“The zoo authorities have been trying

to find it for three days now. I wonder
where it’s hiding?”

“Probably in Chicago!”
“Chicago! You mean that city in

America?”
“Yes.”
“What makes you think the skunk has

gone to Chicago?”
“Because the word ‘Chicago’ means

‘Skunktown’.”
“Skunktown! You’re joking, right?”
“No, I’m quite serious. ‘Chicago’ is an

American Indian word meaning ‘place of
bad smell’, ‘place of skunk smells’ or
‘skunktown’.”

“I just don’t believe this. Why would
anybody name their city ‘Skunktown’?”

“Don’t ask me, I just ...”
“... I would forbid anyone from calling

the place ...”
“... You cannot ‘forbid’ someone ‘from’

doing something.”
“You mean it’s wrong to say ‘I forbid

you from going out’?”
“Yes, it’s wrong. You should say ‘I

forbid you to go out’. The word forbid
takes ‘to’.”

“I see. I forbid you to sing that song. Is
that O.K.?”

“Sounds fine.”
“Good. So ‘forbid’ is followed by ‘to’.

But there’s another word which also
means ‘not allow’, but is followed by
‘from’.”

“The word you’re thinking of is
‘prohibit’.”

“Yes. that’s right. PROhibit.”
“It’s not PROhibit, but proHIbit. The

stress is on the second syllable. The word
prohibit is usually followed by the word
‘from’. For example, in my company
employees are prohibited from smoking.”

“In some countries, people are
prohibited from smoking in public
places.”

“I wish they would introduce such a
law in our country as well. Well, I’d like to
get back to work. There are oodles of
things to do.” 

“Oodles? What does it mean?”
“It means ‘a great amount, lots’. This

morning, I ate toast with oodles of butter.”
“I had oodles of idlis this morning.”
“Good for you. I have ...”
“Oodles. Oodles. Sounds like noodles,

doesn’t it?”
“Yes, it rhymes with noodles. Now, if

you don’t mind, I’d like to have my lunch
and start on my work.”

“Give me two minutes and I’ll have
oodles of noodles ready. Ha! Ha!”

Published in The Hindu on May 31,

1994.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian 
S. Upendran
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science@thehindu.co.in with the

subject ‘Daily page’

X

QUESTION 1

Fifty-five years ago on this day, the US

Air Force concluded its 17-year

investigation into unidentified flying

objects (UFOs) and the threat they

posed to national security. What was

the codename of this exercise?

X

QUESTION 2

On December 13, Larry Hogan, the

governor of Maryland State in the USA,

posted a video on a social media

platform that he claimed was evidence

of three drones flying in a straight line.

But astronomers quickly pointed out

the lights were stars in which famous

constellation?

X

QUESTION 3

During World War II, Allied and Axis

pilots of fighter jets reported orbs of

bright light in the sky that seemed to

fly quickly and often disappear without

a trace. Scientists later attributed the

phenomenon to unusual electrical

discharges between the jets’ wings and

the air. What did the pilots call these

orbs? Hint: It’s also the name of a

popular rock band.

X

QUESTION 4

When air flows around an object

containing a high voltage, a

light-emitting plasma surrounds the

object, sometimes with a buzzing

sound. What’s the colloquial name for

this phenomenon? Sailors of the

pre-modern era have reported sensing

these lights and sounds above their

ships’ masts.

X

QUESTION 5

Name the controversial Harvard

University scientist who launched

Project Galileo in 2021 to investigate

UFOs and unidentified aerial

phenomena on or around the earth.

He had first sought NASA’s

involvement in the project but the

agency didn’t respond.

Answers to the December 12

quiz:

1. Earth sciences unit to measure

rate of erosion — Ans: Bubnoff unit

2. Entity rising at 0.3 trillionths of a

kilometre per hour — Ans: Sea

level

3. Entity that will have moved 4.7

away from the earth in a billion

years — Ans: Moon

4. Fastest-growing woody plant —

Ans: Bamboo

5. Identity of Archie that set a record

by moving 33 cm in two minutes —

Ans: Snail

Visual: Greenland

First contact: K.N. Viswanathan |

Basavaraj Meti | Jose Joji | Chandan

Kumar Singha | Anmol Agrawal

THE SCIENCE QUIZ

It’s a bird! It’s a plane! It’s a... UFO? 

X

Visual: This photo taken in North Dakota in 2009 shows a sun pillar in the centre flanked
by two _____, an atmospheric phenomenon sometimes confused with UFOs. Fill in the

blanks. CREDIT: PUBLIC DOMAIN 

Please send in your answers to 

science@thehindu.co.in

Vasudevan Mukunth

Negotiators failed to produce an
agreement on how to respond to drought
at Saudi-hosted UN talks, participants
have said, falling short of a hoped-for
binding protocol addressing the scourge.

The 12-day meeting of parties to the
United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD), known as
COP16, concluded early on Saturday
morning, a day later than scheduled, as
parties tried to finalise a deal.

Prior to the talks, UNCCD Executive
Secretary Ibrahim Thiaw said the world
expected negotiators “to adopt a bold
decision that can help turn the tide on the
most pervasive and the most disruptive
environmental disaster: drought.”

But addressing the plenary session
before dawn, Thiaw acknowledged that
“parties need more time to agree on the
best way forward.”

A press release on Saturday said the
parties — 196 countries and the European
Union — had “made significant progress in
laying the groundwork for a future global
drought regime, which they intend to
complete at COP17 in Mongolia in 2026.”

The Riyadh talks came after the partial
failure of biodiversity talks in Colombia,
the failure to reach a UN deal on plastic
pollution in South Korea, and a climate
finance deal that disappointed developing
nations at COP29 in Azerbaijan.

Droughts “fuelled by human
destruction of the environment” cost the
world more than $300 billion each year,
the UN said in a report published on
December 3, the second day of the talks

in Riyadh.
Droughts are projected to affect 75% of

the world’s population by 2050, it said.
A delegate at COP16 from a country in

Africa, speaking on condition of
anonymity to discuss private
deliberations, said African nations had
hoped the talks would produce a binding
protocol on drought.

That would ensure “every government
will be held responsible” for devising
stronger preparation and response plans,
the delegate said.

“It’s the first time I’ve seen Africa so
united, with a strong united front, with
respect to the drought protocol.”

Two other COP16 participants, also
requesting anonymity, said developed
countries did not want a binding protocol
and instead were pushing for a
“framework,” which African countries
deemed inadequate.

Indigenous groups also wanted a
protocol to better monitor progress and
develop response plans, said Praveena
Sridhar, chief technical officer for Save
Soil, a global campaign backed by UN
agencies.

Yet the absence of a protocol from
COP16 “shouldn’t delay progress,” as
national governments can still allocate
“budgets and subsidies to financially
support farmers in adopting sustainable
soil and land management.”

Ahead of the Riyadh talks, the UNCCD
said 1.5 billion ha of land must be restored
by the decade’s end and that at least $2.6
trillion in global investments was needed.

The first week saw pledges of more
than $12 billion from national and
regional institutions and the Riyadh
Global Drought Resilience Partnership,
which is meant to mobilise public and
private money to help at-risk countries.

UN talks on
drought deal
in Saudi fail to
produce pact

Residents transport drinking water from Humaita

to the Paraizinho community along the Madeira

river, a tributary of the Amazon, during a dry spell

in Amazonas state, Brazil. AP 

Developed nations seek a
framework that does not commit
them to a course of action,
something nations most affected
by droughts find is an
unsatisfactory solution

Agence France Presse

I
n winter, the temperature in Dras
in Ladakh drops to -20o C, making it
the coldest place in India. On the
other side of the world, Fairbanks,

the capital city of Alaska, holds a similar
record in the U.S., its temperature
hovering around -22.4o C in winter. But
the two cities have drastically different air
quality. Unlike Dras, where the air is
remarkably healthy, Fairbanks is among
the U.S.’s worst-performing cities. One
estimate ranked it tenth in a list of the
country’s most air-polluted cities.
Another ranked it first for particle
pollution.

Particle pollution, also called
‘particulate matter’ (PM), is a mix of solid
particles and liquid droplets suspended in
the air. PM can be classified into two
broad categories: PM10-2.5 and PM2.5.
PM10-2.5 refers to particles whose diameter
ranges between 2.5 and 10 micrometres
(μm, equal to one millionth of a metre),
and PM2.5 refers to particles that are less
than 2.5μm in diameter.

PM2.5 particles are also called ultrafine
particles. They are considered to be
particularly dangerous: they enter the
lungs through the nose and throat; once
in, they reduce lung function, aggravate
asthma, and — for people with lung or
heart disease — pave the way for
premature death.

Pollution and temperature
In 2009, authorities from the Division of
Air Quality in Alaska declared Fairbanks
to be a “PM2.5 nonattainment area”: that
is, the amount of PM2.5 in the city
exceeded the limit of 35μg per cubic
metre of air. The main sources of these
pollutants were identified to be emissions
from wood stoves, the burning of
distillate fuel oil, industrial sources, and
automobiles, all of which also emit a large
amount of sulphur dioxide.

To bring PM2.5 levels below the
permissible limits, the Division in a 2022
directive banned the use of fuel with
sulphur concentrations exceeding 1,000
parts per million in Fairbanks. Now, a
study led by researchers from the
University of Alaska Fairbanks and the
Georgia Institute of Technology, both in
the U.S., has found that the ban may not
be entirely effective because the
chemistry of PM2.5 particles changes in
cold weather.

In their study, published in the journal
Science Advances on September 4, the
researchers found that lower sulphate
concentrations in the air combined with
low temperatures (around -35 °C) made
the PM particles less acidic. This in turn
increased the production of
hydroxymethanesulphonate — another
component of PM2.5 — in the air.

Rodney J. Weber, a professor at the
School of Earth and Atmospheric
Sciences, Georgia Institute of Technology,
and one of the corresponding authors of
the study, told this reporter that the
study’s findings have implications for the
“effectiveness of emission controls to
reduce pollution levels.”

Aerosol chemistry
In a 2022 study, James Campbell, the lead
author of the current study and a
doctoral scholar at the University of
Alaska Fairbanks, showed that a large
amount of hydroxymethanesulphonate

formed during winters in Fairbanks when
formaldehyde and sulphur dioxide
reacted in the presence of liquid water.

Campbell’s finding was surprising
because hydroxymethanesulphonate
formation has been traditionally thought
to occur in clouds and fog, not in
aerosols, because the former have more
liquid water.

Hydroxymethanesulphonate formation
also requires more acidic conditions,
whereas the sulphite ions (SO3

2-) required
for its formation are present in adequate
amounts only when the air is less acidic.
The higher density of water droplets in
clouds and fog absorbs more
water-soluble gases, rendering them less
acidic than most aerosols, the authors
wrote in their paper.

What, then, explained the formation of
large amounts of
hydroxymethanesulphonate particles in
Fairbanks during the winter?

To investigate, the researchers
combined measurements obtained
previously from the Alaskan Layered
Pollution and Chemical Analysis
(ALPACA) project with thermodynamic
modelling. For the latter, they used
computational models to calculate the
amount of various ions and gases in
aerosol particles in a given air mass.

At very low temperatures, water
typically freezes to ice. But sometimes, in
a process called supercooling, the
temperature of a liquid can drop well
below its freezing point without it turning
solid.

The researchers wrote in their paper
that aerosol particles exist in a
supercooled state during Fairbanks
winters. As a result, they contain liquid
water, which allows
hydroxymethanesulphonate to form
within these particles. The researchers
also reported that the acidity of aerosol

particles in Fairbanks changes rapidly
during the winter from low to high,
making the conditions more favourable
for the formation of
hydroxymethanesulphonate.

The rapid shift in the acidity of PM2.5 in
many places is largely the handiwork of
the relative concentration of two ions:
sulphate (SO2

4-) and ammonium (NH4
+).

Sulphate ions increase the acidity of
aerosol particles while the latter, a base,
neutralise the acidity.

Two ammonium ions are required to
neutralise the acidity contributed by each
sulphate ion.

If there were to be an equal number of
sulphate and ammonium ions in an
aerosol particle, it would be more acidic.
But since the 2022 ban on high-sulphur
fuel in Fairbanks, the concentration of
ammonium ions in PM2.5 particles
increased relative to that of sulphate ions.
This lowered the acidity.

Further, ammonium in aerosols can
exist in its gaseous form, ammonia, and in
its ionic form dissolved in the liquid water
in the aerosol. In normal conditions, the
two forms exist in equilibrium, where the
rates of conversion of ammonium to
ammonia and ammonia to ammonium
are equal.

But since Fairbanks’s winters register
very low temperatures, fewer ammonium
ions are able to jump to the gaseous state.
And as the concentration of ammonium

ions within the aerosol particle builds up,
its acidity drops further, making it a fertile
site for hydroxymethanesulphonate
production.

Relevance to the Global South
According to Prof. Weber, the Georgia
Tech atmospheric scientist, the study’s
results are “broadly applicable to cold
regions but also provide new insights into
aerosol thermodynamics.”

Shahzad Gani, an assistant professor at
the Centre for Atmospheric Sciences in
IIT Delhi, told this reporter the study
indexes a “major shift” in our
understanding of how “secondary aerosol
formation can happen in fine particles
even in extremely cold, dark conditions.”
Secondary aerosol refers to molecules like
hydroxymethanesulphonate that are
formed from parent molecules in
chemical reactions.

“These findings have important
implications for understanding how air
quality-relevant aerosols form in
extremely cold urban and industrial
regions,” he added.

At the same time, he clarified the
study’s relevance to “many areas of the
Global South is limited, except for some
high-altitude regions like the Andes or
Himalayas.” He said he is looking forward
to future research in other cold regions
that could help validate the findings of the
study and expand its implications to the
Global South.

Meanwhile, he added, the study
compels scientists to confront how
temperature changes might affect
chemical pathways related to air quality
and climate, especially in a world that is
being rapidly reshaped by global
warming.

(Sayantan Datta is a science journalist

and a faculty member at Krea University.

(dattasayantan95@gmail.com))

New chemical pathway worsens
quality of air in harsh winters
Shahzad Gani, of the Centre for Atmospheric Sciences in IIT Delhi, said the new study indexes a ‘major shift’ in our understanding of how the

formation of secondary aerosols like hydroxymethanesulphonate ‘can happen in fine particles even in extremely cold, dark conditions’ 

An aerial view of the smog-covered city of Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, in January 2023. COLLAB MEDIA 

Sayantan Datta 

Since Fairbanks sees very low
temperatures, fewer ammonium
ions jump to the gaseous state. As
concentration of ammonium ions
in the aerosol builds, its acidity
falls, making it ideal for
hydroxymethanesulphonate
production
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B
etween FY2004 and FY2024,
India’s merchandise exports
surged six-fold to $437.1
billion, while imports
skyrocketed nearly nine-fold

to $678.2 billion. This remarkable
growth, however, masks significant
sectoral variations driven by global
disruptions such as the 2008 financial
crisis, the Covid pandemic, the
US-China trade tensions; and domestic
initiatives like ‘Make in India’.

This analysis explores how India’s
trade composition has changed over the
years, highlighting the shifting roles of
di�erent sectors in shaping the
country’s trade ambitions.

DIVERSIFYING EXPORTS

India's merchandise export basket has
diversified significantly. The agriculture,
meat, and processed food sector
maintained a stable share of around 11
per cent but saw absolute volumes jump
from $7.6 billion in FY2004 to $48.5
billion in FY2024. This growth reflects
the rising global appetite for Indian
products led by rice, sugar, groundnuts,
meat, marine products, co�ee, pepper,
oil cake, raw tobacco etc.

Energy-related exports, including
iron ore and petroleum products,
expanded their dominance, with their
share rising from 8.9 per cent in FY2004
to over 21 per cent in FY2024. Volumes
in this sector reached a staggering $94
billion. Petroleum product exports
reached $89.3 billion in FY2024,
underscoring India’s role as a key
supplier.

Export volumes in chemicals and
pharmaceuticals rose from $6.6 billion
to $60.8 billion. Their share increased
from 10.4 per cent to 13.9 per cent
during the period, supported by India's
pharmaceutical leadership and chemical
manufacturing advancements. 

Machinery, computers, and electrical
and electronic products emerged as
strong performers. Their shares
increased to 6.9 per cent and 7.9 per
cent, respectively, with export volumes
reaching $30.1 billion and $34.5 billion.
These gains highlight India’s growing
industrial and technological capabilities.
Smartphones are the best success story,
with exports rising from zero to $15.6
billion.

Automobiles and parts exports also
gained traction, with their share rising
to 4.8 per cent in FY2024, as India
cemented its position as a global hub for
vehicle and component manufacturing.
Volumes in this segment surged from
$1.7 billion to $21 billion.

Traditional sectors such as textiles

and clothing, however, lost ground.
Their share dropped sharply from 21.1
per cent in FY2004 to 8 per cent in
FY2024. Volume increased from $13.5
billion in FY2004 to $35.0 billion in
FY2024. Still, growth lagged behind
other sectors due to competition from
countries like Bangladesh and Vietnam.

Similarly, the share of diamonds, gold,
and related products fell significantly,
though volumes increased modestly,
underscoring changing global consumer
preferences.

Overall, India's export basket has
diversified significantly. While
traditional sectors have faced
challenges, the rise of high-value and
technology-driven exports signals a shift
towards industrial sophistication. This
transformation positions India as a
competitive global exporter, though
lagging sectors like textiles and

diamonds highlight the need for
innovation, branding, and strategic
interventions to sustain growth across
the board.

IMPORT SURGE

India’s import basket reflects the
country’s expanding energy needs,
industrial growth, and technological
ambitions. The share of ores, minerals,
coal, and petroleum peaked at 42.3 per
cent in FY2014 but came down to 33.8
per cent in FY2024. Import volumes
surged from $23.6 billion to $229.2
billion, driven by reliance on crude oil,
and coal. Crude petroleum oil was the
most significant import, with $139.2
billion in FY2024.

Electrical and electronics imports
experienced the most significant
growth, with their share rising from 8.4
per cent in FY2004 to 11.7 per cent in
FY2024. Import volumes reached $79.4
billion, driven by the need to import
components for smartphones, telecom
equipment, and other electronics.

Machinery and computer imports
accounted for 8.5 per cent of the total in
FY2024. Import volumes climbed to
$57.6 billion, reflecting an expanding
economy. Similarly, plastics imports
grew steadily, supporting the country's
expanding manufacturing base.

Diamonds, gold, and luxury goods
remained significant, with import
volumes rising to $78.6 billion.
However, their share in the import
basket fell from 18.1 per cent to 11.6 per
cent, indicating a shift in India's import
priorities. Imports of steel and other
base metals like copper grew to $46.8
billion, reflecting increased industrial
and construction activity.

Agricultural imports reached $32
billion, with a share of 4.7 per cent in
FY2024, reflecting growing domestic
demand for specific food products. Key
imports are vegetable oil ($15 billion),
pulses, sugar, cashew nuts, and apples.

THE CHALLENGES 

India faces a trio of external challenges
that threaten its trade prospects. First,
the US-China trade and tari� war, with
Trump’s return in January, added
further uncertainty. 

Second, the European Union’s green
laws, such as the Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), set to
impose a 20-35 per cent carbon tax from
January 2026, and other European green
regulations raise compliance costs for
Indian exporters. 

Third, India’s heavy reliance on China
for industrial imports — accounting for
30 per cent of its needs — exposes
critical sectors like electronics,
chemicals, and renewable energy to
supply chain vulnerabilities. 

Domestically, high input costs, labour
and logistics ine�ciencies, and
superficial manufacturing practices
hinder India’s global competitiveness.
Energy and financing costs in India are
significantly higher than in China,
making products like solar cells 40 per
cent more expensive to produce
domestically. 

Rigid labour laws and reliance on
foreign shipping routes inflate trade
costs and timelines. At the same time,
shallow ports force cargo through hubs
like Colombo. 

Additionally, sectors like electronics
remain confined to assembly operations,
relying on imported components. At the
same time, labour-intensive industries
such as garments and gems face sti�
competition from low-cost countries. 

To overcome these challenges, India
must prioritise cost reductions in
energy, logistics, and financing,
implement labour reforms, and
incentivise domestic production of
critical inputs like solar cells and
machinery. These measures are essential
for transitioning from assembly-based
exports to deep manufacturing and
capturing emerging opportunities in
global trade. These e�orts are also
crucial for realising India’s ambitious
goal of reaching $1 trillion in
merchandise exports by 2030.

The writes is founder of Global Trade Research
Initiative

India’s trade basket is changing

Iron ore and petroleum
products, machinery,
computers, and 
electrical and electronic
products have emerged 
as strong performers on
the export front

MOVING UP. There has been a rise of high-value and technology-driven exports, reflecting industrial sophistication 
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T
he news that the Centre may relax its target
of achieving 20 per cent ethanol blending in
petrol by this year augurs well for

consumers, automobile users and the larger
economy. The target is likely to be scaled down to 18
per cent, as reported by this newspaper. In 2021, the
government decided to bring forward its 20 per cent
ethanol blending in petrol (EBP) target to 2025
instead of 2030.

While NITI Aayog’s roadmap appeared
feasible, the experience since then has
shown that ensuring feedstock availability
for the requisite quantities of ethanol is a
challenge. A majority of India’s vehicle
population not being BS-VI compliant, is also
a constraint. It therefore appears pragmatic
for the government to relax its EBP targets
until solutions are found. There can be little
doubt that EBP — if pursued in moderation
— can unlock benefits for the economy and
the exchequer. Every litre of petrol
substituted with ethanol helps India reduce
its dependence on oil imports while saving
on foreign exchange outgo. Diversion of
agricultural produce to ethanol can help
unlock ancillary income streams for farmers
in years of excess production. But the
experience since 2021 shows that India’s
agri-commodity output is not consistent
enough to fuel its ethanol ambitions.

When NITI Aayog envisaged domestic
production of 10.1 billion litres of ethanol to
meet the 20 per cent blending target, it
assumed that 5.5 billion litres would be
derived from sugarcane and 4.6 billion litres
from maize, rice and damaged grains. This
required the diversion of roughly 78 million
tonnes of sugarcane, about 5 million tonnes
of paddy and 6 million tonnes of excess
maize for ethanol. But the availability of
damaged grains for ethanol has been patchy.
A prolonged El Nino over 2022-23 and an
erratic monsoon in 2024, have led to sharp
setbacks in the output of all three crops.
With sugarcane output dropping 7 per cent
between FY23 and FY24, the government
was forced to ban direct conversion of cane
juice into ethanol (apart from curbing sugar
exports), to ensure sugar supplies for
domestic consumers. In 2024, the Food
Corporation of India’s dwindling bu�er
stock of rice prompted a ban on paddy sales
for conversion to ethanol. Attempts to make
up this shortfall in ethanol feedstock
through maize have since run up against
protests from the animal and poultry feed
industry about spiralling input costs, forcing
India to turn a net importer of this cereal. 

These supply constraints have added to
food inflation. Moreover, ad-hoc changes in
policies relating to imports, exports and duty
structures have undermined India’s rising
position as a reliable supplier of agri-produce
to global markets. As food security cannot be
compromised to meet EBP targets, diversion
of food crops to ethanol may need to wait till
India produces durable surpluses of these
crops. Apart from resolving feedstock
challenges, the EBP programme will also
have to convince vehicle users that
ethanol-blended fuel will not cause damage
to vehicles or reduce mileage.

Ethanol excesses 
Petrol blending can take off only with feedstock surplus 
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For a competition policy
With reference to “A case for a
national competition policy
“(December 16), in the absence of
well-defined policy guidelines, the
actions of regulator will be
operating in a volatile situation
leading inconsistency in regulation. 
CCI’s recent reforms in introducing
the ex-ante measures in
monitoring the anti-competitive
practices from its earlier path of
post-ante actions set a good
example of how the systems failed
due to absence of concrete policy
guidelines. 

It is high time that the abandoned
national competition policy is
revived.
Sitaram Popuri
Bengaluru

Ethical dilemma
This refers to ‘Corporates and
‘cancel culture’ (December 16). A
company not getting involved in an
employee’s domestic problems is a
sensible HR policy. 
But the issue becomes complicated
when it comes out in the public
domain, where often the existing
employees show sympathy to the

victim. In such cases the pressure
mounts on the company to
intervene. 
Some companies do take action on
the employee when they feel their
image is being tarnished. But it is a
slippery slope. 
YG Chouksey
Pune

Case for green tourism
This is with reference to the article
‘India’s path to sustainable tourism’,
(December 16). 
On embracing sustainable tourism
practices, India can lead the way in

creating a greener and more
responsible tourism sector. 
It requires a collective e�ort from
government bodies, tourism
industry stakeholders, local
communities, and tourists
themselves. 
Governments need to provide policy
and regulatory support that
incentivizes sustainable practices
and sets clear guidelines. 
The tourism industry must take
responsibility by adopting
sustainable practices and o�ering
eco-friendly options. 
Local communities need to actively

participate in decision-making and
receive the benefits of tourism
development. 
Lastly, tourists themselves should
embrace responsible behaviour and
support sustainable initiatives. 
By nurturing tourism sustainability,
India can showcase its natural and
cultural treasures while ensuring
their preservation for future
generations. 
Let’s all work together to make India
the capital of Sustainable Tourism
for travellers worldwide.
P Sundara Pandian
Virudhunagar
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F
ew in the comity of nations are
shedding tears or losing sleep
over the quick fall of a dreaded

entity in the Middle East. Syria’s Bashar
al Assad flight to Russia was perhaps
more “eventful” than his coming to
power in 2000 after the death of his
father Hafez al Assad. 

The father-son duo presided over a
ruthless regime that put fellow dictators
in the neighbourhood to shame in terms
of sheer brutality they unleashed
perhaps even giving some respectability
to Pol Pot’s killing fields of Cambodia.

What started o� as a pledge to crush
“foreign backed terrorism” in 2011 soon
plunged the country into absolute
mayhem with independent monitoring
groups saying that more than 600,000
have perished in the decade-plus
fighting together with thousands done
to death in government/military run
torture chambers. 

Syria not only turned into a fertile
ground for foreign powers to field their
perceived national interests but also a
parking ground for terror outfits like the
al Qaeda and the Islamic State.

It requires no big thinking to figure
out the sudden collapse of the Assad
show: the benefactors were simply too
pre-occupied elsewhere. Russia was tied
down in the Ukraine war and Iran was
nursing its wounds with the Hamas and
Hezbollah routed in the Gaza and
Lebanon; and rebel groups supported by
the US, Britain, France, Turkey and a few
others in the Middle East suddenly
found an opening. 

An o�ensive that started on
November 27 ended in a matter of days.
Assad’s writing was on the wall.

REFUGEE CRISIS

Prior to the start of the civil war, the
population was put at around 22 million.
But as of 2024 it is estimated that there
are more than six million refugees and
asylum seekers primarily hosted by
Egypt, Turkey, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon
in spite of their own economic
challenges. 

Europe too has seen Syrians arrive at
their shores. Another seven million plus
are internally displaced, seen generally
as the largest displacement crisis of the
world. Add to this the millions of Syrians
living in extreme poverty as a war of 13
years has indeed taken a toll.

The fall of Assad may have come as a
breather but to watchdog groups
monitoring chemical and other weapons
of mass destruction there is the urgent
need to secure the stocks. 

The regime has been accused of using
chemical weapons as also the terrorist
group Islamic State; and the latest Israeli
bombing of Syria has raised the spectre
of hits on dangerous sites and the
ensuing contamination. 

As soon as rebels entered Damascus,
the Organization for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) held an
emergency meeting reminding Syria of
its obligations on compliance and
safeguard.

“Chemical weapons have been used in
Syria on multiple occasions and victims
deserve that perpetrators that we
identified be brought to justice and held
accountable for what they did and that
investigations continue,” Fernando
Arias González, the OPCW secretary
general said, adding “Our reports over
the past few years have reached very
clear conclusions and we hope that the
new circumstances in Syria will allow
this chapter to be closed soon”. 

Assad has consistently denied using
chemical weapons against his enemies.

In a virtual meeting the leaders of the
Group of Seven have a�rmed their
commitment to the people of Syria and
their support for an “inclusive
Syrian-led and Syrian-owned political
transition process”. 

The Hayat Tahrir al Sham (HTS), the
current dispensation in Damascus, is
still a designated terrorist organisation
by many in the West but its leader Abu
Mohammed al Jolani has pledged a
tolerant path. 

The need of the hour in Syria is to find
ways to pull that country out of its mess.

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

Syria has a long way to go 

Sridhar Krishnaswami

SYRIA. Picking up the pieces REUTERS

Bashar al Assad’s exit has brought cheer all around. The global community must join hands to help Syria
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I
ndia’s renewable energy push is
now an accepted narrative in any
energy transition discussion. But
there are also issues of delay in
project implementation and

Centre versus State challenges because
of the powers that State governments
have in the electricity sector.

Recently in the news was the
indictment by a US district court of a
2019 tender floated by Solar Energy
Corporation of India (SECI), alleging
that Adani Group Chairman Gautam S
Adani, his nephew Sagar Adani, and six
others had o�ered ₹2,029 crore ($265
million) in bribes to Indian government
o�cials. 

Allegations were also made against
certain State governments — the
previous regime in Andhra Pradesh led
by YS Jagan Mohan Reddy being one.
This exposes the loopholes in
implementation that cause inordinate
delays in signing power purchase
agreements (PPAs) and power sale
agreements (PSAs).

Andhra Pradesh is critical in this story
because its agreement to purchase 7,000
MW of solar power in 2019, when
Chandrababu Naidu was in power, is the
largest among the States involved here.
On paper, both SECI and the Andhra
Pradesh government are on the right.
Thereafter, the Jagan government held
up these projects. As a result, a PPA was
finalised between SECI and the
developer, but the PSA between the
SECI and the State was held up. 

Before moving further, let us
understand the role of SECI.
Technically, SECI is supposed to be an
intermediary. It’s a Navratna central
public sector undertaking dedicated to
the development and expansion of
renewable energy (RE) capacity in India. 

SECI is one of the Renewable Energy
Implementing Agencies (REIAs) of
India and it has been facilitating market
development and creating an ecosystem
for RE by conceiving, prototyping,
modelling as well as policy advocacy
with innovative project configurations,
such as solar-wind hybrid with or
without energy storage, round-the-clock
power supply, RE with assured peak
power supply, and firm and dispatchable
renewable energy (FDRE) to name a few.

These initiatives have been
undertaken as part of various
government schemes and SECI’s own
initiatives, to provide RE towards
meeting the ever-growing energy
requirements of the nation. Since it
came into existence in 2011 it has

established a pan-India presence in
almost all States and Union Territories.

What went wrong this time? The
developers were arguably in a hurry to
implement the project, said an observer.

When the whole controversy came to
light, the current government in Andhra
Pradesh led by Chandrababu Naidu
decided to tread cautiously. If the local
government decides to cancel the
agreement, it will end up paying a
substantial amount. If it decides to go
ahead with the project, the cost of the
power to the end-consumer will be
higher than the existing rates on account
of the delay. 

A way to deal with this is to narrow
down the time lag between award and
signing of PPAs and PSAs. Another way
could be to strictly implement the

uniform renewable energy tari� so that
there are no disputes on price.

ASSESS DEMAND

It may be argued that SECI and others
should first assess the demand and then
go for such contracts. Demand, however,
cannot be artificially created. Any
government push is short-term, unless
driven by market forces. The
government’s initiative of 24/7 power
for all will reveal the actual power
demand numbers hidden behind
unscheduled and unregulated power
cuts by States which claim to have
surplus power. Once the demand is
known, commissioning of any project
will be easier to handle.

Another option is to have uniform
tari� so that there are no challenges of
price escalation if the projects get
delayed. Earlier, SECI tried pooling of
tari� once in six months but that didn’t
work out since tari�s kept falling. 

The only solution is the Government
should enforce renewable purchase
obligations (RPOs) strictly so that
distribution companies (Discoms)
procure renewables on time and do not
give financial ill-health as an excuse.

A clear target has been set by the

Central Government for green energy.
In fact, the Minister of New and
Renewable Energy, Prahlad Joshi, after
receiving record high capacity addition
commitment from States and the
private sector alike, has been quoted as
saying that the ministry is gearing up for
the next task of ironing out the
challenges in the sector.

Recently, he announced that a
dedicated task force comprising all
stakeholders will be set up under his
ministry in collaboration with the
Ministry of Power to achieve the goal of
500 GW by 2030.

He emphasised the need to install 288
GW of renewable energy capacity over
the next six years, requiring a
substantial investment of ₹42 lakh
crore, including transmission
infrastructure. The minister called for
the early finalisation of PPAs and strict
enforcement of RPOs. 

In the given situation, the way out is
strict implementation of RPOs, which
mandate that all electricity distribution
licensees should purchase or produce a
minimum specified quantity of their
requirements from renewable energy
sources. This will ensure a much fairer
system.

How renewable
projects are delayed

The Government should
enforce renewable
purchase obligations
strictly so that Discoms
procure renewables on time
and do not give financial
ill-health as an excuse

WAY FORWARD.Fixing a uniform tari� and enforcing renewable energy 
obligation on Discoms can make a di�erence, as the AP episode suggests
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H
igher education
institutions (HEIs) in
India, particularly public

ones, have long relied heavily on
government funding as their
primary — perhaps the only —
source of income. While these
grants have been instrumental in
sustaining a�ordable education
and ensuring a minimum
standard of quality, over-reliance
on this model has created several
challenges, such as limitations on
institutional growth, innovation,
flexibility, and autonomy.

This dependency has often
stifled e�orts to explore
alternative revenue streams, like
fundraising and industrial
partnerships. Given the growing
limits on government grants, the
existing funding approach might
not be viable in the long term.
Self-generated revenue enables
HEIs to provide scholarships,
foster innovation and, most
importantly, o�er autonomy over
operations.

A concerted e�ort that brings
together alumni, corporate
sponsors, and philanthropy is
needed.

Although some institutions,
such as the IITs and IIMs, have
made progress in attracting
philanthropic and alumni
contributions, these e�orts
remain sporadic and
underdeveloped. Unlike Western
HEIs, where alumni engagement
and private fundraising are
considered core institutional
functions, Indian HEIs are in the
nascent stages of developing a
culture of sustained external
support. 

PERIPHERAL ACTIVITY

Fundraising in Indian HEIs is
treated as a peripheral activity
managed by faculty and sta�
already overburdened with
significant academic and
administrative workloads. This
fragmented approach, combined
with the absence of specialised
fundraising o�ces or trained
professionals, hampers the
institution’s ability to build
robust donor networks. 

Robust alumni networks in the
West support everything from
scholarship programme to
infrastructure development. But
alumni programmes in India are
typically underfunded,
fragmented, and de-prioritised. 

E�ective alumni engagement
hinges on comprehensive,
up-to-date alumni records. Many
Indian HEIs struggle with
outdated alumni data. This is
particularly true for institutions

with long histories, where early
alumni records may not have been
digitised or centralised. 

While digital engagement is
increasingly recognised as a
valuable tool for alumni outreach,
many HEIs have yet to embrace it
fully. This limits their ability to
reach a geographically diverse
alumni base. Most HEIs engage
alumni through one-o� events,
such as reunions and alumni day,
which often turn out to be
decorative events; HEIs need
ongoing engagement strategies. 

Indian HEIs face challenges in
generating funds through
industry engagement due to
constraints such as misalignment
of goals and lack of professional
human resources. While
academics focus on long-term,
fundamental research, the
industry prioritises immediate,
commercially viable outcomes,
creating a dissonance between the
two stakeholders. Many HEIs lack
advanced research infrastructure
and a dedicated professional team
to manage industry relations
e�ectively. 

Adopting a triple-helix model,
which emphasises collaboration
among HEIs, industry, and
government, also faces numerous
challenges. A significant issue is
the lack of an established
entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

Similarly, luring large-scale
philanthropy from affluent
businesspersons presents several
challenges. Most HEIs need a
strategic plan for cultivating
long-term relationships with
donors. Without a formal system
in place, it is challenging to
generate sustained philanthropic
support.

Institutions must prioritise
setting up specialised
development and fundraising
o�ces supported by qualified
experts. This entails using an
alumni network, establishing
clear channels for interacting
with donors and demonstrating
the results of contributions
through clearly defined projects. 

The writer works at IGIDR. Views are personal

Raise alumni funding

Jai Mohan Pandit

FUNDING. Developing robust
alumni networks vital

Higher education institutes must reorient themselves

December 17, 2004

States’ share in divisible tax pool may be hiked to 30.5 pc
States may receive a higher share of the Centre’s tax revenue kitty for the
five-year period starting from April 1, 2005. The 12th Finance Commission is
set to recommend an increase in the States’ share in the divisible pool of taxes
from the existing 29.5 per cent (including the 1.5 per cent share on account of
additional excise duty on three items) to 30.5 per cent, sources said. 

UTI Bank to split CMD post
The board of UTI Bank has decided to split the post of Chairman and Managing
Director into two non-executive Chairman and Managing Director. However,
no decision has been taken about who will hold these two positions after
December 31, 2004, when the tenure of the present Chairman and Managing
Director, Dr PJ Nayak, ends. 

Will look into issue of raising interest rate on PF funds: PM
The Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh said the Government would look into
the issue of raising the interest rate payable on provident fund deposits. Dr
Singh told reporters , “We have always said we will look into the matter but I
cannot make any commitment because Parliament is in session.” 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Having close association

with (4,2,5)

8. Comments (5)

9. Part of electric kettle (7)

10. Hangs about (7)

11. Tied (result) (5)

12. Geographical area (6)

14. Stops (6)

18. Small biting insect (5)

19. Stops functioning (5,2)

21. Vexation, 

annoyance (7)

23. Lift (5)

24. Resultant 

happening (11)

DOWN

1. Man in charge of dog (7)

2. Earning as a clear profit (7)

3. Publish (5)

4. Oily, slippery (6)

5. Later than expected (7)

6. Female sheep (3)

7. The Devil (5)

13. Swarm over, infest (7)

15. A sitting (7)

16. Topmost (7)

17. Type of cake (6)

18. Sco�s at (5)

20. Greek island (5)

22. Part of circle

circumference (3)

ACROSS

1. To be in cahoots with somebody, fingers should be 

warm (4,2,5)

8. Makes memoranda of what musician utters (5)

9. Essential part of fire, say, to the Greeks (7)

10. Loser is upset about it and hangs around (7)

11. Tied, like a picture in crayon (5)

12. One might be wrong to ignore this area (6)

14. Doesn't go on with lawsuits the East is involved in (6)

18. Among them I'd gestured to it as a cause of 

irritation (5)

19. Engine stops working, so one prepares to go home (5,2)

21. Tea? Smile broadly that it should be cause of 

vexation (7)

23. Put up more to come in one's wage-packet (5)

24. Study the order cards may take as a result (11)

DOWN

1. Man with dog is right to go after the title (7)

2. Getting – after paying tax – an open fabric (7)

3. It is an edition for the children (5)

4. Slippery as it may appear in the hair of the elderly (6)

5. Deliveries from bowler awaited when payment is late (7)

6. She puts in a sheepish appearance in every new enterprise (3)

7. Poles getting around at a Devil (5)

13. Invade somebody with words carried on to next line (7)

15. During which those who stood take their seats (7)

16. Presume such changes may be needed for the very 

highest (7)

17. Victoria, for one, will make one behave like a parasite (6)

18. Derides such simple garment as is made head-to-foot (5)

20. Firm that ru�ed fur on the island (5)

22. Circle line held up in scenic railway (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Salon 4. Heroism 8. High water mark 10. Spelt 11. Owns 12. Sign 16. Trace 17. Non-appearance 19. Surgeon 20. Sabot

DOWN 1. School outings 2. Leg 3. Newish 4. Hither 5. Rarity 6. Imagining 7. Makes ends meet 9. Gun-runner 13. Staple 14. Cavern 15. Debris 18. Nab
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NOT SO EASY

O
bservations made by chief
ministers of two southern
States on the need to expand

family sizes in a bid to arrest
population ageing have sparked the
debate around the demographic
transition underway in India. Today,
the country stands on the cusp of a
seminal demographic moment. Having
become the most populous nation,
accounting for over a sixth of
humanity, India is also among the
youngest nations with a median age of
29 years and 65 per cent of its
population below the age of 35 years.

Save for a brief period during the
Emergency, India’s family planning
paradigm has been largely underpinned
by human development approach
involving equitable access to
education, healthcare, nutrition,
employment opportunities,
provisioning of birth control measures
such as contraceptives including mass
sensitisation and awareness drives, as
opposed to the sledgehammer
approach adopted by countries like
China through their coercive diktats
such as the “one child policy” norm. 

Consequently, fertility rates have
plummeted considerably over the past
several years. Strikingly, all States
barring Bihar, Jharkhand and Uttar
Pradesh have witnessed their total
fertility rate (TFR) declining below 2.1.
A recent Lancet report suggests that
TFR for the country will fall to 1.29 by
2050. According to the UN, India’s
population growth rate has been
steadily declining since the 1990s and
in 2021 the average annual rate of
change of population was barely 1 per
cent. At this rate, India’s population
will continue to grow, peak by 2060 and
thereafter start to decline. Also “India
ageing report 2023”, by UNFPA,
postulates that the share of elderly
(above 60 years ) in total population
would nearly double from 10.5 per cent
in 2022 to 20.8 per cent by 2050.

AGEING POPULATION

Unsurprisingly, population ageing is
much more pronounced in the
southern States vis-a-visnorthern
States owing to the massive strides
made in socio- economic development
indicators ranging from health,
nutrition, education, and employment.
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare

data indicates that TFR in Tamil Nadu
is the lowest in the country at 1.4
followed by 1.5 in Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana and Kerala and 1.6 in
Karnataka, far below the national
average of 2.0. 

These developments have triggered
a political frenzy in the South and
understandably so. For, these States
will be at the receiving end in terms of
declining future economic growth
potential and rise in inbound
migration. But more worrying is a
significant potential decline in
resource transfers from the Centre, as
also erosion of political representation
in the Parliament upon the conduct of
the next delimitation exercise. This
could accentuate the already widening

trust deficit between the Centre and
States, thereby severely straining the
federal compact and eventually leading
to “confrontationist federalism”
instead of “cooperative federalism”.

Besides, this rapidly evolving uneven
demographic landscape could also
exacerbate inter-State migration —
from the northern and eastern States
to the more affluent southern States.
This demographic rebalancing could
become a recipe for social disharmony,
economic slowdown, political
disequilibrium, and constitutional
complications unless managed
properly. 

Without a policy paradigm in place,
regressive steps such as imposing
restrictions on couples having less or
no children from contesting polls or
accessing welfare benefits could do
more harm than good. In the longer
run, India must also prepare itself for
harnessing the “silver dividend by
expanding safety nets, fostering care
economy, silver economy, and support
systems for the greying population. 

The writer teaches in the Department of Production
& Industrial Engineering, MBM University, Jodhpur.
Views are personal

India needs to resolve tricky demographic issues
Milind Kumar Sharma

ADVANTAGE. A young population
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T
he government has stated in recent years that India is taking a pragmatic 
approach to trade and economic integration. It has sought better utilisation 
of existing free-trade agreements and looked for new ones to sign. Partly 
this is because it recognises that, for manufacturing to grow, India must 

become part of global value chains. Yet, at the same time, it has introduced a new 
licence-permit system that traders in multiple sectors must deal with. The number 
of “quality control orders”, or QCOs, has multiplied. These restrict imports of goods 
unless various certifications are obtained, particularly from the Bureau of Indian 
Standards (BIS). The government’s justification is that Indian consumers need to 
be protected from substandard goods; it is also likely the case that this is used infor-
mally to minimise the presence of Chinese manufacturing in Indian supply chains. 
But the fact is that a new set of non-tariff barriers have been erected and they are 
antithetical to consumer interests and hurt both traders and manufacturers.  

Steel is a case in point. The industry is naturally concerned about the impact 
of overcapacity in China, which might render Indian-made steel uncompetitive. 
But steel dumping by China cannot be addressed through the overuse of QCOs. 
Orders have been issued for different kinds of steel in an arbitrary fashion. This 
has hurt other manufacturing companies that might require imported or spe-
ciality steel to produce their goods, including goods for export. Getting the BIS 
licence is an expensive and time-consuming process. Even if not covered by 
QCOs, importers are expected to get a “no objection certificate”. Many will simply 
make do with inferior-quality steel rather than jump through these hoops — 
which, in turn, renders them less competitive on both price and quality. This is 
not the way to build a world-class domestic manufacturing sector.  

It also specifically harms small and medium enterprises. Larger companies 
making larger orders of import might find it cost-effective to deal with the required 
bureaucratic hurdles. But smaller companies will naturally find it more difficult. 
Thus, they will be rendered comparatively costly and their goods of poorer quality. 
Given that a government priority has been to expand the markets for micro, small, 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and enabling their entry into global value chains, 
the promulgation of a large number of QCOs seems counterproductive. Labour-
intensive tradeable goods like textiles have suffered disproportionately as a conse-
quence of QCOs in raw materials. They are now at the mercy of monopolistic pro-
ducers of those materials within the country. This rash of new bureaucratic 
interventions in markets will not achieve the ends of protecting Indian industry, 
which will wither away without inputs. Instead, it will merely reduce investment 
in manufacturing in India because few will want to expand capacity when access 
to vital inputs is rendered uncertain, thanks to an arbitrary QCO regime.   

The government can rightly be proud of its record of deregulation and reform. 
However, it is putting its achievements in jeopardy by reinstating a bureaucratic 
control regime in the name of combating substandard Chinese imports. The gov-
ernment had earlier said that QCOs would eventually cover 2,500 goods. This 
would effectively return India to autarkic foreign-trade policy, with catastrophic 
results for Indian productivity and quality, as well as for consumer welfare. A 
reconsideration of this undesirable turn to statism and intervention is overdue.

Declining interest
Political shift is affecting ESG investing

E
nvironmentally and socially responsible investing, for a while after 
the pandemic, became fairly popular. Billions of dollars globally shifted 
into funds that promised to track environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) indicators. Companies began to disclose details of their ESG 

footprint in order to access these funds — but also as a consequence of pressure 
from activist stakeholders. But it appears that this trend has reversed. According 
to Bloomberg, which used the data from research firm Morningstar, about $24 
billion has exited green-focused funds in particular in the first three quarters of 
2024. And there are good reasons why that might get worse. Clearly, the markets 
believe it will: ESG-adjacent stocks, such as solar and wind, are underperforming 
the broader indices globally.  

What could have driven this shift? Multiple factors are in play, but perhaps 
the most important is the political situation in the United States. President-elect 
Donald Trump has been quite clear that he does not see any need for any further 
climate action, and will likely roll back some of the efforts made by his predecessor, 
Joe Biden. But ESG had become divisive politically well before Mr Trump’s election. 
One of his associates, former pharmaceuticals entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy, 
designed his entire public persona around attacking ESG investing as “woke 
capital”. Multiple states run by the Republican Party, including large and influential 
ones like Florida and Texas, have tried to legislate against ESG as far as they can. 
The government in Texas, an oil-rich state, has even sued ESG investors, claiming 
they are part of a conspiracy against the fossil-fuel industry. In the US, in fact, the 
high point of ESG investing was during the pandemic; money has been ebbing out 
of these funds in North America for about two years. 

This is not great news for India and other developing countries, which have 
been hoping to increase the level of concessional private finance available for their 
green transition and for sustainable development. There are good reasons to be 
concerned that India’s own delays have caused it to miss the boat here. The govern-
ment and regulators have been warned for over five years that it is necessary to put 
in place a proper taxonomy that defines and clarifies sensible green investing in 
India. A few committees have been formed, but bureaucratic inaction and crossed 
connections between multiple regulatory authorities have meant that not much 
has emerged. Billions of dollars in long-term investment have passed this country 
by as a result. India’s knee-jerk desire to reinvent the regulatory wheel — rather 
than, for example, simply building on existing taxonomies developed in the European 
Union and even in peer nations like Indonesia and Sri Lanka  —  has affected 
prospects . Not only will the guidelines for ESG investors emerge delayed but there 
is every reason to fear they will not be interoperable with those in the rest of the 
world. Simple and harmonised regulations and definitions are required to ease the 
flow of capital. There is still interest in sustainable investing, but India will have to 
work harder to cultivate it now. The government recently unveiled the taxonomy of 
green steel and more such efforts will be needed. Some new changes, including 
those at the recent climate summit in Azerbaijan, have opened up additional paths 
for concessional private finance. The government will need to invest time, energy, 
and attention in attracting sustainable private capital.

VOLUME XXXI NUMBER 208 

NEW DELHI | TUESDAY, 17 DECEMBER 2024

T
he development policy implemented in the 
Nehru era (1950-64) has been the subject of crit-
icism not just in politics, but also in the perfor-

mance assessments presented by some economists. A 
sharp contrast is often drawn between the growth per-
formance of about 4 per cent in the Nehru era  and the 
6 per cent experienced since the 1980s. But do note that 
the 4 per cent growth experienced in the Nehru era was 
a major structural change in an economy whose growth 
in the previous 100 years had been under 1 per cent. 
The comparable data available in the World Bank 
Database for the final years of the Nehru era (1961-64) 
show India with a gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
rate of 5 per cent, compared to the average of 4.3 per 
cent in low- and middle-income countries and the 5.2 
per cent global average. 

The real shortfall in development 
came after the Nehru era, when the 
severe food crisis in 1965 and 1966 dis-
rupted development. Development 
effort was further disrupted by polit-
ical turbulence arising from the split 
in the Congress, the political impact 
of the imposition of an emergency, 
and the victory and collapse of the 
Janata government. One must also 
note the deleterious development 
impact of the war with China in 1962 
and the wars with Pakistan in 1965 and 1971. But 
there was a shift to a higher average of 6 per cent 
growth after 1980-81. 

This difference in growth between the Nehru era 
and the 6 per cent average experienced since 1980-
81 is often attributed to the emphasis on import-
substituting industrialisation in the Nehruvian era, 
which failed to exploit opportunities for labour-
intensive export production that could have led to 
a faster growth in manufacturing employment. The 
main export-oriented possibility in 1951 was for mill-
based textile production, and there the constraint 
was the strongly supported political movement to 
protect handloom weavers. Do note that the direc-
tion of pre-Independence corporate industrial devel-
opment was very much oriented towards import 
substitution, and that led to demands for trade pro-
tection, a tendency that has never disappeared from 
our corporate sector’s outlook on development. 

The basis for export pessimism in 1950 was also 
the stagnation in global trade growth in merchandise 
products in the preceding years, with trade valued at 

$58.5 billion in 1948, $58.6 billion in 1949, and $61.5 
billion in 1950. The boom in global trade that led to 
export growth acceleration, particularly in East and 
Southeast Asia is more a post-1960 happening. 

In 1950, the developed world showed limited 
interest in the prospects of developing countries. 
In the early 1950s, the countries of Europe and 
Russia were still in the process of recovering from 
the ravages of the Second World War. Even the US 
was focused on European recovery with the 
Marshall Plan. The development assistance of the 
World Bank started focusing on soft loans for devel-
oping countries only in the late 1950s, and the 
International Development Association for this pur-
pose was set up in 1960. 

Given this reality about the state 
of the global economy around the 
start of planned development, the 
choice of a domestic self-sufficiency-
oriented economic strategy was the 
only available reliable choice. 

A related criticism contrasts 
what is described as Nehruvian 
socialism with the market capital-
ism that is a current focus of devel-
opment. It is true that during the 
Nehru era, the government put in a 
significant effort to develop public 

sector enterprises, initially in sectors like steel and 
engineering, and a little later in chemicals, oil explo-
ration and refining.  

The public sector’s share in gross fixed capital 
formation (GFCF) rose from 22.7 per cent in 1950-
51 to 47.7 per cent in 1960-61, including not just 
industrial investment but also heavy investment 
in irrigation projects and infrastructure. This was 
done mainly because of the assessment that the 
private sector’s motivation and capacity for invest-
ment in these areas was rather limited and that 
these areas mattered greatly for building up the 
potential for growth.   

At the same time, the government’s policy 
towards the private sector was quite constructive. 
The only significant takeover of private sector enti-
ties occurred when life insurance companies were 
nationalised in 1956, as some corporate conglomer-
ates were alleged to have directed their insurance 
company investments into their own conglomerate 
enterprises. Established private sector industries 
did expand during this period, even in areas like 

steel, which was designated as public sector-pre-
ferred in the Industrial Policy Resolution of 1956. 
The growth of the private corporate sector is reflected 
in their share of GFCF, which went up from 9.5 per 
cent in 1950-51 to 16.2 per cent in 1960-61. This is 
more or less the level that prevailed till 1990-91. 

Apart from the physical infrastructure, the main 
substantial contribution of the Nehru era develop-
ment policy is the expansion of higher education, 
particularly in technical education and in advancing 
research capacity. This goal was reflected in the 
establishment of the University Education 
Commission in 1948–49, the Secondary Education 
Commission in 1952–53, the National Council of 
Educational Research and Training in 1961, and  the 
Kothari Commission (1964–1966). The Nehru era 
was also the time when the first IITs and IIMs were 
established and research capacity strengthened, 
particularly in agriculture, atomic research and 
space science. I believe this Nehru era emphasis on 
higher education, technology and research is what 
has led to the substantial availability of trained per-
sons for the rapid growth of technology-oriented 
production and trade in India, which is a significant 
part of the rise in the growth rate in recent decades. 

Development policy in the Nehru era aimed at 
not just economic growth, but also social transfor-
mation. The first Five-Year Plan argued clearly for 
“re-adaptation of social institutions and social rela-
tionships” and included, for instance, a widespread 
community development programme. In fact, the 
First Five-Year Plan states this clearly: “...the eco-
nomic condition of a country at any given time is a 
product of the broader social environment, and 
economic planning has to be viewed as an integral 
part of a wider process aiming not merely at the 
development of resources in a narrow technical 
sense, but at the development of human faculties 
and the building up of an institutional framework 
adequate to the needs and aspirations of the peo-
ple.”  ( Chapter 1, para 1, FFYP) 

Even the objective of a socialist pattern of soci-
ety in the Second Five-Year Plan was projected as 
a measure to reduce inequality. The data in the 
World Inequality database does show a significant 
fall from 40 per cent to 30 per cent in the share of 
the richest 10 per cent from 1950 to 1980, and a 
substantial rise after that to 55 per cent by 2010. 
Hence, the development strategy of the first 
decade-and-a half of planned development is better 
characterised as Nehruvian Humanism rather than 
as Nehruvian Socialism. 

As someone who is old enough to have grown 
up to adulthood in the  Nehru era, I would  like to 
emphasise the spirit of optimism that prevailed 
amongst us youngsters about India's economic 
prospects and the possibility of social transforma-
tion.  In fact, there was a fine sense of togetherness 
and cooperation that prevailed widely. You can see 
it reflected in the song you should hear: “Saathi 
hath badhana…eke akela thak jayega, milke bojh 
uthana”. Perhaps this song is the finest description 
of the Nehru era.  

desaind@icloud.com

T
he US-China trade war began in March 2018 
when then-President Donald Trump intro-
duced a 25 per cent import tariff on steel and 

10 per cent on aluminium. The tariffs were later 
extended to cover hundreds of Chinese goods in an 
effort to address the trade imbalance and protect 
US industries. 

Now, with President-elect Trump planning new 
tariffs on Mexico, Canada, China, and others, it is inter-
esting to examine how America’s earlier tariffs and 
other trade restrictions affected global trade over the 
past six years. Who are the biggest winners and losers 
of the trade war? To find out, we 
tracked changes in global trade 
between 2017 (year before the trade 
war began) and 2023 (the latest avail-
able data). The results are surprising.  

Rising US imports: When the 
US imposed tariffs, it expected fewer 
imports from China and the world, 
and a revival of American manufac-
turing. Between 2017 and 2023, US 
imports from China dropped by 
$81.56 billion, from $519.52 billion to 
$437.96 billion. However, overall US 
imports rose by 31.51 per cent, increasing from $2.31 
trillion to $3.04 trillion — an additional $763.2 billion, 
nearly ten times the drop in imports from China. 
This highlights erosion of the US manufacturing 
competitiveness. Meanwhile, China expanded its 
global exports by an impressive $1.1 trillion, from 
$2.3 trillion to $3.4 trillion. US exports grew by $383 
billion, from $1.31 trillion to $1.69 trillion. 

Top gainers : While US imports from China fell, 
other countries stepped in to fill the gap, with Mexico 
benefiting the most. Between 2017 and 2023, 
Mexico’s exports to the US grew by $164.3 billion, 
followed by Canada at $124.0 billion, and Vietnam 
at $70.5 billion. South Korea ($46.3 billion) and 
Germany ($43.0 billion) rounded out the top five. 
India came in sixth, increasing its exports by $36.8 
billion. Other notable gainers included Ireland ($33.6 

billion), Thailand ($26.5 billion), Italy ($23.8 billion), 
and Singapore ($21.1 billion). Mexico, Canada, and 
Asean collectively accounted for $427.5 billion, or 57 per 
cent of the growth in US imports during this period. 
Much of this growth was due to tariff-free trade via the 
US-Mexico-Canada agreement  and the US-Vietnam 
free trade agreement (FTA).  

China’s expanding role: Between 2017 and 2023, 
while China’s exports to the US declined, its exports 
to many countries grew significantly. Exports to 
Vietnam rose by 92.14 per cent to $137.61 billion. 
South Korea saw a 45.06 per cent increase, Malaysia 

109.46 per cent, and Mexico saw the 
highest growth at 126.88 per cent, 
reaching $81.46 billion.  

China used two strategies to bypass 
US tariffs. First, it exported raw mate-
rials and intermediates to Mexico, 
Vietnam, and other Asean countries, 
which processed them and exported 
to the US. Second, Chinese firms 
invested in manufacturing in these 
countries, particularly in the automo-
tive, electronics, and heavy machinery 
sectors in Mexico, and electronics, tex-

tiles, and automotive sectors in Vietnam, Thailand, and 
Indonesia. Most of these exports to the US were tariff-
free under the FTAs. 

Gains to India: India experienced notable 
growth in its exports to the US, with an increase of 
$36.8 billion — from $50.5 billion to $87.3 billion — 
between 2017 and 2023. This made India the sixth-
largest contributor to the increase in US imports. 
Smartphones and telecom equipment drove India’s 
export growth, increasing by $6.2 billion and 
accounting for 17.2 per cent of the total rise. 
Medicines contributed $4.5 billion (12.4 per cent), 
petroleum oils added $2.5 billion (6.8 per cent), and 
solar cells accounted for $1.9 billion (5.3 per cent). 
Gold jewellery and lab-grown diamonds together 
added $2.3 billion. Other exports, such as garments, 
motor vehicle parts, electric transformers, and trans-

mission shafts, also showed significant growth. 
For sustainable exports, India must boost local 

value addition, as many exports to the US depend 
on imported inputs. For instance, most parts for 
assembling smartphones are imported. Solar cells 
for assembling solar panels come largely from China. 
And up to 70 per cent of active pharmaceutical ingre-
dients  (APIs) for making medicines are imported 
from China. 

The US must rethink tariff: To counter China’s 
trade dominance and boost US manufacturing and 
jobs, a strategy beyond high tariffs is essential. One 
effective approach is limiting the use of Chinese inputs 
in US imports by revising non-preferential rules of ori-
gin. This common tool in FTAs could apply to all 
imports and prove more effective than tariffs, which 
risk rerouting goods through other countries. 
Strengthening rules of origin in trade agreements can 
also block Chinese goods from bypassing tariffs 
through minimal processing elsewhere. 

Tariffs should target critical sectors tied to tech-
nological leadership, such as semiconductors, renew-
able energy, and pharmaceuticals, instead of broad 
measures that are easily circumvented. These targeted 
tariffs can be paired with tax benefits or subsidies to 
encourage US firms to source from domestic or allied 
suppliers. Expanding the CHIPS Act to include more 
high-tech sectors, encouraging supply chain reloca-
tion to allied countries, and investing in critical inputs 
like rare earth minerals, APIs, and lithium-ion bat-
teries are also vital. Increased funding for research 
and development in artificial intelligence, robotics, 
and green technologies will further ensure the US 
stays competitive in the future. 

Conclusion: As Mr Trump plans new tariffs, the 
US must confront a stark reality: It played a key role 
in making China the factory of the world. Undoing 
this dependence, if possible at all, will take years of 
efforts and strengthening of domestic industries. 
The results cannot be achieved overnight.  

The author is the founder Global Trade Research Initiative

US-China trade : Winners, losers, and lessons

QCOs should not hurt Indian producers 

Interventionist policy

J
ean Baptiste-Fressoz has written one 
of the most important books on the 
challenge of global climate change, 

laying bare the self-serving and utterly 
cynical deflection of the climate discourse 
towards artfully calculated obfuscation 
and conjuring up a future of abundance 
decoupled from fossil fuel-based energy. 
This is a damning expose of governments 
and corporations, in particular the power-
ful fossil fuel conglomerates, from the 
developed, industrialised world that have 
adopted the rhetoric of a green future 
while reinforcing the entrenched under-

pinnings of the carbon economy. In a brief 
review it is impossible to capture the 
wealth of compelling data and historical 
perspective that the author deploys to 
support his analysis and conclusions but 
one will try to present his key findings. 

The author rejects the notion of “energy 
transition”, which posits a historical, stage-
by-stage shift from wood to coal to oil and 
natural gas, each more efficient and 
“cleaner” than the previous main source of 
energy. The inevitability of the next stage 
—a non-fossil future based on renewable 
and clean sources of energy—is presented 
as the promise of environmentally 
sustainable development. The book 
demonstrates the phenomenon of “energy 
symbiosis” rather than energy transition, 
pointing out that historically, at each stage 
the consumption of the fuel category of the 
previous stage has increased together with 
the newer fuel source. 

Thus, in the early years of the oil boom, 
it was wooden derricks and barrels that 
were used before steel came in. The 

volume of timber multiplied several times 
more than during the age when it was the 
main fuel source. In 2010, figures showed 
that in the past three decades, “gas 
consumption would triple, coal 
consumption would double and oil 
consumption would increase by 60 per 
cent.” By 2010, China alone was burning as 
much coal as the entire world in 1980. 

In the past couple of decades, renewal 
power capacity has dramatically increased 
but in achieving this, so has the use of steel, 
of concrete and a slew of materials, all of 
them using fossil fuels in the production of 
solar panels, wind turbines and nuclear 
reactors. The production of electric 
vehicles may be expanding rapidly but the 
electricity they consume is coming mainly 
from burning fossil fuels and that certainly 
is the case in China. The final product may 
be consuming clean electric power, but the 
supply chain leading to it may be 
overwhelmingly carbon-based. As the 
author points out, “This symbiosis is the 
foundation of the entire material dynamic 

of the 20th century. Most materials — 
wood, agricultural products, metals — are 
products extracted and transported using 
steel machines, manufactured using coal 
and powered by oil.” Decarbonisation of 
energy, even if it were possible in a shorter 
time-frame, does not translate into 
decarbonisation of material processing 
and production. The notion of energy 
transition obscures 
this uncomfortable 
reality. 

The author 
assails what he calls, 
“dubious futurology” 
which seeks to 
“postpone the 
climate constraint 
into the future and 
into technological 
progress.” This is a 
ploy adopted by the corporate world, in 
particular the fossil fuel industry, to 
prevent consideration of the drastic action 
that is required to deal with the climate 
emergency and which would impact their 
profit margins. “It is always easy to imagine 
major changes when the time horizon is 
distant,” he writes. And that is precisely the 

problem we are facing with the goal of net-
zero by 2050. The energy transition away 
from fossil fuels, which is supposed to get 
us there, is really a delaying tactic — and it 
is succeeding. 

The spread of electricity use is rightly 
welcomed as a key index of development. 
And renewable-based power and nuclear 
power are promoted as carbon-free 

sources of electricity. 
But they are not 
sufficient. They 
should be promoted 
as they already are by 
India. In doing so, it is 
important to 
appreciate the 
compelling reality 
posed by the author, 
that our world 
“whose very 

materiality is and will be, for a long time to 
come, based on carbon.” 

What emerges from the searching 
analysis presented by the book is a certain 
collective blindness that afflicts the world 
when dealing with the climate crisis. In 
this, the developing countries have been 
as complicit as the advanced 

industrialised countries, though the 
former will be more impacted than the 
latter. They have tacitly accepted the 
terms of the climate discourse set by the 
advanced countries rather than  
fashioning  their own narrative based on 
the true nature of the challenge we all 
confront. I must confess that as a one-
time climate negotiator, I wish I had the 
benefit of the sharp perspective provided 
by this book rather than having to tilt at 
the wind-mills set up to draw the 
developing world into pathways that lead 
to unproductive dead-ends. 

This book is a must-read for 
policymakers in India and in other key 
developing countries. It should also lead 
to a re-think of our own development 
strategies. One is more convinced than 
ever that India must pioneer a 
development pathway that does not 
mimic the Western world and China. Its 
success in doing so will itself be a 
significant contribution to dealing with 
the global climate crisis. 

The reviewer is a former foreign secretary  

and a former chief negotiator for Climate 

Change (2007-10)

BOOK REVIEW 
SHYAM SARAN

The policies of the first decade-and-a half of planned 
development are better characterised as Nehruvian Humanism

MORE AND MORE AND 
MORE: An All-
Consuming History of 
Energy 
Author:  
Jean Baptiste-Fressoz 

Publisher: Allen Lane 

Pages:  336 

Price:  ~2,331

The myths of energy transition

Development in the Nehru era 

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

AJAY SRIVASTAVA

NITIN DESAI



A
 baba came to Ustad Alla Rakha’s
house the day his wife delivered their
first son. As per the family’s tradi-
tion, the boy should have carried the

surname Qureshi, but the baba said the boy
must be named after Hazrat Imam Hussain,
the grandson of the Prophet, as the boy might
become a fakir (wandering ascetic) in future.
The boy who would have been Zakir Qureshi,
thus became Zakir Hussain, who, over half a
century, brought an evergreen musical spring
to the tabla. In the process, he also gave a dis-
tinct identity and individuality to the tabla
artist, who until then had mostly been rele-
gated to the role of an accompanist. 

Upon hearing of Hussain passing away, I
was reminded of a tribute by American drum-
mer-musician Dave Grohl to John Bonham,
one of western percussion’s all-
time greats: “John Bonham
played the drums like someone
who didn’t know what was
going to happen next — like he
was teetering on the edge of a
cliff. No one has come close to
that since, and I don’t think any-
body ever will. I think he will
forever be the greatest drum-
mer of all time.” 

In a 1964 interview, Ustad Ahmed Jan Thir-
akwa, possibly the first acclaimed tabla solo-
ist, contested an assumption that placed tabla
further to pakhavaj in Indian percussion evo-
lution: The origin of tabla has always
attracted contesting views. Be that as it may,
the instrument remained the principal per-
cussion ingredient in North Indian folk and
classical music since the 18th century, and
Hussain will be remembered as its most cher-
ished global face. 

In the early 20th century, a trinity revolu-
tionised mridangam playing in South Indian
classical music: Palakkad Mani Iyer, Palani
Subramanya Pillai, and Ramanathapuram CS
Murugabhoopathy. All three started giving
solo performances along with accompanying
vocalists. We see a parallel in the Hindustani
classical tradition in Ustad Alla Rakha, Pandit
Samta Prasad, and Pandit Kishan Maharaj. Of
course, Thirakwa towered as a visionary pre-
decessor. But all these artists, whether in the
North or the South, were mostly heard by sea-
soned or skillful classical music lovers. 

However, it was Hussain who expanded
the audience of Indian percussion phenome-
nally. His teen taal only had 16 beats, but its
appeal among the masses made it a favourite

of different kinds of listeners. What Pandit
Ravi Shankar did with the sitar, Hussain did
through the tabla. While the former had the
raga as a bridge to ears not tuned to Indian
classical music, Hussain had the tala. Both
charmed the West as well and brought a
stamp of universality to the soundscape of
Indian swaras and talas. Hussain got all acco-
lades that mark a successful Indian classical
musician’s life: Padma Shri in 1988, Padma
Bhushan in 2002, and Padma Vibhushan in
2023. He also won five Grammys. 

Ustad Zakir Hussain belonged to the Pun-
jab gharana, one of the six major traditions in
tabla. The Punjab gharana’s lineage places Lal
Bhavanidas as its founder, followed by Mian
Qadir Baksh-I. Hussain’s father, Alla Rakha,
was the disciple of Mian Qadir Baksh-II. Alla

Rakha was a staff artist with the
Lahore Radio Station in 1936
and shifted to Bombay in 1938.
Hussain blossomed into early
fame because of his talim under
a very strict, disciplined, and tal-
ented Guru-baap (teacher-fa-
ther). “I think I was about nine.
He slapped me because I had
broken my third finger while
playing cricket. And that was a

no-no as far he was concerned. I was going to
use those hands to play the tabla. When he
slapped me, I had tears in my eyes. He gave
me a hug and got me a plate of dahi batata
puri from a nearby Sindhi chaat shop,” he
once told author and TV producer-director
Nasreen Munni Kabir. “My father used to
wake me up at 3 am. He would teach me
vocally. We didn’t play (the tabla). We just
sang rhythms back and forth. That’s how we
spent the hours between three and six in the
morning,” he added. 

Hussain’s persona had elements of the
dance of the dervishes, a contagion of happi-
ness and celebration without affecting the
dervish’s personality. A detached fakir shows
through in his flamboyant artistic life. Not
surprisingly, he found it funny when women
readers of a magazine (Gentleman) voted him
as the sexiest man in India. 

Hussain was loved not only by connois-
seurs but also by lay listeners, in Indian and
abroad. In this respect, he has no parallel
among Indian classical musicians. 

S Gopalakrishnan is a writer, broadcaster, and

founder of the podcast, Dilli Dali.

The views expressed are personal

With Zakir Hussain, tabla 
started on its solo journey 

S 
Gopalakrishnan 

tiative of IIT Madras and department of bio-
technology (DBT), ministry of science and
technology, sets the stage for major
advancements in neuroscience and foetal
medicine, with potential applications ran-
ging from early diagnosis of developmental
disorders to understanding the origins of
neurological diseases. 

The potential applications of this
research are vast. By studying the brain at
this level of detail, scientists will gain new
insights into how neurological diseases
develop, what biomarkers signal their onset,
and how various treatments affect brain
function over time. The digital brain atlas
could help researchers identify early indica-
tors of diseases like Alzheimer’s, enabling
earlier diagnosis and more effective inter-
ventions before symptoms become severe.
This is particularly important in countries
like India, where access to expensive diag-

nostic tools is limited and millions
of people go undiagnosed until it is
too late for treatment to make a
meaningful difference. The afforda-
bility aspect is central to the
project’s mission, with the team
focused on making their tools and
insights available at a fraction of
the cost, democratising access to
this critical information and ensur-
ing it benefits patients everywhere.

The brain atlas also represents a new
model for innovation in India, where afford-
ability and scalability are essential. For
years, much of the cutting-edge research in
fields like neuroscience and AI has been
concentrated in the West. IIT Madras is
proving that India has the talent and crea-
tivity to not only participate in but lead the
next wave of breakthroughs. International
collaborations with institutions like the Uni-
versity of California underscore the global
significance of this work. India’s ability to
innovate at lower costs gives it a unique
advantage in addressing global problems. 

If solutions can work in India, where
resources are often stretched thin, they will
be effective everywhere. This democratisa-
tion of science and technology is central to
the mission of the brain atlas project. 

Transformative work like this is made
possible by visionary donors like Kris
Gopalakrishnan, co-founder of Infosys, who
has dedicated his post-corporate career to
supporting research with global impact. His
investment in the Sudha Gopalakrishnan
Brain Centre reflects a belief that India can
lead the world in creating affordable, scala-
ble solutions for some of humanity’s great-
est challenges. 

Witnessing the groundbreaking work at
IIT Madras firsthand early this year also
inspired me to collaborate with them and
relocate my company, Vionix Biosciences’
R&D to India, leveraging their expertise to
develop advanced diagnostic technologies.
Their commitment to making cutting-edge
science accessible to all aligns perfectly with
the mission of democratising innovation.
These are shining examples of how grand
visions, rooted in affordability and global
collaboration, can transform industries and
improve lives. 

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.

The views expressed are personal

standards are rarely enforced. By win-
ning over the political class, BGMEA
has ensured that efforts to raise mini-
mum wages, or to form trade unions,
are rarely successful. The garment
lobby has effectively captured key
organs of the State, the Bangladeshi
economists Mirza Hassan and Selim
Raihan wrote in a 2017 research
paper. 

No other industry was able to exert
such influence. And no other industry
grew similarly. Bangladesh’s econ-
omy became a one-trick pony, with
garments accounting for most of its
exports. The post-pandemic slow-
down in global demand for garments
exposed the weakness of the Bangla-
deshi growth strategy. 

Had economists been paying atten-
tion to the evolution of Bangladesh’s
political economy, they would have
been more sceptical of the Bangladesh
“growth model”. They would have
paid more attention to Bangladesh’s
weaknesses: The lack of diversifica-
tion in its economy, the small-sized
middle class, and subdued wages.
Instead, they relied on an aggregate

index of economic performance — the
gross domestic product (GDP) growth
rate. 

Although GDP growth is an impor-
tant metric, it can sometimes hide
more than it reveals. And in this case,
the GDP numbers are suspect. After
the interim government took charge
earlier this year, it appointed a com-
mittee of economists to prepare a
white paper on the state of Bangla-
desh’s economy. The committee
found that the GDP numbers may
have been grossly overstated. The
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics
manipulated data sources and the
GDP-estimation methodology to over-
state growth numbers, the committee
said. Even population figures were
deliberately kept low to overstate per
capita income estimates, the commit-
tee found. Bangladesh’s corrected per
capita income figure might be around
20% lower than India’s. 

Economists will have to find
another growth model now! 

Pramit Bhattacharya is a Chennai-based

writer. The views expressed are personal

Economists were so enamoured with Bangladesh’s impressive growth 
numbers that they failed to check beneath the hood. They missed the dark 
underbelly of Bangladesh’s garment industry.  AFP

T
he complexity of the human brain
has always presented one of the
greatest challenges in science. Neu-
rological disorders such as Alz-

heimer’s, Parkinson’s, and epilepsy affect
millions of people worldwide, yet we still
know relatively little about their underlying
causes. Existing treatments are often expen-
sive, difficult to access, and only modestly
effective. This leaves millions of patients
and families facing daunting uncertainty, as
well as health care systems strained by the
burden of care. 

At the same time, the rapid advance-
ments in Artificial Intelligence (AI) are
transforming industries and creating new
opportunities, yet AI still pales in compari-
son to the efficiency, adaptability, and
learning capacity of the human brain.
Despite its ability to process massive data-
sets and perform specific tasks at superhu-
man speeds, AI systems remain
energy-intensive and lack the flexi-
bility that comes naturally to
human cognition. If we could bet-
ter understand how the brain
works — its adaptability, efficiency,
and ability to process information
— we could revolutionise not only
the treatment of neurological dis-
eases but also the future of AI. 

This is where the work being
done at IIT Madras comes in. By creating
the world’s most detailed digital human
brain atlas, the researchers at IIT Madras
are embarking on a journey that could fun-
damentally change how we approach both
medicine and AI. This digital brain atlas
will map the human brain at an unprece-
dented level of detail, providing insights
into its structure, connectivity, and the
underlying mechanisms that make human
cognition so unique. 

The brain is estimated to be made up of
approximately 80 billion neurons, with tril-
lions of connections forming a network of
incomprehensible complexity. Mapping this
network has long been a dream of neurosci-
entists, but existing tools have been limited
in their ability to provide a clear, detailed
picture of how the brain is structured and
how its different regions communicate with
one another. The team at IIT Madras, how-
ever, is changing that. Their project involves
slicing human brains into ultra-thin sec-
tions — 10,000 slices per brain — each cap-
tured at tens of gigapixels resolution, result-
ing in a 3D, fully digital model of the whole
brain. This process generates three peta-
bytes of data per brain, creating a dataset
that offers unprecedented insights into the
inner workings of this most complex organ.

In an exciting new development, the
Sudha Gopalakrishnan Brain Centre at IIT
Madras has released DHARANI, the first-
ever 3D high-resolution imaging dataset of
the human foetal brain. Featuring over
5,000 sections at cellular resolution, this
groundbreaking dataset offers researchers
a detailed view of early brain development.
Remarkably, the team achieved this at less
than one-tenth the cost of similar projects
in the West. This achievement, led by
Mohanasankar Sivaprakasam, professor in
department of electrical engineering at IIT
Madras and head of the Healthcare Tech-
nology Innovation Centre (HTIC), a joint ini-
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The gains of 
going it alone 

Wah Ustad! A global 
musician from India 

A
s the disciple and son of Ustad Alla Rakha, Zakir
Hussain inherited a formidable legacy. At 12, he
performed with his father before an audience that

included masters such as Pandit Kishan Maharaj, Ustad 
Ali Akbar Khan, and Ravi Shankar. In later years, he 
would accompany Khan and Ravi Shankar, just as his 
father did. The exhilarating father-son duets were 
compositions of pure musical joy; between them, the 
tabla moved to the centre stage from the restricted
space of an accompanying instrument. Like all great 
musicians, Ustad Zakir Hussain was sure of his genius, 
but as a refined percussionist, he took care not to 
overshadow the musician he accompanied. His mere 
presence could shift the gaze and, of course, lift the 
concert. Such was his charm and charisma. 

He was the perfect percussionist for the TV age. His 
youthful looks, curls swinging as bols flew off the tabla, 
and stage presence complemented the joyous music he 
created. In many ways, he was the perfect successor to 
Ravi Shankar. In the 1960s, Ravi Shankar (with Alla 
Rakha) charmed the Woodstock and introduced a 
generation of westerners to Indian music. In the 1970s, 
a young Zakir Hussain teamed up with guitarist John 
McLaughlin and others to form the band, Shakti, which 
experimented with eastern and western musical 
traditions to achieve global acclaim. He also engaged 
selectively with cinema, acting and composing music 
(like Ravi Shankar). His rigorous training in the classical 
tradition meant he didn’t get carried away by accolades, 
including five Grammys. In that sense, he was perfectly 
poised to be the face of a generation eclectic in its 
musical preferences and exposed to global sounds. 
The outpouring of grief following his demise suggests 
that his music spoke to them — and others as well. 

D
ays after AAP chief Arvind Kejriwal restated
that his party will not align with the Congress in
the upcoming Delhi assembly elections, the
party released its final list of candidates. 

Last week, the Congress announced its first list of 21 
candidates, with former MP Sandeep Dikshit set to take 
on Kejriwal in the New Delhi constituency. The two 
parties contested the general election as INDIA bloc 
allies, though the alliance had little impact in Delhi — the 
BJP won all seven seats with a 54.35% vote share as 
against the Opposition’s 43.08%. Evidently, the Delhi 
electorate votes differently in general and assembly 
elections. Conventional wisdom suggests that an 
alliance with the Congress could help the AAP, which is 
battling anti-incumbency, by preventing a division of the 
Opposition votes, but the parties have drifted apart after 
the parliamentary polls. 

The AAP’s refusal of an alliance with the Congress 
could also be a tactical ploy, explained by the party’s 
transformation since its inception in 2013. Initially, the 
party positioned itself as a liberal, centrist alternative to 
both the Congress and BJP. That helped it win over 
voters dissatisfied with the Congress. An internal churn 
in the party and the extended tenure in office saw the 
party embrace Hindu communitarian politics — its 
silence on the Shaheen Bagh protests, 2020 communal 
riots in Northeast Delhi, Kejriwal’s endorsement of the 
Ram Mandir at Ayodhya, public chanting of the 
Hanuman Chalisa, and the announcement of free 
pilgrimages for senior citizens have helped reinforce 
the AAP’s image as a pro-Hindu party, allowing it to 
avoid a communal-secular political binary, which it 
believes benefits the BJP; any association with the 
Congress could help the BJP to pivot the debate in that 
direction. Without the Congress, the AAP hopes to turn 
the contest into a referendum of its record in office — 
the welfare schemes and promises, the latest being the 
Mahila Samman Yojana — and claim to be a victim of 
the Centre’s “vendetta politics” by showcasing the 
jailing of Kejriwal and his deputy Manish Sisodia (both 
are out on bail). 

One way to look at the Delhi contest is to see it as a 
battle for the non-ideological Hindu votes. The AAP is 
better placed than the Congress on this front. Further, 
the party is keen to win over traditional Congress voters 
by getting Congress leaders to contest on the AAP ticket 
rather than having an alliance with the Congress party. 
It has also dropped 20 sitting legislators, making room 
for defectors from other parties. Electoral politics today 
is all about negotiation, not principles — and India’s 
youngest successful political start-up is indicating it 
knows how to play the game. 

B
angladesh’s political crisis
caught India’s strategic
community off guard ear-
lier this year. India’s intelli-
gence agencies were
roundly criticised for fail-

ing to track the storm brewing in
India’s neighbourhood. But they were
not the only ones who missed the
warning signs in that country.
Another tribe completely misread
Bangladesh — economists. 

Until recently, economists viewed
Bangladesh as a paragon of develop-
ment. They raved about its booming
garment sector that employed mil-
lions of women and generated billions
of dollars in export earnings. Some
economists argued that India should
follow the “Bangladesh growth
model” to boost exports, create more
factory jobs in the country, and raise
the country’s female workforce par-
ticipation rates. Noah Smith, a popu-
lar economic commentator, declared
in 2021 that Bangladesh was the “new
Asian Tiger”. 

By 2022, Bangladesh’s garment-led
growth engine had run out of steam.
Struggling to pay for its imports, it
approached the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) for a bailout package.
As this column pointed out then (“The
great divergence across South Asia”,
August 9, 2022), India was the only
large economy in South Asia that
didn’t need an IMF bailout in the
wake of the pandemic. Pakistan and
Sri Lanka also dialled IMF for help.
The economic bailouts were followed
by political upheavals in these coun-
tries. 

Economists were so enamoured
with Bangladesh’s impressive growth
numbers that they failed to check
beneath the hood. They missed the
dark underbelly of Bangladesh’s gar-
ment industry. 

Bangladesh became a part of the
global garment value chain in the
1980s when East Asian entrepreneurs
were scouring for alternate produc-
tion bases, given rising labour costs in
their own countries. Ethnic strife in
Sri Lanka forced them to look for
other low-cost locations. Bangladesh’s
military regime appeared to be pro-
business and had crushed labour
unions in the country. So, it seemed a
lucrative alternative. 

Retired military officers and
bureaucrats based in Dhaka and Chit-
tagong were able to stitch up partner-
ships with East Asian garment pro-
ducers. Since they were part of the
entrenched elite, they were able to

develop close ties with the two major
parties — Awami League (AL) and the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) —
during Bangladesh’s democratic tran-
sition in the early 1990s. 

By the time garment exports
boomed in the late 1990s, the Bangla-
deshi deep state had developed a
vested interest in the success of the
industry. Several politicians from the
two main parties owned stakes in gar-
ment firms and gained massively
from the boom. 

Since then, the AL and the BNP
have fought intense battles for politi-
cal supremacy, with their cadres
clashing frequently on the streets, and
outside polling booths.  Yet, they did
not hurt the garment industry. Even
during hartals and shutdowns that
paralysed the rest of the country, gar-
ment production continued apace.
Not just that, the garment sector was
exempted from standard compliance
measures. Instead, the garment lobby
group Bangladesh Garment Manufac-
turers and Exporters Association
(BGMEA) was granted the status of a
self-regulatory organisation. 

BGMEA issues utilisation certifi-
cates (for duty free imports) and cer-
tificates of origin (the proof that a gar-
ment has been made in Bangladesh)
to its members, without any involve-
ment of State agencies. It has also set
up arbitration committees to settle
disputes between its members. It has
ensured that factory inspections are
minimal, and rules relating to safety

The shaky foundations 
of Bangladesh’s growth
The lack of diversification 
in its economy, the small 
size of its middle class, 
and subdued wages have 
contributed to the current 
crisis. Aggregate GDP 
numbers put a gloss on it 
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P
I will not allow Sri Lanka to 
be used in a manner that is 
detrimental to the interest of 
India. The cooperation with 

India will certainly flourish

IIT Madras has a digital 
human brain atlas ready 
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period. It could also lead to a revision of 
foundational concepts of data classification 
or provide new protections, like the right to 
data portability. This is complicated by the 
need for data protection to work in harmony 
with policies in other areas, such as con-
sumer protection, competition, cybersecu-
rity and international cooperation.

The government’s proposed measures in 
the DPDP Act include age verification for 
minors, a contentious topic that has seen 
experiments ranging from self-reporting a 
date of birth before accessing a service—
mostly ineffective—to excessive and invasive 
modes such as AI-based age verification 
through photos or KYC checks. ‘Deemed 
consent’ provisions enable the processing of 
a user’s data without explicit consent under 
specific conditions, and if combined with the 
many exemptions made for the state, these 
may hollow out the protections for vulnera-
ble groups who have little choice but to pro-
vide their data to the government for social 
protection and other essential services.

The delay in India’s notification of draft 
rules imposes a high and invisible cost on 
people’s privacy. Their rollout must be pri-
oritized to prepare the online ecosystem and 
institute an effective data protection regime 
in the country.

markets. Existing internet businesses with 
large customer bases are turning to ad-sup-
ported business models in pursuit of sus-
tainability, while states use WhatsApp to 
facilitate citizen-centric public services. 
These developments mean internet users 
have richer-than-ever digital footprints.

Individuals navigating the digital econ-
omy must increasingly deal with interfaces 
powered by artificial intelligence (AI). As 
businesses test the premise that AI-led auto-
mation will cut costs and enhance service 
levels, consumers are forced to share infor-
mation with AI chatbots for everything from 
purchases to grievance redressal. AI’s lure as 
a productivity enhancer means that unsus-
pecting consumers are sharing confidential 
personal information for financial planning, 
mental health support and other services.

India’s Digital Personal Data Protection 
(DPDP) Act was passed six years after the 
Right to Privacy verdict in 2017. That land-
mark Supreme Court ruling was followed by 
an initial draft bill proposed by the Justice 
Srikrishna Committee in 2019, a Joint Par-
liamentary Committee report and revised 
draft in 2021, a withdrawal of that draft in 
2022, and then a new bill that was eventually 
passed by Parliament in August 2023. Since 
then, there have been discussions and hints 

A
 few days ago, Signzy, a popular 
Know Your Customer (KYC) verifica-
tion service used by India’s top banks 

and fintech firms, was affected by a cyber 
attack that may have exposed the sensitive 
personal information of millions. Our lack of 
safeguards for data that businesses collect 
and process is an urgent problem waiting to 
be addressed. Major data breaches over the 
past four years include the exposure of per-
sonal and sensitive data of citizens held by 
the government (covid data from ICMR), air-
lines (Air India and Akasa), a major health 
insurer (Star Health), an ed-tech firm (Una-
cademy), financial intermediaries (JusPay 
and Upstox) and other consumer-facing  
internet firms (BigBasket and RentoMojo).

India’s internet adoption continues at a 
blistering pace. We could have 900 million 
active users by 2025, with world-leading 
levels of app downloads and content con-
sumption. Both the government and private 
sector are betting on digital channels to 
strengthen service delivery and reach new 

coupled with weak access to markets 
where these goods can be sold freely to 
generate surpluses. The old Master 
States of Europe, as founding members 
of an oligarchy, solved their resource 
and market problem through geopoli-
tical chaos. They led a wave of pillage, 
plunder and conquest in Asia, Africa 
and the ‘new world’ to generate sur-
pluses that enriched and empowered 
them. The British fine-tuned this for-
mula, with their colonies serving as 
sources of cheap raw material and 
labour and also as large markets for 
their products. While early industrial-
age innovation certainly played a role 
in Britain’s success, the Raj helped it 
consolidate its authority as the world’s 
reigning hegemon.

Countries that came late to the 
global imperial project have used more 
innovative geopolitical operations to 
succeed. America, for instance, could 
not resort to empire building because 
of its inherent inconsistency with its 
Constitution and the fact that most of 
the world had already been colonized 
by European powers, but it had no 
qualms using slavery to cover its labour 
shortage. It also used geopolitical 
chaos in the ‘old world’ of Europe to 
brazenly steal European technology 
while protecting its manufacturers 
with high tariff walls. The new world 
began to attract European and British 
capital for infrastructure development.

The English, who seemed to have 
developed a misguided sense of over-
confidence and had pivoted to free 
trade, perhaps on the assumption that 
their manufacturing might could not 
be challenged, looked on indulgently 
as the US came up with its own factory 
innovations for mass production, 
which sent it barrelling towards suc-
cess and power. This model would be 
copied to some extent by another 
power. But more on that later.

While America was well on its way to 
joining this elite club by the start of the 
20th century, it was the geopolitical 
upheaval of World War II that put 

America at the head of the top table. 
The US economy generated massive 

surpluses by supplying war materiel to 
its allies and storming the war-front 
after Japan’s bombing of its Pearl 
Harbour. By the end of the war, its ally 
France was shattered and Britain was 
economically exhausted. 

No longer able to uphold the value 
of the sterling, a weary Britain passed 
the crown to the US, whose entry had 
turned the war’s tide against Germany 
and Japan. This made the US the 
world’s top power, while the arrange-
ments forged at the 1944 Bretton 
Woods huddle affirmed the dollar’s 
new status as the world’s principal 
trade currency. 

The post-war rise of Germany and 
Japan can be attributed partly to the 
war’s repercussions. 

The US generously funded a Mar-
shall Plan to rebuild  Europe and West 
Germany served as the West’s bulwark 
against Soviet expansionism as the 
Cold War got underway. 

To keep Japan under its influence, 
the US not only took charge of its secu-
rity, but helped the Japanese economy 
export its way to prosperity. The US 
sourced massively from Japan during 
the Korean war and continued to do 
so afterwards, endowing Japan with 
capital, technology and management 
know-how that formed the basis of the 
latter’s success (though Japan made a 
few factory innovations of its own; 
think of just-in-time operations). 

The US also lobbied to get Japanese 
exports market access throughout the 
world. While Britain and others 
refused to give Japanese exports access  
and ‘most favoured nation’ status, the 
US opened its own market to Japanese 
products. The rest is history.

The rise of ‘Master States’ clearly 
owes as much to geopolitics as it does to 
other factors. The economic success of 
almost every such state so far has in 
large part been driven by its ability to 
harness geopolitical chaos in its favour 
and obtain favourable terms..

‹ Right, as the world goes, is only in 
question between equals in power, 
while the strong do what they can and 
the weak suffer what they must”—
Thucydides.

N
othing describes the evolution 
of the Westphalian system of 
‘nation states’ that humanity 

has adopted better than Thucydides’ 
pithy observation in his Melian Dia-
logue. This system is governed not by 
rules or by any manner of a ‘global 
rules-based order,’ but by an oligarchy 
of ‘Master States’ that, by dint of their 
dominance of military and economic 
affairs, create and impose rules as they 
deem fit in their own interests.

While military strength is important, 
the entry ticket to this elite club of 
‘Master Nations’ is governed by eco-
nomic influence. This means that less 
developed countries face an unequal 
global economic system where the 
rules are stacked against them and in 
favour of a few powerful states that 
shape it to their own advantage.

But every once in a while, geopoliti-
cal chaos roils this oligarchy and offers 
other countries a ladder to climb out of 
their pit of economic weakness and 
join the top ranks. 

The fundamental problem that a 
poor country faces is a lack of resources 
(capital, raw material, technology and 
others) that can be used for production, 

The success of states has so far been driven largely by their ability to leverage geopolitical upheavals
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Notify data protection rules: India can’t afford a delay
SRIDHAR GANAPATHY

I
ndia’s farm sector has long been bonded to 
the state. The supply of major crops is 
responsive not to price signals that reflect 
actual demand, but mostly to minimum 
support prices (MSPs) set by the govern-
ment, which is widely seen by farmers as 

their buyer of first and last resort. To reduce the 
state’s role, enable private procurement of farm 
produce and grant market forces more space to 
shape outcomes, the Centre enacted a trio of 
laws in 2020, but only to roll them back in the 
face of farmer resistance. The first law would 
have let farmers sell their harvest anywhere, not 
just at state-regulated wholesale mandis under 
Agricultural Produce Market Committees 
(APMCs). With the monopoly of local interme-
diaries gone, direct buyer-seller deals would 
have meant efficient price discovery (at least on 
paper), and the rise of national markets for each 
crop. The second law, by lifting movement and 
storage curbs on cereals, pulses, onions, pota-
toes and other essentials, would have acted in 
conjunction with the first. The third law laid out 
a legal framework for contract farming, so that 
farmers could strike deals with food processors 
and other private procurers. But then, rumours 
of state procurement being axed for farmers to 
be put at the mercy of private bullies got in their 
way, and all three enactments were repealed in 
November 2021. Can the spirit of cooperative 
federalism achieve what the Centre’s legislative 
effort could not? A recently published draft pol-
icy for agricultural marketing reform suggests 
that such an attempt is afoot.

Among the brickbats aimed at the 2020 push 
for a structural rejig was the charge that how 
farm output is marketed is a state-level subject 
of legislation. The revised policy approach not 
only tries to persuade states to do their own 

reforms, it takes a cue from the GST model to 
propose a panel of agriculture ministers who 
could work out how best to converge towards a 
single market with all rules in harmony. The 
draft policy urges states to ease restrictions and 
enable market purchases by private parties, 
though it also covers a digital upgrade that can 
improve existing mechanisms, even as it envi-
sions an all-India market portal on the internet 
with live data-feeds and useful tools for farmers. 
On contract farming, the draft advises its pro-
motion as a way for farmer-producer organiza-
tions to strike supply deals with bulk buyers at 
locked-in prices. Given the broad thrust of the 
draft policy, it’s no surprise that critics have 
called it a cynical endeavour to resurrect dead 
laws, abridge the autonomy of states and expose 
farmers to exploitation by large enterprises.

And that’s the crux of the matter: the fear of a 
few profit-motivated bulk buyers replacing a 
public buyer. To assuage this worry, India’s 
antitrust authority could make it clear it will not 
let power gaps crush the interests of farmers. 
But even the Centre must pledge not to distort 
market forces. Unfortunately, the government’s 
use of export barriers as price-control tools has 
fanned suspicions among cultivators that their 
interests count for little. Yet, India simply has 
no option but to revitalize farming for the sake 
of farmers and the rest of the economy. Market 
reforms could plausibly be rekindled by talks 
among political leaders, which is why the idea 
of a politically diverse panel holds some hope. A 
key challenge is to convince farmers of suffi-
cient rivalry among would-be buyers of their 
output. A test of competition sufficiency in one 
reformist state could inform the approach of 
others. Fixing Indian farming was always going 
to be a long haul. Let’s not give up the quest.

Cooperative federalism 
can revive farm reforms
The Centre’s last big moves to reform agriculture were rolled back. Getting Indian states to 

effect change is now worth a try. It may help soften farmer resistance to market orientation
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If Pakistan needed a 
reminder of the perils of

terrorism, a sad one was 
provided on Tuesday. A 
murderous Taliban gang 
killed more than 100 
children in a school hold-
up in Peshawar. So far, 141 
people have been killed 
and more than 122 have 
been injured.
 Peshawar is the capital of
the restive Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province of 
Pakistan. Its proximity to 
the Afghan border and the 
virtual breakdown of state 
authority in the area has 
emboldened the Taliban to 
do what it pleases. 
 What adds fuel to this 
fire is Pakistan’s policy of 
distinguishing between the 
so-called good Taliban, 
who are immune from 
military action, and the 
bad Taliban. These 
meaningless ideas have 
now come to haunt it. It is 
sad that young children in 
Peshawar had to pay the 
price of misguided 
government policy.
 Even this massacre is 
unlikely to halt the march 
of folly in Pakistan. An 
ideological state wedded to 
atavistic goals is unlikely to 
change any time soon.

QUICK EDIT

Pakistan’s 

ordeal

MARKET MOVEMENT

Don’t panic, 
say experts, as 
`, stocks fall

B Y  A M I  S H A H ,  A N U P  R O Y  &  

R AV I N D R A  S O N AVA N E

····························
MUMBAI

On Tuesday, BSE’s bench-
mark Sensex fell 538.12
points to 26,781.44, the

lowest since 27 October, and the
rupee weakened to 63.54 to the 
dollar, a level last seen a year ago.
The Sensex touched a low of
26,736.23 in intra-day trading
and the rupee, 63.59. The Sensex
has shed 7.1% since 28 Novem-
ber. Indian stocks joined the sell-
off in global equities even as
crude prices fell below $60 a bar-
rel for the first time since 2009. 

A short summation of expert
recommendations would be to 
go short on Indian stocks in the
short term, and stay long on
them in the long term. Here’s a
quick summary of what’s hap-
pening, why, and what to expect.

Why?
The rupee is weakening

because of the country’s trade
deficit for November (which
came in on Monday), an 18-
month low, and heavy dollar
demand by foreign investors,
who are liquidating their hold-
ings in India. 

The rupee’s fall, and the sharp
fall in crude oil prices are
responsible for what’s happening
in stocks too. 

“A major part of the problem is
one of the currency depreciating,
which is hurting the market, as
foreign investors’ gains get
reduced to that extent,” said
Deven Choksey, managing direc-
tor and chief executive of K.R. 
Choksey Shares and Securities 
Pvt. Ltd. 

Many of these foreign inves-
tors “have suffered mark-to-mar-
ket losses in oil, which is leading
to a sell-off in other asset classes”,
added Choksey. 

Indeed, the average invest-
ment of foreign institutional
investors (FIIs) in Indian shares
per trading session in December 
dropped to $67.9 million from 
$128.9 million. 

They were sellers in Indian
debt as well as equities for the
first time in two months on 15
December, according to data 
from Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi).

Is it just us?
No. Sliding oil prices and a

downbeat China factory survey 
weighed on Asian shares on

Tuesday, while the Russian rou-
ble fell against the dollar after 
Russia sharply increased its 
benchmark interest rate in a bid
to halt a collapse in its currency. 

HSBC flash Purchasing Man-
ager’s Index (PMI) for China
dropped to a seven-month low
renewing concerns about eco-
nomic growth. 

“The problem is that the oil-
rich countries are suffering and
the flows into the emerging mar-
kets pack are coming off,” said S. 
Naren, chief investment officer at
ICICI Prudential Asset Manage-
ment Co.

What’s the forecast? 
The near-term one isn’t good.
“Even as fundamentals of

Indian companies are fine, this
month is going to be a washout
for markets,” said Choksey. 

Actually, the near term is com-
plicated, explained Naren,
because “India benefits in the
long run from the drop in crude 
oil prices” but “the near-term
outlook is clouded because of 
what is happening elsewhere in
the world”.

NSE’s India VIX Index, which
indicates near-term market vola-
tility, climbed 16.3% to 16.31 at 
the close, hinting at choppy
times in days to come

The silver lining for India is
that the situation is better on the
domestic front and, while it is not
insulated from global shocks, the
damage could be relatively lesser.

“Situation in Russia is clearly
affecting the mood elsewhere
and because the year-end is
approaching, nobody is willing to
make big bets. India has been
this year’s winner, so no wonder
we see a bit of profit-taking
there,” said Hertta Alava, director
of emerging market funds at Fin-
land-based FIM Asset Manage-
ment Ltd, which manages €460 
million of emerging market 
assets.

“Fundamentally India is in rel-
atively good shape and it benefits
from the recent decline in the oil
price. Inflation is under control,
which creates room for interest
rate cuts next year. Near term, it
is possible that weakness contin-
ues, but outlook for next year
should be quite good,” Alava said
in an e-mail from Helsinki.

Targets? 
Macquarie Capital Securities

India Pvt. Ltd, the Indian arm of 
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Analysts recommend 
going short on Indian 
stocks in the short 
term, staying long on 
them in the long term

Govt grants 
temporary relief 
to SpiceJet
B Y  P. R .  S A N J A I

pr.sanjai@livemint.com
····························
MUMBAI

SpiceJet Ltd received a tempo-
rary reprieve with the civil

aviation ministry asking banks to
give it short-term working capi-
tal loans aggregating `600 crore,
allowing it to continue to book
tickets a little over three months
in advance (till the end of
March) and asking state-owned
oil companies to extend a credit
line for jet fuel for two more
weeks.

T h e  m i n i s t r y ,  w h i c h
announced these relief meas-
ures in a late evening statement
on Tuesday, also said airport 
operators would wait for two
more weeks for the company to 
pay them their dues and that it
would request the ministry of
finance to  permit the airline to
borrow overseas for working
capital as a special case.

“ In d i a n  b a n k s  may  b e
requested to give some working
capital loan based on the assur-
ances of the promoter. Banks or
financial institutions to lend up
to `600 crore backed by a per-
sonal guarantee of the chairman,
SpiceJet. This should be paid
immediately after securing the
long-term investment which will
take around eight weeks to con-
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The special court looking into
irregularities in the allot-

ment of coal mines between
1993 and 2010 has asked the
Central Bureau of Investigation
(CBI) to examine former Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh over
the allotment of a mine to Aditya
Birla Group company Hindalco
Industries Ltd.

 The court said it wanted to
ensure that the correct proce-
dure was followed for the allot-
ment. The mine was originally
not allotted to Hindalco but was
subsequently given to the com-
pany, after meetings that “Sh.
Kumar Mangalam Birla (Hin-
dalco chairman) had initially
with the Prime Minister (who
then held the coal portfolio) and
thereafter with Sh. P.C. Parakh
(then coal secretary) or with Sh.
Dasari Narayan Rao (the then
junior minister of coal),” special
judge Bharat Parashar said in his
order. 

The federal investigation
agency had filed a closure report
in the case which was not
accepted by the court, which 
asked for the investigation to
continue.
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Court asks CBI to 
probe Manmohan 
Singh’s role in coal 
mine allotment
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THE ROUBLE’S ROUT 
The Russian rouble has become the top casualty of the continuing fall in 
oil prices even as the country battles Western sanctions. After the rouble 
fell close to 10% against the dollar on Monday, the Russian central bank 
raised interest rates by 6.5 percentage points even as it combats a 9.1% 
inflation. But that wasn’t enough as the rouble continued to fall, at one 
time by as much as 18.8%, with investors speculating that the country 
might introduce capital controls. That is not an excessive fearconsidering 
that this is the sharpest fall in the rouble since 1998 when it collapsed 
quickly, forcing Russia to default on its debt. How far the rouble has fallen 
relative to other currencies can be seen from the fact that it is cheaper 
than the rupee for the first time in at least 20 years.

How many rupees is a rouble worth?

0.88*

7.70

17 Oct 1995 16 Dec 2014

*As of 9.30pm

Source: Bloomberg
AHMED RAZA KHAN/MINT

INTERNATIONAL: Attack on Pakistan 
school leaves 141 dead >3

CORPORATE: SoftBank to invest in 
Housing.com >8

TECHNOLOGY: Xiaomi gets Delhi high 
court’s conditional nod to sell in India >8

COMPANIES: Jagran to acquire Radio City >9

See Page 24

In digital era, privacy 
must be a priority. Is it 

just me, or is secret 
blanket surveillance 

obscenely outrageous?

AL GORE

is principal, technology and 

innovation, at Artha Global

BLOOMBERG

tion period to comply with the rules once 
they are notified; most countries opt for 24 
months (except China), so the Act may be 
fully in effect only after 2027 in India. Com-
panies will need to assess gaps in how they 
currently collect and process data and the 
cost of complying with the DPDP Act, and 

then put in place systems to 
follow the rules while mini-
mizing customer-service 
disruption. Regular audits 
and data breach reporting 
are key requirements of the 
Act that will pose challenges 
for small businesses with 
resource constraints.

Apart from businesses, 
the government too will 
need to tweak its policy. 
Global experience has 
shown that arriving at the 
right balance of effective 
protection and a low com-

pliance burden requires consultation with 
stakeholders and feedback from them. 
Countries have increased financial penalties 
for non-compliance, strengthened account-
ability requirements and enhanced the 
investigative power of their data-protection 
authorities as they learn from the transition 

about planned penalty limits, potential transi-
tion periods, enforcement mechanisms and 
many missed deadlines to notify the DPDP 
Act’s rules, but no progress has been made 
that’s publicly known. Announced before 
the 2024 general elections as part of the gov-
ernment’s 100-day action plan, individuals 
and businesses still await 
clarity on what this new 
legislation holds.

The Digital India Act, 
touted as a law to cover 
everything from social 
media regulation to AI 
governance, and the 
national cybersecurity pol-
icy last updated in 2013 are 
both essential to India’s 
data governance frame-
work, but haven’t seen 
progress in the past four 
years. Efforts by telecom 
authorities to curb spam 
and frauds have been in the works since 2021 
and are yet to be fully implemented. This is 
an indication of the intensive engagement, 
adaptation and refinement needed to roll 
out a system that works for India’s scale and 
diversity of users.

Businesses will need a substantial transi-

Rising instances 

of data attacks 

have made it 

imperative that 

our privacy 

shield is quickly 

put in place

Geopolitics has played a massive 
role in the rise of ‘Master States’
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A
pple production supports about 
900,000 households in India. Most 
are apple growers in Kashmir, Hima-
chal Pradesh and Uttarakhand with 
modest incomes. Recently, several 
farmers from these regions held a 

protest against the government, demanding 
remunerative prices for their produce, much 
like other farmers protesting on the state borders 
of New Delhi.

The case of apple farmers is peculiar. Apple 
yields in India are low and the country lacks on-
orchard cold storage facilities. They bear costly 
inputs, given how expensive fertilizers and pesti-
cides have become, and face the constant threat of 
volatile prices even as climate change adds to their 
vulnerability. Natural calamities such as droughts, 
floods, hail-storms and rising temperatures in the 
Himalayas complicate their prospects. Wildlife 
risks, particularly monkeys destroying crops, 
abound as well. Meanwhile, corporate presence 
in the apple market has risen.

Trade policies pose their own challenges. Today, 
Indian apple producers are caught in a web of geo-
political tensions and inconsistent policies that 
often prioritize short-term diplomatic objectives 
over the stability of their livelihoods.

India’s trade skirmishes with the US, in particu-
lar, demonstrates how apple growers are made to 
bear the burden of policy instability.

In March 2018, the US administration under 
Donald Trump imposed import tariffs on steel 
(25%) and aluminium (10%) from most countries, 
including India. In 2019, India retaliated by raising 
customs duty on apples imported from the US by 
20 percentage points, in addition to an existing 
50% duty (bound tariff rate that India may impose 
under World Trade Organization or WTO rules).

Data from 2019 to 2022 reveals increased apple 
imports, despite the additional duty, attributed 
mainly to shipments from Turkey and Iran. These 
countries exploited market gaps left by the dimin-
ished US presence. So, in the cat-and-monkey 
game of US-India trade disputes, Iran and Turkey 
played the clever monkey, scooping up the spoils 
in India’s market for this fruit.

Between 2019 and 2023, apple imports from the 
US crashed—from over 127.9 million apples in 2019 
to under 4.5 million in 2023. In contrast, a rise 
in imports from Turkey, Iran and the UAE was 
recorded, with Turkey and Iran outperforming 
the Emirates.

Iran’s apple exports to India rose 11-fold from just 
above 7 million in 2019 to just under 80.4 million 
in 2023. Turkey saw a sevenfold jump from a little 
over 16 million apples in 2019 to more than 107.2 
million in 2023. Meanwhile, the UAE’s exports to 

India went up from almost 3.8 million apples in 
2019 to more than 6.9 million in 2023.

In September 2023, the additional 20% customs 
duty imposed as part of India’s retaliatory package 
was reversed after Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
made a visit to the US. The decision signalled a 
strengthening of the bilateral trade relationship. 
But, seen from the perspective of our hill-state 
apple growers, the reversal placed the interests of 
an estimated 1,400 American apple growers over 
those of the 900,000-odd Indian households 
whose livelihoods were exposed to the impact of 
an abrupt policy change.

Why are we failing to support our farmers?: The 
prices of vegetables and fruits are not governed by 
any floor prices like the minimum support prices 
(MSPs) that foodgrain crops are assured by the 

government. As a result, a drop in import duties on 
these can quickly result in the domestic market 
being flooded with cheaper substitutes from 
abroad, crushing what prices local growers can 
obtain for their output.

Apple farmers in India have been demanding a 
100% import tariff and higher budgetary allocation 
under the Market Intervention Scheme (MIS) to 
assure them some price stability in the face of 
extreme competition from Turkey, Iran, Afghani-
stan and of course the US. India could easily curb 
apple imports from Iran, a non-WTO member, by 
using quantitative restrictions, but refrains from 
doing so to preserve trade ties with Tehran.

China, the world’s largest producer and exporter 
of apples, was among major exporters to India until 
2016, when these imports were barred on sanitary 
and phytosanitary grounds. News articles suggest 
that Chinese grown apples are now entering India 
via the UAE. Measures to prohibit such games of 
trans-shipment are not in place.

What needs to be done?: India needs to align its 
policies in favour of domestic apple producers. 
Some form of minimal protection does exist. India 
has prohibited the import of apples with a CIF 
(cost, insurance and freight) price less than or 
equal to ₹50 per kg. This, however, is not enough 
to support domestic farmers.

We also need better on-orchard cold storage 
facilities and more public investment in the rele-
vant infrastructure. Crucially, though, we need a 
clear trade policy direction to secure the liveli-
hoods of our farmers. Remember, apple growers 
cannot shift crops or alter what they produce in 
response to price signals.

In fiscal year 2023-24, India imported over 20.5 
million apples from the US. From April to Septem-
ber, or the first six months of 2024-25, imports 
have crossed 21.5 million apples, surpassing the 
previous year’s total in half the time. In spite of 
price competition from apples grown in other 
countries, New Delhi’s dropping of its additional 
duty on apples has enabled the US to rapidly 
increase its apple exports to India. To the dismay of 
apple growers, this trend is likely to persist.

Apple seeds of discord: Farmers 
mustn’t be trapped in a trade war
India must align its trade policy with the interests of local apple growers and resist making arbitrary shifts that hurt them
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W
hat is there to say with Bitcoin 
above $100,000 for those of us 
who thought $10,000 looked 

nuts? After 15 years of crypto boom-and-
bust cycles, rags-to-riches (and back to 
rags) stories, scams and bankruptcies, a 
carnival mood is back and hushing us nay-
sayers. US politicians have joined the party: 
Donald Trump is appointing pro-crypto 
officials, eyeing a Bitcoin reserve and even 
hawking his own coin. So are punters, who 
are trying their hand and losing their shirts 
in the risky meme-coin market. Like the 
18th-century carnival of Rome attended by 
the poet Goethe, where foolish behaviour 
save knifing and brawling was allowed, it’s 
mystified tourists who are in the minority.

Right now, it’s Anthony Scaramucci of 
all people whose analysis makes the most 
sense: Bitcoin’s new milestone shows it’s 
gained wider acceptance as a tradable asset 
and portfolio investment, offering both big 
gains and gut-wrenching draw-downs (the 
last peak-to-trough fall was around 76%). 

The flip-side of having no intrinsic value 
and a decentralized architecture with a 
huge energy footprint means that nobody 
uses Bitcoin to buy groceries, though: Only 
7% of US consumers hold Bitcoin, and a 
survey published last month by the UK 
Financial Conduct Authority found only 
16% of people who owned crypto used 
these tokens for payments. Sceptics focus 
on the lack of real-world adoption—yet, it’s 
speculators banking on so-called digital 
gold who’ve come out richer.

Another point in favour of ‘Hodlers’ 
[named after a famous ‘Hodl’ call to hold 
crypto that became an insider-joke meme]  
is that it represents a bet on the power of 
the incoming US president—somewhat 
ironically for a movement originally forged 
by libertarian cypher-punks. Almost $10 
billion has flowed into Bitcoin exchange-
traded funds since Trump’s win, which 
makes sense given the likely gains to be had 
from regulatory forbearance. 

Gary Gensler’s departure from the US 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
likely means more breathing space for 
tokens that have laboured under the 
“unregistered securities” label, making 
US-based Coinbase Global an obvious ben-
eficiary of onshore trading flows and prod-
ucts; its shares have doubled this year. A 
friendlier regulatory atmosphere means 
we should expect more financial institu-
tions to join in, even in risk-averse Europe.

Still, even pro-crypto folks know there 
are limits to this trade. We’re far from 
Friedrich Hayek’s vision of the “de-nation-
alization of money,” in which the state 

would ideally cede monopoly control of 
currency to the competitive private sector. 
Trump’s recent call to Brics to accept dollar 
dominance shows he’s far from a crypto 
purist. A Bitcoin strategic reserve, with all 
the risk involved for US taxpayers, seems 
like a bridge too far.

And while ‘digital gold’ is a handy moni-
ker that lets optimists imagine another ten-
fold rise for Bitcoin—taking its market cap-
italization to $20 trillion, or on par with 
gold—its price has lately been correlated 
with tech stocks on the Nasdaq index, sug-
gesting real-world macro conditions must 
remain healthy to maintain that specula-
tive lustre. For now, they are: US monetary 
policy is loosening and tech stocks like 
Nvidia and Palantir are rocketing (and have 
outperformed Bitcoin this year). But if the 
twin engines of the US economy and stock 
market sputter—perhaps due to tariffs or 
inflation—it may undermine Bitcoin.

There are other, longer-term questions 
posed by this rally. The first is just how 
dangerous the gamblification of finance 
could yet be in a world of 24/7 trading apps, 
legalized sports betting and instant pay-
ments—something crypto fans tend to dis-
miss. Like two sides of the same coin, 
crypto rallies expose punters to a prolifera-
tion of scams and get-rich-quick schemes. 

The urge to make money fast and repli-
cate the seemingly out-of-reach gains of 
the early adopters can lead to horror shows 
like the Hawk Tuah meme-coin or the baf-
fling rise of Peanut the Squirrel’s token 
(market cap: $1.2 billion.) There will need to 
be re-regulation ahead, and maybe a total 
rethink of how the lines between investing 
and gambling are policed.

The second is whether there is already a 
glimpse of a future financial system beyond 
the speculation. Complex systems take 
time to emerge—which crypto doubters 
might also miss. Maybe new experiments, 
such as First Abu Dhabi Bank and Libre 
Capital’s announcement this week of a sta-
ble-coin lending pilot backed by tokenized 
money-market funds, are the budding 
indicators of where this Wild West of digi-
tal trading might end up. 

The hope is that this carnival is close to 
maturity. Yet, the history of financial 
manias, especially those with political 
encouragement, suggests a few more acci-
dents are on the way. ©BLOOMBERG

Bitcoin above $100,000: Will  
‘Hodlers’ have the last laugh?

A crypto mania fanned by politicians could result in big mishaps

The carnivalesque cryptocurrency bull run 

has confounded crypto-sceptics REUTERS
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rather than chopping and changing of insti-
tutions, is the most reliable formula for 
development. Out of context anti-establish-
mentarianism can prematurely burden 
institutions with the risk of degenerating 
into sycophancy of the party in power.

The tragedy of today’s anti-establishmen-
tarianism is that it’s an ‘anti’ agenda. It is a 
disruptive force. Instead of creating positive 
mechanisms for people to be included in 
renewed prosperity, it simply divides society 
into ‘us’ and ‘them’ on issues like education, 
race, immigration and geography.

Setting right the failure of institutions to 
carry along a large part of a country’s popu-
lation will require political leadership and 
action, of course. But the answers are likely 
to come from reforms that simplify institu-
tional processes and turns institutions more 
performance-oriented, rather than simply 
blowing them up. Whichever political group 
seizes upon this truth will likely benefit from 
the anarchy that will arise from Trump’s 
gang of anti-establishment figures.

P.S: “It is the way the state and society inter-
act and control each other that determines the 
capacity of our state, the policies of our gov-
ernment, and our resilience, prosperity, secu-
rity, and ultimately, liberty,” said Nobel laure-
ate Daron Acemoglu.

many ‘post-modern’ economies of the West, 
such as those of the US and Europe, institu-
tions have degenerated into a complex con-
struct of rules and do not function for the 
betterment of the greater good. 

In a recent article, Daron Acemoglu says 
that “American democracy has long prom-
ised four things: shared prosperity, a voice for 
the citizenry, expertise-driven governance, 
and effective public services. But US democ-
racy—like democracy in other wealthy (and 
even middle-income) countries—has failed to 
fulfill these aspirations.”

Enter, Donald Trump. Sensing a decline 
in all four pillars and reflecting the political 
will of those who feel disenfranchised by 
these failures, Trump has responded not by 
calling for American institutions to be 
reformed, but by indicating that he will blow 
them up instead. 

Kash Patel, Trump’s pick for the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation’s director, has said 
that a “comprehensive house-cleaning of 
the deep state” is required. Similarly, Trump 
has picked Robert Kennedy for health and 
human services, an individual who is a well-
known anti-vaxxer and seen as a purveyor of 
conspiracy theories. Supporters see an all-
star cast of characters who will reverse what 
they consider an elite capture of institutions.

I
f there is one thing other than personal 
loyalty common to US President-elect 
Donald Trump’s cabinet choices, it is that 

they are all anti-establishment. 
It is indeed ironic that this wave comes in 

the year that the Nobel Prize for Economics 
was awarded to a trio of professors whose 
life’s work has been on the importance of 
institutions. The winners of the 2024 Sver-
iges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in 
memory of Alfred Nobel were Daron Ace-
moglu and Simon Johnson of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology and James A. 
Robinson of the University of Chicago for 
studies on how institutions are formed and 
affect prosperity. Their research traced eco-
nomic disparities back to colonialism and 
demonstrated that societies with strong and 
inclusive institutions are more prosperous, 
while countries with exploitative institu-
tions are unable to grow consistently.

While their approach does indeed hold 
appeal in demonstrating how developing 
economies can prosper, it appears that in 
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traditional press. To this minimum defini-
tion of today’s populism, Trump has added 
a libertarian and low-tax strand.

The danger for developing countries, 
including India, is that these political ideas 
travel without context and proliferate with-
out any regard for the stage of a country’s 

development. Anti-estab-
lishment rhetoric has huge 
implications for countries 
like Brazil, Argentina, India 
and Mexico as govern-
ments come and go and the 
long-term directional 
development of their econ-
omies gets fundamentally 
impacted by dramatic 
shifts in policies and pro-
cesses. 

Countries progress from 
low-income to middle-in-
come and upper-income 
status on the back of stabil-

ity in the broad political structure, with  
institutions guiding progress in a directional 
manner over multiple decades. The slow, 
directionally correct compounding of pro-
ductivity-led growth, aided by gradually 
improving quality and inclusiveness of insti-
tutions, all of it supported by a ‘stacking’ 

Today’s fight against the capture of insti-
tutions in the West has a different texture 
from struggles in the last century. In the 
early 20th century, left-wing populists 
fought to retake institutions from aristo-
cratic capture by ‘robber barons.’ This was 
codified in newly created institutions set up 
under Franklin Roosevelt’s 
‘New Deal’ after the Great 
Depression. In the mid-
60s, America’s anti-war 
and ‘hippie’ movements 
posed a sort of cultural 
challenge to the establish-
ment. In this century, how-
ever, anti-establishment 
activism has come from 
right-wing populists who 
have presented themselves 
as the voice of those disen-
franchised by stagnating 
real wages and have suf-
fered the impact of major 
disruptions like the global financial crisis 
and covid pandemic. This thread of popu-
lism has co-existed with anti-immigrant, 
anti-woke and pro-majoritarian strands. An 
additional feature has been the ‘direct’ com-
munication with people afforded by social 
media, disintermediating the filters of the 

Institutions 

matter for 

prosperity.  

When they fail, 

they should be 

reformed and 

not taken apart
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A trade-war distorted applecart
A slide in apple imports from the US 
following India’s retaliatory tari� led to an 
in�ux from Iran and Turkey, but then that 
barrier was abruptly lifted.

Source: Directorate General of Foreign Trade,
ministry of commerce and industry*April-September
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