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Power and prestige

Civic issues cry for attention, but Delhi
polls are about competitive welfarism

elhi is not much more than a Union Ter-
]) ritory with limited powers for its legisla-
ture and government. The division of
powers between the Lieutenant Governor and
the provincial government has been a matter of
perennial debate, and has curtailed the role of
the latter. Yet, the Delhi Assembly elections are
no less prestigious than that of any other State.
Hosting the capital city and a humongous popu-
lation that has burgeoned significantly, as the Na-
tional Capital Region remains a magnet for em-
ployment, commerce and livelihoods, Delhi is a
melting pot. Increasingly, class and welfare issues
have become salient in Delhi’s elections even as
identity issues have become less determinant of
political fortunes. Delhi has urbanised dramati-
cally, with some of India’s highest net worth fa-
milies in posh neighbourhoods, living cheek by
jowl alongside slums housing the working class
and the urban poor. There is a large middle class
no longer just employed in the massive govern-
ment apparatus in the capital city. The metropo-
lis is also host to small businesses, factories and
services employing the many migrants from the
hinterlands of north India. Civic concerns
abound in each of these segments, making the
Delhi elections unique. The three main political
parties, AAP, the BJP and the Congress, must ad-
dress these concerns in their campaigns and can-
not focus on just identity and patronage politics.
As Delhi gets to vote today, it will be known
whether the pattern of voting in recent election
cycles, for the BJP at the Centre and favouring
AAP in the Assembly will remain. AAP has man-
aged to successfully get the support of a coalition
of middle and lower class voters through its wel-
farist measures and by fostering an image of be-
ing a crusader for clean governance, helping it
rule the roost in the past two elections. This time,
however, its anti-corruption plank and image
have taken a beating after its key leaders, Arvind
Kejriwal and Manish Sisodia, were arrested for
their roles in the liquor policy case. “Stand-in”
Chief Minister Atishi has sought to reorient the
party’s image even as it has doubled down on its
welfarist message with a slew of sops targeting its
core support base. The BJP has had to focus on
emphasising its own welfarism in response while
the Congress has tried hard to regain its lost base.
Yet, the campaigns have been full of vituperation
and mudslinging with little by way of a clear posi-
tion on how to tackle the core issues — the air pol-
lution in particular. As the dust clears, the electo-
rate will have to choose candidates who are able
to rise above narrow mindedness and cater to the
aspirations of residents of what could well be In-
dia’s most populous city today.

Learning steps
India must further strengthen its
investment in school education

esides some high-profile announce-
B ments, such as an Al Centre of Excellence
for education with an allocation of I500
crore, broadband connectivity for schools, the
expansion of five third-generation IITs, and in-
creased funding for Indian knowledge systems,
Budget 2025 has promised higher allocations for
education compared to last year’s revised esti-
mates. There was a 7% increase for higher educa-
tion, although the actual expenditure for 2023-24
was 10% more than the 2025-26 Budget esti-
mates. A key challenge in higher education is that
the ambitious UGC reforms, modelled on ad-
vanced nations, require significant funding. For
instance, introducing four-year degree pro-
grammes, allowing students to take courses
across multiple institutions, implementing bi-an-
nual admissions, and other structural changes
demand substantial finances, which will inevita-
bly fall upon State governments. However, Bud-
get 2025 does not appear to adequately address
these financial concerns. The release of the ASER
2024 report in the same week as the Union Bud-
get highlighted gaps in India’s school education
system, particularly in foundational literacy and
numeracy (FLN). While the report indicated that
learning losses from the COVID-19 pandemic
have been recovered, and, in some cases, FLN le-
vels are at their highest ever, India still has some
way to go before achieving full FLN, the 2026-27
target under the NIPUN Bharat scheme.
Compared to the 2024-25 revised estimates
(RE), school education has been allocated an ad-
ditional 11,000 crore, a 16% increase. However,
as a percentage of the total Budget, this increase
is only 0.12 percentage points, bringing the allo-
cation to 1.55%. In higher education, the Budget
fraction remains unchanged at 0.99%. While in-
stitutions such as Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan
continue to receive significant funding, the in-
crease does reflect higher inflows to States,
which are the primary implementers of school
education programmes. The Centre has been
keen on fully implementing the National Educa-
tion Policy (NEP), which proposes a 5+3+3+4 sys-
tem that includes five years of early education up
to Class 3. Early education is being prioritised as
the key to achieving full FLN, but a critical gap re-
mains: the two years before Class 1 are managed
by underpaid anganwadi workers, who are alrea-
dy overburdened and often lack adequate train-
ing to deliver on FLN goals. A focused FLN drive
is pivotal to achieving full FLN, a prerequisite for
building a highly skilled workforce and leverag-
ing India’s demographic dividend. Over the next
few years, depending on the progress made, the
government must further strengthen school edu-
cation investments to ensure India meets its full
FLN target. Time is of the essence.
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The U.S.s WHO exit, a chance to reshape global health

n January 20, 2025, the United States
government issued an executive order
to withdraw from membership of the
World Health Organization (WHO).
This has raised apprehensions that reduced
funding for WHO would impact the functionality
of the organisation. However, as the executive
decision by the U.S. government has already been
made, it is time to reflect on some fundamental
questions such as why a single country’s exit from
WHO is causing so much concern. How can the
U.S!’s exit from WHO be converted into an
opportunity to create a stronger WHO? Why is
there a need for an increasingly greater role of
countries in Asia and Africa in global health.

Funding intricacies

To understand the impact of the U.S.’s withdrawal
on WHO funding, we need to understand WHO’s
funding system. There are two broad categories
of funding sources. In the first, the assessed
contribution (or AC) is a fixed amount each WHO
member-state must pay annually as a sort of
membership fee. This is what the U.S. President
has argued as being disproportionately high (for
the U.S.) and cited as one of the four reasons for
the U.S.’s decision regarding its withdrawal. The
assessed contributions ensure assured funding,
which WHO uses to pay the salaries of regular
staff, both technical and administrative, and
maintain day-to-day functioning. This is the
minimum resources the organisation needs to
ensure a continuity of operations.

The other funding pool is from voluntary
contributions (or VC) which comes from a range
of donor agencies and additional contributions
from WHO member-states. VCs are broadly for
projects and other time-bound activities. WHO
uses VC funds in the hiring of short-term staff and
consultants. However, the problem with VC funds
is that these are — as the name suggests —
voluntary, always time-bound, linked to specific
activities, and, thus, unpredictable.

For example, many member-states and donors
provide funds for polio elimination, patient
safety, primary health care or antimicrobial
resistance-related work. These contributions are
tight-jacketed and non-transferable to other
activities. With the U.S.’s withdrawal from WHO,
the VC would also be impacted, as many
U.S.-based or U.S.-aligned donors may either
reduce, or worse, completely stop the funding to
WHO. As an example, the ongoing turmoil and
uncertain fate of USAID would additionally
impact WHO funding. Clearly, the financial
impact on WHO is likely to be far greater than the
direct share of the U.S. government funds for
WHO.

Another argument given for the U.S’s
withdrawal, which has been used frequently by
some others to criticise WHO, is that the
organisation is highly bureaucratic, acts slow and
is in need of urgent reforms. This is partially true
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and to be fair in assessment, every global
institution needs some reforms and WHO is not
any different. In fact, there is far more to WHO’s
credit than the occasional systemic blips it has
faced. In this era of emerging and multi-sectoral
challenges such as antimicrobial resistance,
climate change, global warming and animal
health, increasing re-emergence of diseases and a
steep rise in lifestyle diseases, the world needs a
stronger WHO, more than ever.

Why institutions fail

In their book, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of
Power, Prosperity, and Poverty, Daron Acemoglu
and James A. Robinson (they were conferred the
Nobel Prize in Economics in 2024) hypothesize,
inter alia, that nations thrive upon the foundation
and the strengths of functioning and stronger
institutions.

Expanding the analogy at a global level, the
world needs stronger institutions for peace and
global health. However, in the last few decades,
the fibres of global collaboration have been
damaged. There is rising nationalism in many
countries and ‘Nation first’ is becoming a
vote-catcher for many leaders. This phenomenon
of hyper-nationalism is global but relatively new,
and, thus, arguably more virulent in high-income
countries. Hyper-nationalism often undermines
global institutions.

With the U.S.s exit from WHO, the likelihood
of key multi-country alliances such G-7, G-20 and
others stepping in to support and fund WHO are
feeble. Yet, for its tremendous body of work in
the last 75 years, it is a moral imperative for all
countries that the alternatives are explored to
protect and save global institutions. The
legitimate governments and elected political
leaders in the global south and countries such as
India, Brazil, South Africa, Thailand, Egypt and
many others need to step up to support WHO in
specific, and the United Nations in general.

There is another important consideration —
the inexcusable gap in global health priorities and
funding. The health challenges which affect the
countries in Asia and Africa are grossly
underfunded; mPox did not get global attention
till it started affecting people in high-income
countries in 2022. The vaccines and drugs against
mPox are barely available in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo and other settings where
disease is most rampant but offered liberally in
the U.S. which has a few mPox cases. This is a
reminder that high-income countries continue to
shape the policies, health agenda and command
influence in global health, inadvertently widening
health inequities. Global health has arguably
been a case of ‘He who pays the piper calls the
tune’.

The decision to recall U.S. government
personnel who have been seconded to WHO and
subsequent apprehension that such a step would
slow down ongoing programmes reflect how

global health agencies are a little too dependent
on subject experts originating from a single or
select few countries. Global health will be better
off if a pool of subject experts in various areas of
public health are available from different
countries and in the majority of the countries.
There are a few things which should be
considered immediately.

The global south must act

First, countries in the global south, especially
Asia and Africa, must team up to supplement
WHO funding gap after the U.S.’s exit. BRICS
could be one such platform. Second, countries
such as India, Ethiopia, Ghana, and others in the
global south need to invest in training of experts
not just in public health but also global health
(these are different areas). For example, India
should have trained experts in conditions which
affect Africa and diseases which are not prevalent
in our country. The era of providing only financial
support to any country is behind us. It is time for
‘pooled’ technical expertise in health, as in any
other sector). Third, the countries in the global
south should set up a few premier institutions at
the country or at regional levels through
inter-country collaboration to train their experts
in global health. It is the expertise from low- and
middle-income countries which will be of help to
each other and to WHO by the secondment of
such experts. That way, global health can
improve at a much lower cost than by expertise
from high-income countries.

Fourth, we have been hearing of reforms in
WHO for a long time. One of the steps which
should be considered urgently is to trim staff and
move the headquarters to one of the regional
offices in Brazzaville (Congo), Cairo, Manila or
New Delhi. This would reduce the headquarter’s
operational costs. Though this might be a
problem in terms of air connectivity, the time and
the focus of WHO’s work needs to be on
geographies where attention is needed: Africa
and Asia. It would be a very strategic move to
scale down the headquarters and move specific
divisions to the regional offices.

It is very likely that four years later or some
time in future, when there is a new U.S.
President, the U.S. would rejoin WHO. However,
till then, the U.S.’s withdrawal should be explored
as an opportunity for the public health
community and political leadership in the global
south to initiate country and regional level and
collaborative actions to reshape the global health
agenda, which is much under the influence and
the guidance of high-income countries. Global
health should not be at the mercy of funding or
the expertise from one or a handful of
high-income countries. It must be truly a joint
venture for the entire world, led by the global
south.

The views expressed are personal

India-Indonesia ties as a beacon for global relations

accompanied President Prabowo Subianto of

Indonesia, who was the chief guest at India’s
spectacular 76th Republic Day celebrations. The
magnificence of the occasion was not only
reflected in the vibrant displays of India’s
democracy, diversity and military strength, but
was also a timely reminder of the deep and
enduring relationship between the countries,
which can be a beacon for wider international
relations.

l t was a great honour for this writer to have

The evolution of ties

Indeed, as India celebrated its first Republic Day
in 1950, marking its new destiny as a sovereign
and democratic nation, it was Indonesia’s
founding father, President Sukarno, who graced
the occasion as chief guest.

In subsequent decades, as the two countries
embraced their independence, they have built
strong ties, spanning economics, politics and
culture. In fact, this year was the fourth time that
an Indonesian President has been chief guest at
the Republic Day celebrations. Mr. Prabowo’s
visit, and his meeting with Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, highlighted the shared ambition
of the two leaders to further increase
collaboration in areas that include trade,
maritime security, health and technology.

As two of the world’s largest and fastest
growing economies, Indonesia and India have
immense potential to become the cornerstone for
prosperity and security for the entire Indo-Pacific
region and beyond. In particular, this writer’s
visit convinced him that there are three key areas
of trade, security and geo-politics.

First, whilst the two countries signed a trade
agreement back in 1966, from today’s vantage
point there is a huge amount that can be done to
grow economic ties between the two countries.
As Chairman of the Indonesian Chamber of
Commerce, this writer co-chaired the CEOs
Forum alongside Indian business leader Ajay S.
Shriram in New Delhi. Bringing together senior

Anindya Bakrie

is Chair of the
Indonesian Chamber
of Commerce and
Industry (KADIN),
and the CEO of
Bakrie & Brothers

In strengthening
their bonds, the
two countries
can lay the
foundation for a
more
prosperous and
sustainable
future for Asia
and the world

business leaders from India and Indonesia, we
identified five key sectors that should be
prioritised to unlock mutual growth, boost
innovation and strengthen bilateral ties, i.e., in
energy, food and agriculture, health care,
manufacturing and technology.

Trade and security as pillars

Throughout the discussions, it became clear that
there are immense opportunities to increase
bilateral trade, which currently stands at just
under $30 billion. There is the potential to
quadruple the volume of trade in the next 10
years. Ambitious growth targets reflect the
confidence the two nations have in each other’s
potential and in their continued partnership.

Against a backdrop of global economic
uncertainty, India and Indonesia are forecast to
grow by 6.5% and 5.1%, respectively, this year,
which is well above the global growth average of
3.3%. This reflects their expanding markets,
young and dynamic workforces as well as
growing consumer demand.

There is also huge untapped potential for both
countries to benefit from intelligent investment
that can position them as leaders in energy
transition. While Indonesian investment in India
stands at $653.8 million and India has invested
$1.56 billion in Indonesia, this only scratches the
surface of what is possible. By deepening their
investments and supply chains in sectors such as
clean energy, technology and manufacturing, the
two countries can lead the global effort against
climate change.

Security is the second pillar of the
India-Indonesia partnership. In recent years, they
have made significant strides in strengthening
defensive ties, culminating in the Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership in 2018, which is already
yielding significant dividends, particularly in
enhancing maritime security in their shared
waters.

But defensive cooperation is only one aspect of
their multifaceted relationship. During Mr.

Prabowo’s visit, Mr. Modi and Mr. Prabowo
committed to strengthening collaboration in
areas such as counterterrorism and cyber
security to keep the two countries safe.

As two large, populous nations with growing
military capabilities, this is essential if the two
countries are to address the complex geopolitical
dynamics of the Indo-Pacific and safeguard its
stability and prosperity for generations to come.

International relations

A third element of the bilateral relationship is
how it fits in the global context. Outside of the
Indo-Pacific, India and Indonesia are both
navigating a geo-political environment that is
constantly shifting. At the start of the year,
Indonesia was formally invited to join the BRICS
group of emerging economies. In that club of
powerful emerging economies, it joins India and,
of course, China too. At the same time, both
Indonesia and India have important relationships
with the United States and other western
countries. The new U.S. administration led by
President Donald Trump has threatened to
introduce a new set of tariffs, and it remains to be
seen what will happen.

It is obvious that tariffs and non-tariff barriers
are impediments to free trade and carry risks for
the global economy. Indonesia, as a key source of
natural resources such as nickel, copper, tin and
bauxite, wants to be able to export to the U.S.,
India and other markets.

President Prabowo’s visit to India was a
reminder of the importance of Indonesia’s
bilateral relationship with Indonesia. Their
partnership, 76 years old, continues to grow in
strength and their potential to shape the future of
the Indo-Pacific and the global economy is vast.
As the two countries continue to work together
through trade, security and their geo-political
ties, they will not just strengthen the bonds
between the two great nations but also lay the
foundation for a more prosperous and
sustainable future for Asia and the world.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Trump and tariffs

United States President
Donald Trump’s tariff
buffers can impact a
number of sectors of export
from India to the U.S.

While it is too early to
estimate the ‘plus and
minus’ of specific sectors,
our pharma exports are
better placed. As we import

70% of our active

at some premium.

R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai

pharmaceutical ingredients,
any adverse pressure by the
U.S. on China reduces our
API prices from China. It
could enable us to increase
our market share of pharma
products to the U.S., even

When China has trade
relations with many
countries beyond American
shores, and is edging past
the U.S. as a dominant
global player in crucial
areas including Al, Mr.
Trump needs to treat China
on an even keel and
consider it as a trading
partner to improve bilateral

ties. In a multipolar world,
America’s notion that it
alone can control others by
tariffs, sanctions and
threats is unlikely to
succeed. The sooner this
realisation dawns on Mr.
Trump, the better it would
be for the U.S.

Prabhu Raj R.,

Bengaluru

Crises and India

The global
interconnectedness of
economies has brought
benefits of scale, but with
the wave of deglobalisation
and ‘forever crises’ that
plague the world, one
wonders whether such
connectivity is not all it’s
cracked up to be. If other

nations are putting
themselves ‘first’, by virtue
of which they disregard the
rules-based order that built
our global society, perhaps
it is time India went its way.

Anany Mishra,
Bhilai, Chhattisgarh

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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The financial toxicity of cancer care in India

ir, I don’t have the
money for the test,”
said Vijay, a
low-income lung
cancer patient from Hyderabad.
His oncologist replied, “Without
the money, he has only a few
months left.” The test — a 12-gene
next-generation DNA sequencing
panel — could have guided a
life-saving treatment plan.

Genomics-informed precision
medicine, or targeted therapy,
offers the right treatment to the
right patient at the right time,
making previously untreatable
cancers treatable. Yet, these
breakthroughs, along with the
latest treatments such as
immunotherapy, monoclonal
antibodies, and proton therapy,
remain out of reach for many
people from low and
middle-income backgrounds.

Take 70-year-old Aslam, who
has oral cancer. Immunotherapy
for him would cost nearly 10 lakh
annually, adding to the %25 lakh he
has already spent over five years.
His son, an IT professional,
exhausted insurance, savings, and
even sold their ancestral land to
continue the treatment.

Financial toxicity is the least
assessed and most devastating
toxicity of cancer. It impacts not
just the person with the disease
but also his family and the
following generations. From
selling assets to skipping meals to
afford treatment, the burden often
traps thousands of families in a
cycle of generational poverty that
is economic, social, and
nutritional in nature.
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Public and private healthcare
One of the key barriers to
equitable cancer care is its cost,
which includes both direct
medical expenses, such as
diagnostics, medicines, and
hospitalisation, and non-medical
expenses such as travel, lodging,
and food. Afreen, a cancer patient,
exemplifies this struggle: “I had
3500. I spent 3200 on travel and
%200 on medicines. I have ¥100
left. How will I go home?”
Private and public insurance
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schemes, such as Ayushman
Bharat, pay only for inpatient
costs. Outpatient expenses such as
diagnostic workups,
post-discharge care, and follow-up
tests must be paid out-of-pocket
(OO0P) by patients. Such
expenditure constitutes nearly
50% of total healthcare costs.

India’s public health
expenditure has always been less
than 2% of GDP. Consequently,
public hospitals often face
shortages of healthcare personnel,
diagnostic and treatment facilities,
and essential medications. Delays
in diagnostic tests and surgeries
further strain the system. This
burden is compounded by the fact
that many cancer cases are
diagnosed at advanced stages,
leading to higher treatment costs
and poorer outcomes.

Given the limited public health
facilities, private healthcare is a
thriving business. The Indian
hospital market is valued at close
to T8 lakh crore with a CAGR of
8%. Is letting private healthcare
thrive going to worsen the
financial toxicity of cancer?

Addressing financial toxicity
In India, public healthcare is a
State subject. To finance the direct
medical cost of cancer care, some
States such as Delhi, Maharashtra,
Punjab, and Kerala have
implemented several schemes. To
support direct non-medical costs
the Indian Railways and Air India
offer discounted fares, whereas
States such as Himachal Pradesh
and Haryana provide free bus
travel for cancer patients.

Additionally, efforts from NGOs
and networks have also helped.
For example, the National Cancer
Grid has reduced the cost of 40
high-value cancer drugs by 82%
through pooled procurement. The
Cachar Cancer Hospital and
Research Center in Assam has
adopted a holistic approach to
reduce OOP, along with
accommodation, meals, and
temporary employment
opportunities for caregivers
accompanying patients.

Only a strong political will and

strategic investment in the public
health system will address the
financial toxicity of cancer.
However, until government
spending on public health
improves, nonprofits play a crucial
role in reducing this problem. By
working at the grassroots level and
conducting pilot projects, they can
generate evidence that
governments can scale up to
inform policies.

In India, nearly 3 lakh
nonprofits are registered on the
Darpan portal managed by NITI
Aayog, with over 85,000 focused
on health and family welfare. But
only a fraction of these specialise
in cancer care. Larger nonprofits
work across the cancer care
continuum, from prevention to
treatment. Smaller ones often
operate in niche areas, such as by
assisting low-income patients with
paperwork, securing funding, and
arranging essentials.

Individual philanthropy, impact
investments, and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) funding are
central to financing nonprofits.
Under India’s CSR Act of 2014,
companies meeting certain
criteria must allocate funds for
social causes. In 2022-23, the
healthcare sector received over
6,800 crore in CSR funding.
However, granular data on specific
areas like cancer remains limited.

The Forbes’ 2024 report
showed that the combined wealth
of India’s 100 richest individuals
surged to 8.4 lakh crore. A
growing segment of the
population has surplus wealth that
can be donated while they benefit
from tax exemptions. Critical
catalytic capital would enable
younger nonprofits to establish
themselves and scale their impact.
However, individual philanthropy
is lagging far below its potential.

With a rising pollution, rapid
urbanisation, and unhealthy
lifestyle changes, the health and
financial toll of cancer is set to rise
significantly. Indian philanthropy,
CSR initiatives, government
funding, and nonprofits hold the
power to alleviate the economic
burden of cancer care.

The continuing drugs menace in Punjab

Legal and policing solutions are not enough

STATE OF PLAY

Bhashyam Kasturi

or decades, Punjab has
F been struggling to tack-

le drug trafficking. Its
proximity to the heroin-pro-
ducing Golden Crescent — Pa-
kistan, Afghanistan, and Iran
— makes it vulnerable to the
problem. This is why the
drugs menace is also a nation-
al security issue. Last August,
as the Punjab Governor Gulab
Chand Kataria said, the State,
which shares an International
Border with Pakistan, has
been facing challenges from
the neighbouring country,
which is fighting “a proxy
war” by sending drugs and
weapons to “create distur-
bance” in India. Apart from
Punjab, Pakistan has also late-
ly been sending drugs to the
Jammu region.

To make matters worse, the
use of drones to smuggle nar-
cotics has intensified the tran-
snational challenge. While the
Border Security Force (BSF)
has been empowered to carry
out search, seizure and arrest
for illicit trafficking of narcotic
drugs at the International Bor-
der under the Narcotic Drugs
and Psychotropic Substances
(NDPS) Act, 1985, smugglers
have become smarter. Reports
indicate that they have shifted
operations from drones with
payloads of 4-5 kg to smaller
drones with lighter payloads,
which can carry about 500 gm
of heroin per trip. By increas-
ing the number of sorties with
smaller drones, smugglers
have minimised the losses of
narcotics in case the drone is
shot down or captured. In
2024, the BSF Punjab Frontier
posted on X that it had reco-
vered 294 drones, a substan-
tial increase from 107 drones
in 2023. Additionally, approxi-
mately 283 kg of heroin was

Punjab

seized, four Pakistani intrud-
ers were neutralised, and 161
Indian smugglers along with
30 Pakistani nationals were
apprehended from  the
border.

Punjab is not only on the
supply route, but is also a ma-
jor consumer of drugs. In the
last three years alone, 29,010
cases have been registered
and 39,832 people arrested
under the NDPS Act, 1985. In
this period, 2,710 kg of heroin
were also seized. However, it
is well known that the quanti-
ties of drugs seized are only a
fraction of the total volume of
drugs available in the State.

A 2022 study conducted by
Postgraduate Institute of Med-
ical Education and Research
(PGIMER), Chandigarh, shows
the scale of the problem of de-
mand for drugs. It stated that
some 15% (41 lakh people) of
Punjab’s population of 277.4
lakh are consuming some
drug. Additionally, according
to a 2014 survey, every third
male and every tenth female
in Punjab has consumed
drugs under one pretext or
the other in their lifetime.
Further, 1.7 lakh people con-
sume opioids, followed by
cannabinoids as well as seda-
tive-inhalant-stimulants. The
PGIMER study also shows that
there are large numbers of in-
jection drug users (19.5%) in
the State with a high preva-
lence of HIV. The primary rea-
son for an increase in the
number of deaths among drug

addicts is the reuse of injec-
tions already used by HIV pos-
itive persons. An affidavit sub-
mitted in the Punjab and
Haryana High Court shows
that drug overdose claimed
159 lives in 2022-23, 71 in 2021~
22, and 36 in 2020-21.

The Punjab government
has focused on targeting the
large networks of drug smug-
glers as well as local suppliers.
While the problem of availa-
bility of drugs is undoubtedly
a big one, it is linked to other
challenges, such as institution-
al corruption and lethargy to
change the mindsets of the pe-
ople in the State.

There is a clear nexus bet-
ween politicians, the police,
and the drug mafia. In fact,
last year, Punjab Chief Minis-
ter Bhagwant Mann an-
nounced that at least 10,000
police personnel, from the
rank of constable onwards,
had been transferred after he
realised that drug peddlers
had a nexus with the police.
Due to this, it has become
much more difficult to combat
the menace effectively and
with a strategic purpose.

While measures are being
taken by the government, the
police also have has limited ca-
pacity to investigate narcoter-
ror, particularly related to
modern technological tools.
Further, while they are focus-
ing on reducing supply, there
is less focus on rehabilitation
and on reducing demand.
This is a long-term but impor-
tant project.

The need of the hour is to
recognise the seriousness of
the issue. The scale and inten-
sity of it have far-reaching con-
sequences. While legal and
policing solutions are availa-
ble, political will is required to
tackle the matter head-on.

Bhashyam Kasturi is a former director,
National Security Council Secretariat.
Views are his own

Cess and surcharge continue to shrink States’ tax share

The divisible pool of taxes has shrunk, and the share of southern States in it has also dwindled further

DATA POINT

Samreen Wani

f every 100 that the Un-
0 ion government collects
as tax, 10-11 is collected
as cesses and surcharges, a trend
unchanged since the pandemic
year 2020-21. Also, the govern-
ment spends 1-2 in collecting ev-
ery 100 of tax; this is called the
cost of collection. The amount col-
lected as cesses and surcharges,
along with the cost of collection, is
not included in the divisible pool
of taxes, a portion of which is
meant to be shared with the States.
The share of cesses and sur-
charges, along with the cost of col-
lection, reached a high of 13.5 for
every 100 collected as taxes by
the Centre in 2021-22 — the highest
ratio in at least over a decade.
Since then, it has gradually de-
clined and is expected to be
around %10.97 according to the lat-
est Budget Estimates (BE) for 2025-
26. In contrast, in many years be-
fore the pandemic, this figure
ranged only between %5 and 7.

Divisible pool has shrunk

Let us now look at these figures
from the perspective of the divisi-
ble pool. Given that the share of
cesses and surcharges has in-
creased over the years, the divisi-
ble pool has shrunk. Since the pan-
demic year 2020-21, the divisible
pool has fallen to less than 390 for
every 100 that the Centre col-
lects. It is expected to remain be-
low %90, according to BE for 2025-
26, presented on February 1. In
contrast, in many years before the
pandemic, this figure ranged bet-
ween 391 and Z95.

Chart 1 shows the share (in %)
of the divisible pool in the Centre’s
gross tax collection over the years
(left axis). It also shows cesses, sur-
charges, and the cost of collection
of taxes as a share of the Centre’s
gross tax collection over the years
(right axis).

Currently, all the States put to-
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

gether get 41% of the divisible pool,
a figure arrived at as per the re-
commendations of the 15th Fi-
nance Commission for the FY 21-26
period. Before that, the share was
pegged at 42% of the divisible pool
between FY16 and FY20, a massive
increase from the 32% share be-
fore FY16.

However, the consistent rise in
the share of cesses and surcharges
has meant that the Finance Com-
missions’ recommendations have
been rendered less effective, as the
divisible pool itself is shrinking.
Many experts have previously
pointed out that despite a formula
in place, in practice the actual de-
volution to the States falls short of
the agreed recommendations. In
fact, many non-BJP ruling States
now want this share to increase to
50% from 41%.

GST compensation cess was not
included in the list of cesses consi-
dered, as it was collected to com-
pensate the States for revenue loss
due to implementation of GST.

Usage of cess
While the rise in cesses and sur-
charges is one part of the problem,
they are often not used for the
specific purposes for which they
were collected.

Many Comptroller and Auditor
General of India (CAG) audit re-
ports have pointed out that these
cesses are not being completely
transferred to the reserve funds or
adequately utilised for the intend-
ed purposes. For instance, the
crude oil cess is meant to be trans-
ferred to the oil industry develop-
ment body, which is not followed.
In the latest three such reports, the
CAG pointed out that about 32.19
lakh crore in cesses meant for
transfer to the designated Reserve
Funds between FY20 to FY22 did
not happen.

While all the States put together
get 41% of the divisible pool, the
share of each State in that is calcu-
lated based on a formula, which is
decided by the Finance Commis-
sion. Predominantly, it is decided
by income distance, which mea-

sures how far a State is from the
State with the highest per capita
income. Other factors such as pop-
ulation, demographic perfor-
mance (population control), forest
cover, area and efficiency in tax
collection are also given
weightage.

Certain States have also raised
an issue with the way their share in
the divisible pool is being calculat-
ed as they feel that the formula is
subject to political bias and they
are losing out on account of eco-
nomic and social progress.

Share of States in divisible
pool

The share of various States in the
divisible pool has undergone sig-
nificant changes since FYO02, as
shown in Table 2. The share of all
the southern States has fallen. Ker-
ala’s share fell from 3.08% in FY02
to 2.5% in FY17 and is estimated to
fall even further to 1.9% in FY26
(BE). Tamil Nadu’s share shrunk
from 5.46% in FYO2 to 4.02% in
FY17 and is expected to remain at
the same level in FY26. Karnata-
ka’s has come down from 4.98% in
FYO2 to 3.6% in FY26 BE. The
share of Andhra Pradesh and Te-
langana together declined from
7.7% in FYO2 to 6.75% in FY17 and
is expected to drop to 6.1% in
FY26. West Bengal and Odisha’s
shares have also come down con-
sistently in the period. In contrast,
the shares of Madhya Pradesh,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, and Guja-
rat have increased in this period.

States such as Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar continue to receive the
bulk of the share. Bihar is expect-
ed to get 10.1% in FY26, slightly
lower than 11.49% in FY02; and Ut-
tar Pradesh is expected to get
17.9% in FY26, slightly lower than
19.15% in FYO02.

As the data show, not only is the
divisible pool shrinking, but the
share allocated to certain States —
most of which are in south India
and parts of the east — is also dwin-
dling. This imbalance explains
why many of these States now feel
short changed.

Smaller
chunk

The data for the charts
was taken from the
Budget documents
and CMIE. It

also includes

The Hindu’s
calculations

Unfair share: Union
Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman
upon her arrival at
the Parliament House
complex to present
the Budget

Chart 1: The chart shows the share of the divisible pool (left axis) and cesses, surcharges
& the cost of tax collection (right axis) in Centre’s gross tax revenue (GTR). Both figures in %
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Table 2: State-wise distribution of the divisible poolin %

FY02 | FYO7 | FY12 | FY17 | FY22 | FY26
AP&Telangana | 7.73 | 7.36 | 694 | 6.75 | 6.15 | 6.1 -Nofe"d “States
Karnataka 498 | 446 | 433 | 471 36 | e
Arunachal
Tamil Nadu 546 | 531 | 497 | 402 | 408 | 4.1 Pradesh,
Kerala 2.67 2.34 2.5 1.93 1.9 Meghalaya,
West Bengal 82 | 7.06 | 726 | 7.32 | 752 | 75 Mizoram,
Odisha 503 | 5.16 | 478 | 464 | 453 | 45  Magaland
Manipur, Sikkim
Maharashtra 471 5 52 552 | 6.32 6.3 and Tripura
Rajasthan 5.49 5.61 5.85 5.5 6.03 6.0 o
. Includes
Gujarat : cler | 3.04  3.08 Goa, Haryana,
Madhya Pradesh 6.47 6.71 7.12 7.55 7.85 7.9 Himachal
Chhattisgarh : : 4 3.41 Praqesh,
Jharkhand 0 8 Punjab,

- Uttarakhand
Bihar 1149 | 11.03 | 1092 | 9.67 | 10.06 | 101  ,nq 2k No
Uttar Pradesh 9 g 9.68 9 94 9 data for J&K
Assam for 2021-22 and
Northeast* : : 46 | 542 | 54  2025%sinceit
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Small States 481 | 54 | 616 | 6.65 | 524 | 52 {pion Tepritory
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FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 5, 1975

Earthquake changes course
of river, cracks mountain

New Delhi, Feb. 4: A river changed its course, a
lake was formed and a mountain cracked in the
wake of the January 19 earthquake that hit the
Kinnaur and Lahaul-Spiti districts of Himachal
Pradesh.

Besides, half a dozen villages along an
elliptical line extending to 40 km. were
flattened.

The change in the course of ‘Para Chu’ (Chu
means river) particularly is regarded as
significant, indicative of the severity of the
earthquake placed at 7.5 on the Richter Scale.

The lake on Para Chu has disappeared. The
dam, made up of boulders and mud that slid
down the mountain after the earthquake, had
created the lake. After six days, the impounded
waters of the temporary lake broke through
naturally. The escaping waters have taken a
different course from the old river bed,
according to a Roorkee Seismologist who has
carried out the first scientific survey of the
quake-hit area.

The crack of a Himalayan mountain, that can
be seen from the border village of Kaurik, is
stated by the Seismologist, Mr. Sudarshan Singh,
to be four km. long, over three metres deep and
60 to 90 cm. wide.

Mr. Singh was accompanied by two geologists,
Dr. A.K. Jain and Mr. P. Sinha.

Earlier Chandigarh reports said the Bhakra
management Board was sending its experts to
study the effects of geological deformations
caused by the quake on Sutlej river which feeds
the Bhakra Lake.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 5, 1925
The public as censors

Lahore, Feb. 4: The Punjab Government have
issued a communique with the object of
enlisting the co-operation of the public in the
matter of censorship of cinematograph films.
They request the public to assist in the work of
censorship by reporting promptly to the District
Magistrate direct any features in a film which
appear to be morally or otherwise
objectionable, as most of the films which are
brought into the Punjab are open to no
objection and the Government think there is no
good ground for the appointment of an
expensive inspecting staff working under
District Magistrate.
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Nuclear cloud

Unrealistic targets, accident liability issues, a concern

he Centre’s keenness on increasing the share

of nuclear power in India’s energy mix, as

evidenced by the Finance Minister
mentioning it in two successive Budget speeches, is
laudable. However, the manner in which the Centre is
going about this task brings several aspects of it into
question.

The government’s target of 100 GW by
2047 makes one wonder ifitisa
well-thought-out goal or purely aspirational,
. considering that the interim target for

2031-321is 22,480 MW. India’s track record in
nuclear power capacity building does not
inspire confidence that 77,520 MW of
capacity can be built in about 15 years —
after all, even after 75 years of Independence,
India has so far built only 8,180 MW of
nuclear power capacity, of which 2000 MW
has been built with Russian reactors.

The government’s target for nuclear
capacity has been as though it was anchored
in shifting sands. The target for 2032 moved
from 60 GW under the UPA government, to
‘63 GW by 2032’ under the NDA government
and remained there till about 2016, before it
was suddenly hammered down to 22,480
MW, alongside a new goal of 100 GW by
2047. One understands that the nuclear
power sector is fraught with uncertainties, in
terms of siting and fuel, but the regrettable
aspect of the moving goalposts is that there
isno explanation from the government. In
fact, the entire nuclear sector is very opaque
with no explanations offered for
decades-long delays suffered by various
projects, such as Prototype Fast Breeder
Reactor, Advanced Heavy Water Reactor,
Accelerated Driven Subcritical System and
Indian High Temperature Reactor, each of
which is of critical importance to the
country. The PFBR was originally scheduled
to be commissioned in 2011. Against this
backdrop, a high target of 100 GW by 2047
appears unrealistic.

The Budget speech mentions that
amendments to the Atomic Energy Act and
Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage Act will be
taken up. Some provisions of the latter Act
have been largely responsible for no foreign
investments coming in despite the Indo-US
nuclear agreement sealed in 2008. Amending
the Atomic Energy Act to let in private
players may not pose a challenge but the
same cannot be said of sprucing up the
contentious Civil Liability for Nuclear
Damage Act, which deals with fixing liability
if there isanuclear accident — the plant
operator, equipment supplier or the
government. Suppliers are troubled by Sec
46, which holds that the Act is “in addition to
and not in derogation of ” any other law in
force, such as the law of torts. Also, suppliers
worry about having to assume liability for
any defects in the components made by
vendors. There are questions over
government’s powers to reset operators’
liability. Above all, the government should do
everything possible to fast-track into
thorium, a material that India hasin
abundance, and can guarantee unlimited
supply of green energy.

OTHER VOICES.
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Shopping for arms? Ukraine may soon be your best bet

One of the first computers in Europe was invented in a bombed-out inn on
the outskirts of Kyivin 1951, when Ukraine was part of the Soviet Union. The
inventors were forbidden to read Western journals, but were nonetheless
tasked with matching the computing machines that the Americans and the
Britons had just built. The against-all-odds tale of that invention, captured in
the book “Innovation in Isolation: The Story of Ukrainian IT from the 1940s to
the Present,” helps explain why Ukraine has so many successful tech start-ups
today — such as the writing assistant Grammarly and the home security
system Ajax. That scrappy culture of innovation, once key to so many Soviet
technological breakthroughs, is a big part of why Ukraine is still standing
three years after a merciless Russian assault. (ew vork, Fesruary 4)

___CHINADAILY
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US’ protectionism, isolationism will not bring it benefit
China remains consistent in both its openness to promote healthy
development of Sino-US relations, and its resoluteness to safeguard its core
interests. The series of trade-related moves targeting the United States that
Beijing made public on Tuesday are countermeasures against the 10 per cent
additional tariffs the US levied on all imports from China on the same day on
the pretext that Beijing is not doing enough to help address the US’ fentanyl
crisis. The carefully-selected list of US imports these Chinese measures target,
and the mineral resources that it has strengthened its export controls on, are
tailored to avoid hurting the overall Sino-US economic relations. And its filing a
case against the US tariff measures under the WTO’s dispute settlement
mechanism on the basis that the US move is of a “malicious nature” shows
Beijing’s resolve to protect the country’s interests. eeuin, Fesruary 4)

Budget with a governance focus

GROWTH DRIVERS. Measures relating to MSMEs, agriculture, ease of doing business, and export promotion stand out

R GOPALAN
MC SINGHI

udget 2025-26 is a mix of

short-term measures for

improving growth and

medium-term measures for

building expectations. The
proposed development measures cover
10 broad areas focusing on garib, youth,
annadata and narithrough agriculture,
MSMEs, investments and exports with
citizen-centric initiatives for
empowerment, capacity building and
building trust. Considering the
structural slowdown in the economy,
the government must focus additionally
on increasing employment of people at
low income levels, manage inflation,
increase productivity and promote new
tech opportunities.

Personal income tax relief may lead to
0.3-0.5 per cent growth in consumption
and around 20-30 basis points (bps)
increase in growth of GDP if the entire
benefit is used for consumption.
Estimates are around 50 per cent of the
relief amount will be saved. Given the
moderation in growth in the current
year and the expectation of continuation
of the observed decadal trend rate of
growth, we may still continue to see
stickiness in growth. Nominal GDP
growth assumed in the Budgetis 10.1
per cent for 2025-26. If it holds, with
WPI converging to CPI core and food
inflation not showing signs of
moderation, GDP deflator may end up
close to 4 per cent reducing GDP growth
toaround 6 per cent.

The Budget skilfully manages the fisc,
capital outlay and income tax cuts.
Central debt levels are projected to
come down by 0.7 per cent of GDP in
2025-26. Personal income tax
collections are somewhat overstated
after factoring in tax cuts. One hopes
that the axe does not fall on capital
outlay in the end to maintain the fiscal
deficit target. Effective capital
expenditure outlay makes a healthy
increase from 13.2 per cent (RE
2024-25) to 15.5 per cent of GDP.
Dividend assumption from the RBI
looks optimistic. Probably Available
Realised Equity as percentage of RBI
balance sheet will be reduced this year.

Interest payments to Revenue increases
by 0.4 per cent. Monetisation is in focus
again, but the stated target looks
ambitious. Disinvestment numbers
remain sticky.

INFRA OUTLAY

To improve defence preparedness,
defence capital outlay has gone up by
12.5 per cent (over RE). Outlay on
health and education shows an increase
that is more than the rate of overall
increase in expenditure. Shift of
expenditure to primary healthcare and
literacy and numeracy outcomes should
take place. Outlay on railways, roads and
rural development seems to be governed
by the ability of these departments to
absorb the outlay.

PPPs (public-private partnerships)
have resurfaced, but require the
government’s ability to allocate risks ina
manner that is equitable and which the
private sector can afford. Outlay on
airports, shipbuilding, ship breaking,
labour intensive sectors, tourism, funds
for start-ups along with the
Manufacturing Mission could catalyse
investments in these sectors. Jal Jeevan

Personal income tax
collections are
somewhat overstated.
One hopes that the axe
does not fall on capital
outlay to maintain the
fiscal deficit target

Mission badly underperformed this year.
The government should focus on
reenergising this initiative.

Finally, the government has accepted
that trust based economic governance is
more important. It has decided to forma
high-level committee to review
regulations, certifications and licences.
The Economic Survey had focused on
this issue. This will enable the private
sector (foreign investors also) to invest
more in the country. By this, the
government adds further to the ‘ease of
doing business’. If the additional known
risks to private investment are removed,
private capex can improve significantly.

The decision to offer support to
integration with global supply chains is
significant. A review of our current
position on tariffs and FTAs (free trade
agreements) is required — perhaps,
after an equilibrium is reached in the
ensuing tariff war. Trade defence
mechanism, as per WTO, requires to be
strengthened. But steps proposed in the
Budget on export promotion are not a
daytoo late.

The focus on skill development must
be even sharper. Some progress is seen
in trying to make vocational training
part of curriculum in schools. Why the
private sector is not active in investing
and managing ITIs, as expected, requires
some soul-searching. Skills in tourism,
construction and rural enterprises are
lacking.

INCENTIVISING SMALL UNITS
The Budget proposes to incentivise
MSMESs, by providing greater access to

credit, technology upgradation, easing
their compliance burden and other
support measures. All India Survey of
Unincorporated Enterprises indicates
that more than seven crore
unincorporated enterprises are
employing nearly 12 crore persons
(self-employed as entrepreneurs and
hired workers). Only one-fifth of these
are covered by any normal channel of
institutional credit or are on the radar of
public agencies. Access to institutional
credit, which was destroyed during the
pandemic, must be provided — at least
for those enterprises which have bank
accounts and hence their cash-flows are
known. Such capital must be collateral
free and guaranteed by the government.
To begin with at least one million such
enterprises can be covered. The current
programmes do not cover this set of
entrepreneurs.

The focus of the Budget on
agriculture is well-articulated. Renewed
focus on R&D, extension, freedom to
move perishables across the countryand
removing controls on export and
stock-holding is critical. To technically
upgrade rural industries, linkage with
nearby ITIs is required. CSR resources
must be used to ensure efficient
marketing of rural products. The
government should catalyse creating
marketing structures like AMUL in
perishables to enable the non-farm
sector to improve their incomes.

Gopalan is former Secretary, Economic Affairs, and
Singhiis former Senior Economic Adviser, Ministry of
Finance. Views are personal

Proposals that can catalyse reforms in education

The Budget captures the educational value chain that begins with knowledge creation and goes up to vocational education

S VAIDHYASUBRAMANIAM

Finance Minister Nirmala

Sitharaman is not only the most
consecutive presentations by an FM but
also comprehensively inclusive,
responsive and exhaustive. This trinity
of sorts makes Budget 2025-26 a
springboard for economic activism,
driven by encouraging consumerism,
stimulating private investments, skilling
the youth, creating new knowledge
besides various other people-centric
schemes to generate jobs and wealth. As
an academic, my eyes roll down to the
numbers that script a giant story with
some interesting nuggets on education
and its derivatives.

The financial prudence with which the
Finance Minister has approached the
major outlays need special mention. The
capex story is not that of an isolated
reductionist but of a collective
expansionist with capex being 22 per
cent of the total expenditure. Thisisa
steady growth from 2015 Budget, which
had a 14 per cent capex share of total
expenditure.

This significant capex of ¥11.21 lakh
crore towards public infrastructure shall
create jobs to create consumer demand
for businesses to increase their capex.
The fiscal consolidation through an
estimated fiscal deficit of 4.4 per cent of
GDP for 2025-26, reducing debt-GDP

T he record eighth full Budget of

ratio to 50 per cent by 2031 and the zero
personal income tax for annual income
up to X12lakh to boost consumption
along with other sectoral benefits, make
this Budget a unique partnership
between government and citizens for
the nation’s progress.

Goddess Lakshmi’s slant on Goddess
Saraswathi is visible with the Ministry of
Education pushed upwards and ranked
ninth (single digit rank in recent times)
in terms of percentage of total
government expenditure. The ¥1.28 lakh
crore for Education Ministryisa12.8
per cent increase over the revised
estimates for 2024-25, making it the
largest proportionate increase amongst
all ministries.

One might still argue that it’s low
when compared to global standards. The
fact of the matter is that education
continues to be close to the ministry’s
heart despite it being in the Concurrent
List.

MULTIPLIER EFFECT

With school education being the
primary task of government, the 7.7 per
cent increase in higher education is less
than education’s overall 12.8 per cent
and understandable. However, the
multiplier effect that the collaborative
potential with other agencies can create
is the foundational investment for
knowledge and skill-based growth in
India’s socio-economic wealth. The
special budgetary provision of 320,000
crore through the Department of
Science & Technology to promote
research and innovation through private
partnership and the Prime Minister’s

A BOOSTER. For education ecosystem

Research Fellowship of ¥600 crore
(doubled) to create 10,000 research
fellows in IITs & IISc (could have been in
top 100 NIRF institutions) catalyse new
knowledge creation.

The 1,000 crore increase in various
research and innovation schemes,
infrastructure expansion plans and
student-aid increase gradual enrolment
and output.

The X500 crore for establishing a
Center for Excellence in Al education is
hopefully geared towards building
capacity to train learners on the use of Al
inlife and business. Hopefully, this is not
spent on R&D as X500 crore is
insignificant for any new capability
building.

The ¥1,180 crore allocation (almosta
200 per cent increase) for
apprenticeship training and the
proposed five national centres of skilling
excellence coupled with Ministry of Skill
& Entrepreneurship Development’s ITI
upgradation budget of ¥3,000 crore (300
per cent increase), and the PM

Internship Scheme through the
Corporate Affairs Ministry with an
allocation of ¥10,800crore (almost 500
per cent increase), propel India’s youth
to the ideals of ‘Make for India, Make for
the World’ initiative.

The Budget value chain insofar as
education is concerned transcends
ministries and stretches from new
knowledge creation to vocational
education for skilling. While the NEP
2020 aims at multidisciplinary
education, the Budget hasaimed at
multi-ministerial allocation for
education, which has other partner
ministries from which it can draw
finances through various schemes that
define the future of work, education,
livelihood and life.

The World Economic Forum’s Future
of Jobs report 2025 has identified AT and
information processing technologies,
robots and autonomous systems, energy
generation, storage and distribution,
new materials and composites and
semiconductors and computing as the
top five technologies that shall drive
business transformation necessitating
new-age workplace skills.

The Budget seems to be mindful of
this with the right allocation to
education. Education 1.0 budget during
NDA 1.0 was a ‘re-organiser’ and
Education 2.0 budget during NDA 2.0
was a ‘re-imaginer’. This Education 3.0
budget for Industry 4.0 has the potential
tobe agame-changer.

The writer is Vice-Chancellor & Tata Sons Chair
Professor of Management, SASTRA University. Views
are personal
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Effect of US tariffs

This refers to ‘US’ tariff onslaught
calls for a considered response’
(February 4). The decision to impose
import tariffs on goods from Mexico,
Canada, and China— while sparing
India for the time being — does not
bode well for the growth of global

trade. This move may strengthen the Chennai

US dollar at the expense of emerging
market currencies, which could face
sharp depreciation.

With the rupee breaching the 87
mark, India’s crude oil bill is set to rise
further, especially with tightening
sanctions against Russia, compelling
India to rely more on suppliers like

Saudi Arabia and thereby reducing its
bargaining power. While the US may
experience atemporary reductionin
its trade deficit with the affected
countries, potential retaliatory
measures could trigger volatility in
the dollar.

(February 4), when the Railways is

set on expansion mode, keeping the
budgetary support at the same level
of last year raises many questions on

the timely completion of the
ongoing infrastructure projects. The
drop ininvestment in the Dedicated
Freight Corridor could have been
allotted to key traffic-borne routes.
Also, implementation of Kavach
across railway networks appears to

agoodstart’ (February 4), the
Budget provisions of tax treatment
of venture capital income as capital
gains at lower tax rates would

structure needs to be more

Srinivasan Velamur be lagging. transparent and SEBI must work in
RV Baskaran this direction.
Chennai Sitaram Popuri

Funding of Railways Bengaluru

Apropos ‘Rlys cuts investments by Transparency of AlIFs

20%, focuses on streamlining’ With reference to ‘Taxclarityon AIFs,  Delhi elections

definitely be an incentive for PE
investors. However, in view of
investor preferences over rate and
distribution of returns, adjustment
of various charges and complex
distribution structures, the AIF

The posters of broken promises
scattered across Delhi’s streetsare
fading, the blaring microphones have
fallen silent, and the fingers once

raised on the stage now await a
decision.

This is no coincidence but
democracy’s defining moment —
where speeches will no longer rule,
but the people’s fingers will decide.
The leaders who once showered
assurances are now silent, yet thisis
not their defeat but a sign of the
people’s awakening. Now, this finger
will not just scroll but press the EVM
to shape the future. The decision is in
the hands of the people — will
change arrive, or will old promises
return?

RK Jain Arijeet

Barwani, MP
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GST decisions,aworry

Budget announcements raise questions for taxpayers

|
Mohan R Lavi

sisthe case everyyear, the
A build-up to Budget 2025

was filled with
expectations. The Economic
Survey made a clear statement
that the government should focus
on deregulation and allow
businesses to be run as
businesses.

The first part of the Finance
Minister’s speech raised hopes
that the recommendations of the
Economic Survey would be
implemented. The Budget speech
added to the sense of anticipation
by reserving the best for the last
— increasing the threshold
exemption limit with rebate to
%121akh. Changes were made to
rates for tax deduction at source
to ensure that there is more
money in the hands of the
middle-class taxpayer.

However, at the end of the
Budget speech, one felt that much
more could have been done on the
recommendations of the
Economic Survey in terms of
opening up the economy. A
question that arises is: Should the
Economic Survey be presented a
bit earlier so that the Government
has time to implement some of
the recommendations in the
annual Budget?

The changes in income tax
provisions could put some
additional money in the hands of
the taxpayer. However, it is widely
felt that for there to be a 360
degree impact on consumption
and investment, GST rates should
also be made conducive. Budget
2025 has focused on settling
GST-linked administrative issues.
Some decisions here are slightly
questionable.

GST PROVISIONS

When introduced in 2017, GST
laws prevented availing input tax
credit on construction services
unless the output service was also
a construction service. In 2018,
the Orissa High Court permitted
availing credit forcing the
department to knock on the doors
of the Supreme Court. In October
2024, in what can be called a
landmark judgment, the Supreme
Court ruled that credit could be
claimed if the functionality test is
satisfied. The apex court based its

GST Tribunals are still
a work-in-progress and
are going to be
flooded with a
plethora of appeals
when fully functional

GST APPEALS. Likely to rise

reasoning on the fact that plant
and machinery would meet the
test of functionality in a mall. The
GST Council decided to contest
this decision on all fronts —a
review petition was filed before
the Supreme Court in December
and at the 55th meeting of the
GST Council held in December,
and it was proposed to amend
Section 17(5)(d) which blocked
such credits by including the word
“Plant and Machinery”. Budget
2025 has executed the decision of
the GST Council by proposing the
amendment with retrospective
effect from July 2017.

The provision makes it clear
that the government does not
agree with the decision of the
Supreme Court on this clause and
is hence overriding the decision.
Taxpayers would be getting
worried about such unbridled
powers with the government and
the lack of alternatives for
appeals. GST Tribunals are stilla
work-in-progress and are going to
be flooded with a plethora of
appeals when fully functional.

Another proposal in the Budget
that is detrimental to the taxpayer
is the provision to make a
mandatory pre-deposit of 10 per
cent of the penalty in cases where
only the penalty levied is being
appealed against. This proviso is
also applicable at appeals that are
scheduled to be filed at the
Tribunal level.

The Economic Survey noted
that “Implementation of GST
generated a host of positive
externalities through
enhancement in ease of doing
business, giving impetus to
digitalisation, fostering economic
integration via the creation of a
single market, and adding to the
buoyancy of revenue generation
and collection”.

It also stated that for 23 States
in the country, GST was the main
source of revenue. While the
Income Tax Act could be
simplified, GST laws would
continue to throw up frequent
surprises.

The writer isa chartered accountant
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Hutch consolidates operations

The Hutchison Essar group has consolidated its mobile interests under a single
entity Hutchison Max Telecom Ltd in preparation for an initial public offer later
this year. Although this has happened hot on the heels of the hike in FDI cap in

the telecom sector two days ago, the consolidation had already happened a

day earlier, on February 1.

Corporates prefer rupee term loans to ECBs

Despite the sovereign rating upgrade by international rating agency Standard
and Poor’s corporates are expected to remain wary of foreign currency
borrowing. Banking sources said foreign currency borrowings are already
available at low spreads, less than 100 basis points, over London Interbank
Offered Rate LIBOR. Till about two weeks ago, several foreign banks have
hawked external commercial borrowings at spreads as low as 75 basis points.

Hind Motors drives new strategy

Hindustan Motors is currently busy working out a short-cut strategy to boost
growth. It has lined up low-priced variants of Lancer and Pajero and is aiming
to launch another Mitsubishi product to fill the price gap between the two.

RAM SINGH
TUHEENA MUKHERJEE

ith Donald Trump
swornin as the 47th
President of the US,
world capitals brace
for an era of bold and
disruptive leadership. His approach,
marked by transactional diplomacy,
economic protectionism, and an
unpredictable demeanour, presents
both challenges and opportunities for
India. With the proposed visit of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to the US, we
must balance strategic pragmatism with
firm negotiating stances, leveraging
economic, geostrategic, defence, and
diplomatic ties, anchored on
individualistic negotiation style.

By carefully managing divergences
and capitalizing on convergences, India
can maximize geo-economic gains while
mitigating risks associated with Trump’s
leadership style.

TRUMP’S PERSONALITY

Trump’s presidency operates under the
‘America First’ doctrine, prioritising US
economic interests, trade deficits, and
geostrategic outreach with enhanced
sales of US defence armada. His
leadership is bold, disruptive and
naturally unconventional, often
bypassing bureaucratic processes in
favour of direct leader-to-leader
diplomacy. He thrives on
unpredictability as a negotiation tactic
and is highly transactional, keeping both
allies and adversaries on edge.

Nursing a feeling that the USis being
used or exploited by others
geo-economically, geo-strategically and
geopolitically, Trump is vindictive and
solicits greater economic gains even
from strategic partners. His
decision-making style is marked by a
preference for swift action over
institutional consensus, reshaping
global diplomatic and economic
dynamics.

Correspondingly, we can recalibrate
our approach on trade, tariff, defence,
and other geostrategic policies,
on-boarding ‘America First’ policy with
our Make-in-India policy. Consequently,
Trump’s transactional mindset requires
India to engage with targeted strategies
that satisfy his short-term objectives
while ensuring long-term benefits.
Moreover, he emphasises redefined
alliances, favouring bilateral deals over
multilateral commitments, creating
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How to push ahead
with Trump

WAY FORWARD. India did achieve a measure of success under Trump 1.0.
A ‘mini trade deal’ approach that does not affect other ties will help

room for India to secure favourable
trade agreements and strategic defence
collaborations, provided it fits with his
personal cues and tough stance.

Recounting how Trump’s relentless
focus on trade deficits led India to lose
the Generalized System of Preferences
(GSP) status in 2019, impacting $6
billion worth of duty-free exports, we
can adopt a measured response to his
spontaneous overtures on BRICS
currency, tariffs, illegal migration and
enhanced market access. India
strategically avoided a full-fledged trade
war with US under Trump 1.0 and
pushed a ‘mini-trade deal’ by granting
selective market access in energy, retail,
defence and agriculture while
simultaneously safeguarding India’s
economic interest in key sectors like
pharmaceuticals, e-commerce, and
digital services.

We must argue win-win in India-US
relationship, soliciting revival of a
mini-trade deal along with nuanced
energy and defence diplomacy to

India’s defence
procurements under
Trump 1.0 were centred on
boosting bilateral relations
through arms deals

counterbalance trade deficits. While
scaling and synergising India-US
economic relations, let us leverage
individualistic bargains, thus keeping
our economic relations in the evolving
global order completely cushioned.

Correspondingly, while increasing
our energy trade with the US, let us be
cautious of our evolving relations with
trusted and proven trade partners. Such
an approach will not onlyaddress US
trade imbalances but also strengthen
India’s bargaining position in future
economic engagements.

GEOSTRATEGY IN DEFENCE

India’s defence procurements under
Trump 1.0 were centred on boosting
bilateral relations through arms deals,
particularly with an emphasis on
enhancing India’s defence capabilities.
This included defence purchases under a
packaged deal (Seahawk, Apache,
Chinook helicopter, Posedion,
Globemaster aircraft, etc.) which Trump
loved, while spontaneously
strengthening India’s geostrategic
outreach with three defence
cooperation agreements, namely
LEMOA, COMCASA and BECA.

Let us scale this to sectors such as
critical minerals, extending maritime
zones, exploring the blue economy and
deep-searesources, space and digital

Compiled Nishanth Gopalakrishnan | Graphic Visveswaran V

Lenders cut back on consumption based loans as pain worsens

A recent TransUnion CIBIL report lucidly visualises the ongoing pain in the financial sector. Delinquencies worsen in
consumption based loan products, namely, personal loans, credit cards and consumer durable loans. While vintage
delinquencies have largely improved, it is not so in the case of consumer durable loans and two-wheeler loans,
signalling stress emerging there. As a result, financial institutions scaled back on origination of these loans.
Originations to new-to-credit (NTC) and sub-prime borrowers too have dropped.

Consumption based loans see
degrowth in originations
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Lenders tighten screws on lending
to sub-prime and NTC customers

Q2FY24 mQ2FY25 30 9% share in originations
25 Below NTC ®Prime mAbove @ Approval rate of
20 prime prime NTC borrowers (%)
15
_.m § el e N0
| - 05 _
-15
-20
X Q < NS X 21
¥ A & e
O 66 ¢\$ & S Approval rate calculated as the percentage of accounts
Q@Q which were opened within the next 30 days of inquiry

Asset quality of conumption based loans worsens
90 DPD+ rate (%)*  ® y-o-y change (basis points)

Early signs of stress seen in consumer durable and

2-wheeler loans vintage delinquency by accounts in %

25 NEE A PRCEECEEEEE 10
B e @@ e e g o
. W y < 9 o ! ' calculated as %
15 ! e W ! | of accounts that
(,;‘\1;3{‘ - 1 ' H . were 30+DPD in
1.0 = (3 . . ' 6 months from
05 \ ! : ! ' origination
. . : ' i Performance of
0.0 - o — — Ny L ! : originations
& N & X < & . during Jan - Mar
\2\0(’\ v sﬂ\??} NN & ,\{,\\&%@@ period measured
«$°« QQ:\(_)Q 0@ ® &\‘ in Jul-Sep period
*as of Q2 FY25. DPD - days past due
Canrnns Tranclinian AIDI Pradid Marbat Indinatar rannrt  Ian IE aditian

trade economy. While addressing
concerns on illegal migration, we must
accentuate the role of Indian Americans
in the economic and geostrategic
destiny of today’s America. Leaving
aside Trump’s plan on greater America,
we can emphasise how the US can
economically gain in defence exports to
India, capitalising on our shared stance
on counterbalancing China’s influence
in the Indo-Pacific region. The approach
fits well with his transactional style, with
afocus on economic and geopolitical
advantages for both parties.

Soliciting US strong support on Quad,
we can pursue ‘Indo-Pacific’ strategy.
Moreover, we must explore common
ground on tech war(s), free and open
shipping lanes, and a war and sanctions
free world where respect for human
values is supreme, syncing well with
Trump’s stand on Gaza, Russia-Ukraine
conflict, and an inclusive financial and
security architecture.

Ablend of economic-pragmatism,
defence-cooperation, and
personal-diplomacy are key. Nuclear
cooperation, double standards on
terrorism, separatists’ movements in
India, and human rights issues are
important.

Ram is Professor & Head, and Tuheena is AP (OB/HRM),
IIFT New Delhi. Views are personal

Short take

EU wants early talks
toavert Trump tariffs

I
Philip Blenkinsop

he European Union wants to
I engage swiftly with the US over
President Donald Trump’s
planned tariffs, trade chief Maros
Sefcovic said on Tuesday, while his boss
Ursulavon der Leyen stressed the bloc
would protect its interests in
negotiations.

Sefcovic, speaking before a meeting of
EU ministers to debate trade and EU
competitiveness, said he wanted “early
engagement” and was awaiting
confirmation of the appointment of
Trump’s pick for Commerce Secretary,
financier Howard Lutnick.

“We are ready to engage immediately
and we hope that through this early
engagement, we can avoid the measures
which would bring alot of disturbance to
the most important trade and
investment relationship on this planet,”
he told reporters.

Von der Leyen, the European
Commission president, said the EU
executive’s first priority was to work on
the many areas where EU and US
interests converge, such as critical
supply chains and emerging
technologies. In a speech in Brussels, she
said the EU was ready for tough
negotiations to work out grievances and
set the foundations for a stronger
partnership. reuters
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EASY

ACROSS

01. Vicar ‘s assistant (6)

04. Sort of acid from lemon, lime (6)
09. Ointment (7)

10. Native of New Zealand (5)
11. Clip into shape (4)

12. Vex, irritate (4)

13. Spent bark (3)

15. Be at the top (4)

16. Amphibian (4)

19. Go out, as tide (3)

21. Skilfully (4)

22. Vast sum of money (4)

24. Fatigued (5)

25. Furious, wild (7)

26. Withdraw from contest (6)
27. Mixes in smoothly (6)

DOWN

01. Forger (13)

02. Mischievous,
waggish (7)

03. Rank, layer (4)

05. Not fully grown (8)
06. Sleeping-place (5)
07. Tall smoke

outlets (13)

08. Tale (5)

14. One roving in quest
of plunder (8)

17. Shine wetly (7)

18. Rough and

hearty (5)

20. Military cap (5)

23. Prove deficient (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

01. At taking the remedy round to the churchman (6)

04. Sort of acid that appears to upset the critic (6)

09. Get the United Nations repeatedly to dish out the balm (7)
10. He’s a New Zealander, or am | mistaken? (5)

11. Neat way to get the balance right (4)

12. Worry about what is fingered by an instrumentalist (4)
13. Browning - can you beat it? (3)

15. Chief who was compelled to surround the East (4)

16. How could he a-wooing go with this in his throat? (4)
19. Browning’s wife initially was in decline (3)

21. Probably it’s only half in an efficient way (4)

22. Make the coinage flavoursome (4)

24. Tried to reform, being weary (5)

25. Frenzied, a rift can be caused like this (7)

26. Leave one’s work and go to bed (6)

27. Mixes the corners taken when about fifty (6)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2624

ACROSS 1. Rampaged 7. Sousa 8. Whistle 9. Nettled 10. Nibs 12. Silence 14. Rescuer 17. Mire 18. Vantage 21. Fanfare 22. Evoke 23. Greenery
DOWN 1. Rowing 2. Mailbags 3. Acts 4. Events 5. Bull 6. Paddle 7. Settled 11. Crusade 13. Nominate 14. Review 15. Reefer 16. Celery 19. Neon 20. Once

DOWN

01. He strikes a false note (13)

02. Arch, the way | gush - or mix it! (7)

03. It turns up with the Queen to row (4)

05. lam grown up - but this isn't (8)

06. At which one may be perched on one’s bed (5)
07. Heaps that go up with smoke inside them (13)
08. Something told to the South by a
Conservative (5)

14. One on a raid may spoil a rude assembly (8)
17.Sit about in a narrow valley, and shine (7)

18. Fifty in a state of nudity will try

to take one in (5)

20. What may be seen ahead is about to be seen in
a flutter (5)

23.To plough and beill, having

\started loudly (4)
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Debt management

India needs sustained fiscal consolidation

ne of the highlights of the Union Budget 2025-26, presented by Finance

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman last week, was the continuance of credible

fiscal management. The government aims to restrict the fiscal deficit to

4.8 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) this financial year, improv-
ing upon the Budget Estimate of 4.9 per cent, despite lower than expected nominal
GDP growth. While it is correct that a lower outgo on capital expenditure, partly
because of the restrictions related to the general elections, helped contain the
deficit, it must be recognised that capex is at a much higher level than in the pre-
Covid period. Even for next financial year, it is budgeted at 3.1 per cent of GDP. Ms
Sitharaman had announced in the 2021-22 Budget that the government intended
toattain a fiscal deficit below 4.5 per cent of GDP by 2025-26. Since the government
has projected a fiscal deficit of 4.4 per cent for next financial year, it must be com-
mended for that commitment. The fiscal deficit in 2020-21 had expanded to 9.2
per cent of GDP because of the pandemic-related disruption.

Although the government has done well in recent years, sustained efforts will
be required in this area for a long period. In this regard, the finance minister had
announced in the July 2024 Budget that from 2026-27 onwards, the government
would keep the fiscal deficit every year at a level that central-government debt as a
percentage of GDP remained on a declining path. The Statements of Fiscal Policy,
presented along with the Budget for 2025-26, has details. According to the statement,
the government will aim to attain a debt-to-GDP ratio of 50 per cent, with a band
of 1 percentage point on either side, by March 2031. The idea is to avoid being con-
strained by a specific fiscal-deficit target each year to improve operational flexibility.
The projections in the statement show that with 10 per cent nominal GDP growth
and mild fiscal consolidation, the debt-to-GDP ratio will decline from 57.1 per cent
in 2024-25 to 52 per cent by 2030-31. If the economy grows at 11 per cent nominally
and the government adopts a high degree of consolidation, the debt stock will
decline to 47.5 per cent of GDP during the same period. Assuming the government
achieves the target of 50 per cent by 2031, it would still be on the higher side.

It is worth noting that the FRBM Act was amended in 2018 to adopt both fis-
cal-deficit and debt targets. The target for central-government debt was set at
40 per cent of GDP to be achieved by 2024-25, while the fiscal deficit was to be
reduced to 3 per cent of GDP by 2020-21. Based on the recommendation of the
FRBM review penal, the target for general government debt was set at 60 per
cent of GDP. State-government debt is at about 28 per cent of GDP. Assuming
some consolidation in the coming years, general government debt at the end of
2030-31 would still be 70-75 per cent of GDP, which will be on the higher side
and remain a source of vulnerability in the given uncertain economic environ-
ment. High levels of debt will also continue to pre-empt resources and affect
development expenditure. In the coming year, for example, the interest-payment
burden of the Union government will be worth over 3.5 per cent of GDP. Although
public debt has gone up across the world after the pandemic, it is in India’s inter-
ests to reduce it to a more manageable level.

Increasing threshold

More people should pay income tax

he decision, announced in the Union Budget, to change income-tax

slabs and rebates such that no tax will be due on an income of 312 lakh

and below has been widely welcomed. While the change in tax slabs

and rates also means that those with higher taxes will have their burden
reduced, the highlight is the fact that those earning 1 lakh a month in regular
income — a little more for salaried workers, thanks to the standard deduction of
¥75,000 a year — will no longer be required to pay income tax. The government
has presented this as a sign of faith in the middle class. Other commentators
view it as a mechanism for reviving consumer demand and growth in the econ-
omy. Yet there are certain basic questions that must be asked about these changes,
and about the logic behind them.

The most important question is this: In a country at India’s income level,
is it right or wise to exempt those earning 12 lakh a year from the income-tax
net? This may not be considered a particularly high income by global standards.
But those are not the standards that should be taken into account when setting
Indian tax requirements. In India, it is hard to argue that this does not count
as the upper end of the income spectrum. In 2022-23, net national income at
current prices per capita was about 1.7 lakh. Private final consumption expen-
diture per capita was in fact below 1.2 lakh. In other words, a salaried income
of12.75 lakh per annum is 10.6 times per capita private consumption expen-
diture. This is a remarkably high threshold, by global standards for exemption
from income taxes.

While it is obviously the case that those earning even higher incomes must
shoulder a disproportionate share of the direct tax kitty, creating such a high bar
for exemption has its own problems and creates its own injustice. The tax forgone,
of ¥ trillion, will have to be made up for by other sources — and indirect taxes
are notoriously regressive as compared to direct taxes. In other words, those
earning 10 times per capita private consumption expenditure will be subsidised
by those earning far less — for example, through their payments into the goods
and services tax pool. It is also unwise to effectively narrow the tax base; more
people should grow accustomed to the idea of paying income tax, even a small
or nominal amount. The government should aim to collect small amounts of
tax from a large number of people, not the other way around.

Meanwhile, if the object of these tax changes is to stimulate certain changes
in consumer behaviour, it too should be reconsidered. Theoretically, there is no
reason to assume that tax cuts will cause consumption growth at the required
level instead of increased savings or inflationary pressure in supply-constrained
sectors. Practically, the recent experience of corporate tax breaks — which cost
1.8 trillion or so in revenue forgone — did not lead to increased investment, as
many hoped. The government has promised to come up with a new, simplified
tax law soon. This is an important first step towards further broadening the
direct-tax base. Hopefully, after that, a more rational approach to income-tax
exemption levels will become possible.
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Theupside of
Trump’s disruptions

The US President has sent shockwaves through the world with his
actions, but perhaps these are shocks we need to come up with

better alternatives

sending shockwaves through his own country

as well as the rest of the world. In just over a
fortnight since assuming office as US President, Donald
Trump is packing off illegal migrants by the thousand
every day, has scrapped affirmative action programmes
in federal institutions, withdrawn from the Paris
Climate Accord and the World Health Organization,
suspended aid to developing coun-
tries, sacked thousands of federal
employees, and imposed massive tar-
iffs on trade partners (Canada and
Mexico) and rivals (China). And this
isjust the beginning.

India will come on his radar soon,
but while we wait for Mr Trump’s other
disruptive shoes to drop, taking a heli-
copter view of his actions serves us
better than reacting in a knee-jerk fash-
ion. Unlike last time, Mr Trump has
been ablur of action precisely because

Q 78-year-old man living in a white building is
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geopolitics and economics back into some kind of
commonsensical framework. We in India need to also
begin conversations on difficult topics that we have
avoided so far, thanks largely to a left-liberal consensus
on how the world should be run. That world was make-
believe, and had begun crashing all around us — if
only we had cared to notice.

Consider the scenario before Mr Trump. We have
had two costly wars going on, global-
isation is falling apart, illegal immi-
gration is getting out of hand and
damaging social cohesion, and the
only way of keeping economies tick-
ing is by printing more money and
raising unsustainable debt. Business
as usual will not deliver.

Thanks to Mr Trump, we can talk
about nationalism without being
apologetic, we can question blind
assumptions about climate change
and net-zero targets, weigh the advan-

he understands that many of his deci-
sions will eventually be challenged and
neutered by the “system.” His window
for action is three to six months, after which the courts,
the Democratic opposition, and others impacted by
his policies will push back hard. Also, as someone who
believes in deal-making, his initial posture may simply
be a bargaining chip (the Mexico and Canada tariffs
are already temporarily suspended after back-channel
talks). But, above all, Mr Trump is sending a message
to his voters that he is doing everything he promised,
even if some of it later comes unstuck. Failures can
always be blamed on his enemies.

Despite short-term disruptions, it is premature to
conclude that Mr Trump will do more harm than good.
Some disruption is needed right now to get both

R JAGANNATHAN

tages and disadvantages of mindless
affirmative action in education and
jobs, dispute the benefits of globali-
sation and free trade, and discuss the negative potential
of too much immigration in too short a time. We need
to discuss the tradeoffs we ignored and the negative
externalities we created while willy-nilly accepting the
old policy consensus.

My conclusions about the Trump effect are given
below in bullet points, with some explanations.

One, America First means the USwill adopt a more
isolationist stance, and the strategic focus will be on
dominating the Americas, north and south. Mr Trump
is effectively harking back to the 19th-century James
Monroe Doctrine, under which the US designated the
Americas as Uncle Sam’s backyard. Hence the threats
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to Canada and Mexico, and the offer to buy Greenland.

Two, higher tariffs mean the world trade will slow
down and all countries will have to rely on domestic
demand for growth. On the plus side, it will give us
opportunities to work out new trade alliances and free
trade agreements with preferred partners, including
the US. It is an opportunity to build a fairer interna-
tional regime where there are mechanisms to track
winners and losers and compensate the latter in some
way. The open trading system has no guardrails.

Three, America’s exit from the Paris Accord and
WHO will give us an opportunity to rethink climate
policies and question the utility of net-zero targets.
These targets are anyway too distant to matter (India’s
target is 2070) and none of those advocating such poli-
cies will be around to defend their forecasts or apologise
for their mistakes. Health policies will be determined
by national priorities, and not global bureaucracies.
At some point, when we are a $10 trillion economy,
we too should threaten to stop paying our dues to the
United Nations or send troops for peace-keeping oper-
ations elsewhere without a permanent seat on the
Security Council.

Four, borders and immigration control must matter
to all. It is not only Mr Trump who is worried about
excessive immigration and demographic change. The
whole of Europe is worried too, and so is India. The
big Asian countries (China, Japan, the Koreas,
Vietnam, among others), allow practically no immi-
gration. We need rational immigration policies and
not the irrational ones preferred by left-liberals who
use undocumented migrants as vote banks.

Five, the USexit from DEI (diversity, equity, inclusion)
isagain an opportunity to examine which policies actu-
ally work in achieving fairer social and economic out-
comes. There can be no social stability if too many
people are marginalised and left behind. However, there
are costs to carrying the DEI mantra too far as this works
against competence and merit — and the US was begin-
ning to feel the pinch. The pushback against DEI is also
good for desis in the US, who were beginning to be tar-
geted by woke liberals on the basis of caste.

We are, of course, the global headquarters of hard-
wired DEL. Politically, there is no way we can abandon
quotas, but we must begin to ask questions about
whether there are better ways of ensuring diversity
and inclusion without expanding quotas, and organise
pilot projects to offer alternatives.

The arrival of Mr Trump in the White House is a
nudge to work out better ideas when the old ones aren’t
delivering. We can spend the coming months fretting
about what Mr Trump will do to us, or we can seize
the opportunity to reassess our worst policies — from
protectionism to endless quota-mongering. If we focus
on making the Indian economy free enough to create
millions of new jobs, the quota pressures will ease.

The bottom line is this: When the old Washington
Consensus (on tariffs, free trade, globalisation, budget
deficits, privatisation, deregulation, competition, and
related policies) has been abandoned by Washington
itself, why do we need to bat for the same? We must
bring a laser focus on our own interests, and define
our friends and foes more clearly instead of trying to
live by somebody else’s rules.

We must grow up, think for ourselves, think
India First.

The author is a senior journalist

Looking beyond Budget to fund defence

third term allocated X6.81 trillion to defence,
marking a 9.5 per cent increase from the 6.21
trillion allocated in the July 2024-25 Budget.
However, with an allocation of I4.88 trillion, rev-
enue expenditure—covering salaries, pensions,
maintenance, repairs, and infrastructure—consti-
tutes 71.75 per cent of the total defence budget.
The impact of the latest Budget indicates that
the pension bill, which is covered under the head
of revenue expenditure, witnessed
a 13.8 per cent increase from 1.41
trillion in 2024-25 to %1.60 trillion
in 2025-26. Pensions have generally
exceeded 20 per cent or more of
the annual defence budget for sev-
eral years in succession. This large
increase in the pension bill is large-
ly due to the government’s imple-
mentation of the One Rank One
Pension (OROP) scheme in 2015,
with pension amounts revised
upward every five years.
Consequently, as a result, the

T he second Budget of the Modi government’s

HARSH V PANT &
KARTIK BOMMAKANTI

Commission, which called for reducing pension and
salary liabilities. In June 2022, the Modi government
introduced the Agniveer scheme, which sought to
limit recruitment into the armed services to four
years. The 15th Finance Commission’s work did not,
per se, include recommendations on the Agniveer
scheme, which seeks to cap the retention rate in the
regular cadre of the armed services for Agniveer per-
sonnel at 25 per cent following a four-year stint.
Those who are not retained receive a payout of 11
lakh following their four-year ser-
vice tenure.

Although currently the retention
rate is still being finalised and prov-
ing to be more contentious than
expected, with the Indian Army still
deliberating and consulting with
stakeholders on whether it should
be raised above 25 per cent. If suc-
cessfully implemented, the
Agniveer scheme could bring down
the pension liabilities incurred
under defence revenue budget. One
of the pitfalls of raising the retention

resource allocations made by the
government create distortions in the defence bud-
get, skewing spending towards revenue expenditure
at the expense of capital expenditure.

The government cannot entirely overlook the
need to evaluate and determine expenditure based
on the military threats and capabilities of China
and Pakistan, as well as their military expenditures
relative to India’s. There are several ways in which
the government can address its budgetary shortfall
for capital allocations to modernise India’s armed
forces to make up for the gap in capabilities between
India and its adversaries.

A crucial way to proceed is by adopting at least
partially the recommendations of the 15th Finance

rate to a much higher percentage
than the initial 25 per cent cap is that it risks diluting
the cost-saving benefits of the scheme or even defeat-
ing its purpose— to limit the salary and pension lia-
bilities, which have surged significantly. In any case,
the savings on costs and payoffs from the Agniveer
scheme will not materialise until well into the 2030s,
making it imperative to begin its implementation
as soon as possible.

However, the 15th Finance Commission made
several recommendations based on inputs from the
Ministry of Defence (MoD) that the government
needs to seriously consider implementing, at least
in part. The first is the sale, or at least the lease, of
defence properties.

The second mechanism through which the gov-
ernment can raise resources for defence acquisitions
is by issuing defence bonds. All profits earned by the
defence public sector units (DPSUs) and the ord-
nance factories (OF) from exports should be exclu-
sively dedicated to defence purposes. Financial pro-
ceeds from the disinvestment of DPSUs can help
cover part of the costs of capital acquisitions under
the defence budget.

Another option is to create defence bonds by tap-
pinginto debt securities. Generally, defence bonds are
emotional appeals to citizens, urging them to lend
money to the government to finance military acquisi-
tions for a set period, during which the government—
or even a company—will pay interest on the amount
invested, typically below the market rate. The principal
amount will be returned at the end of the investment
period. The 15th Finance Commission also recom-
mended “one-time lump sum grants,” which could
involve re-appropriating funds that are insufficiently
utilised by the finance ministry.

In addition, a policy could be instituted to compre-
hensively exempt all purchases made by the defence
services from Customs duties and tax regimes like
goods and services tax. Among the most challenging
recommendations by the Commission was the creation
of anon-lapsable defence fund — an idea that has exist-
ed since the 2004-05 interim Budget, which the Modi
government has hesitated to implement due to the
constitutional challenges it would face. The final, and
possibly most feasible, option for financing capital
acquisitions is through a defence cess.

Regardless of the path the government chooses for
financing capital acquisitions for the services, the
status quo will need to give way to a more ambitious
restructuring.

Theauthors are, respectively, vice-president and senior
fellow at the Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi

Ode to Bengaluru

neighbourhoods, exploring its
restaurants and cafes, and meeting its
people. Filled with historical anecdotes
and insightful observations, the essays
in this collection are an outcome of this,
capturing the unique essence of
Bengaluru, and its evolution from
beingasmall16th-century settlement
onahill to the global metropolis that
itistoday.

One ofthe first things that strikes
visitors about Bengaluru s its pleasant
climate through most of the year.
Despite the traffic, the heart of the city
hastwo large public parks, both of which
are over150 yearsold. In 1760, Hyder Ali
setup Lalbagh, abotanical garden that
continuesto be a popular spotin the city.
Then, British army officer Sir Mark
Cubbon founded the Agri-horticultural
Societyin 1839 and Sir Richard Hieram
Sankey designed Cubbon Park. Further,
John Cameron, known as the father of
horticulture in Karnataka, introduced
apple cultivation to the city in 1887.

Through the ages, rulersand
administrators brought in expert
gardeners, botanists and administrators

BOOK REVIEW

NEHA KIRPAL

fter 12 years of living in various
A cities across the world, third-

generation Bangalorean Roopa
Pai returned to her beloved city in 2004
as a “sort of outsider.” “My laid-back
city had exploded, embraced capital-
ism with a vengeance and made space
for the tens of thousands of dreamers
newly arrived at her gates,” she recalls.
Over the next two decades, Ms Pai
explored her hometown, leading chil-
dren and adults on heritage walks
around the city and state, as part of her
work with BangaloreWalks, the city’s
first heritage walks company that she
co-founded with her husband.

Inasense, she rediscovered her city

by researching its history, walking its

to grow several varieties of flowers, fruit
and vegetables. Not only did they plant
native flora, they also imported exotic
species from around the world, many of
which still thrive over the centuries. In
fact, itwas German horticultural legend
Hermann Krumbiege’sidea of “serial
blossoming” that has ensured that there
are always trees in bloom on Bengaluru’s
streets, no matter what the season. “To
this day, despite untrammelled growth
and urbanisation, the city remains
defiantly verdant,” writes Ms Pai.
Thebookbringstolight several
interesting facts and trivia, such asthe
factthat Bengalurubecame one of the
firstcitiesin India and Asia to receive
electriclightin1905.In 2023, the almost
century-old palatial Russell Market was
restored, in time for Ugadi, which marks
the spring season, and is celebrated
annually as New Year’s Day, in
Bengaluru. “A one-stop shop for flowers,
exotic ‘English’ fruits and vegetables,
meat and fish to serve British homes and
kitchens,” it was conceived by T B
Russell, the municipal commissioner at
the time. Merchant-philanthropist Sir
Ismail Sait has a hospital, street and one
of the city’s best-known mosques named
after him, alllocated in the Fraser Town
neighbourhood. Sait went on to

establish asuccessful store, The English
Warehouse, on St Mark’s Road, selling all
kinds of goods imported from England.
Possibly two of Bengaluru’s most
famous citizens are its homegrown
infotech pioneer N R Narayana Murthy
and his wife, bestselling-author Sudha
Murty. Ms Paidedicates achapter to
them, narrating their love story. “There
issomething very Bengalurean about

the many sporting legends that have
emerged from the city over the years,
such as Rohan Bopanna, Rahul Dravid,
Anil Kumble, Mahesh Bhupathiand
Prakash Padukone. She also points out
that Bengaluru has more Olympic-sized
poolsthan any other Indian city. No
surprise then that many of the country’s
28 Olympians, including Nisha Millet,
Shikha Tandon and Rehan Poncha are

DrRajkumar. During the course of the
book, she also pays tribute to various
iconicinstitutionsin the city, such asthe
M Chinnaswamy Stadium, the
Kanteerava Stadium, the Indian Space
Research Organisation, National
Aerospace Laboratories, Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited, the Indian
Institute of Science and the UR Rao
Satellite Centre.

the factthatitwas natives ofthe Known today as a hub for pubs, cafes
books that | BECOMING . city. and restaurants, the first outlet of Cafe
brought the two BANGALORE: Stories  “Bepgalurean Coffee Day too opened in Bengaluruin
together,” she thatShaped a engagement 1996. “Years later, CCD would be hailed
writes. Ms Pai g Hometown withsport, asthe pioneer of Bangalore’sbooming
goesontoexplain 2 Author: whether as cafesociety,” writes Ms Pai. However,
how libraries, Roopa Pai players, few people probably know that Koshy’s
booklaunches, Publisher: audiences, or Parade Cafe, founded way backin
author talks, book Hachette India patrons, 1952, wasthe city’s original Indian-
clubsand Pages: 310 coaches, owned cafe. Ms Pai also discusses
bookstores areall sl ° enablers, or Bengaluru’s homegrown newspaper
such an intrinsic Price:¥599 administrators, | Deccan Herald, which was foundedin
partofthecity’s continuesto 1948, relating her special relationship

culture. With asteady decline in reading
habits across the country, it’s heartening
tolearn thatin Bengaluru, both large
chainsand even independent
bookstores, such as Atta Galatta,
Champaca, Bahuroopi, Ankita Pustaka,
Harivu Books, Lightroom and Funky
Rainbow, continue to blossom.

Ms Pai dedicates an entire chapter to

grow, aided in large part by its beloved
champion sportspersons, who invest
time, money and talent in theirown
training centres of sporting excellence
across thecity,” she writes.

Alongthe way, Ms Pai also salutes
other well-known personalities who hail
from the city, such as Udipi
RamachandraRao, Sir MirzaIsmail and

with the daily where she got her first
byline at the age of 17. In other essays, she
talks about the rising trend of board
game cafesin the city, the Bangalore
Press and the vibrant Bangalore
Literature Festival.

The reviewer is a freelance writer based in
New Delhi
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Vote that matters
beyond Delhi

Assembly poll results will resonate nationally,
influence shape of Opposition coalitions

en Delhi heads to the polling booths

today, at stake will be far more than the

keys to governing India’s Capital. For the

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), these elections
are a referendum of sorts and represent the most
fiercely fought polls in the young outfit’s existence.
It won a handsome victory in 2020 but then spent the
last five years battling corruption charges with virtually
its entire frontline leadership behind bars. Other parties
have caught up with their signature welfare promises
and anti-incumbency sentiment is hurting the party in
several seats, prompting the leadership to drop a third
of sitting lawmakers. The AAP’s campaign has focussed
on its core constituency of poor people and slum
dwellers to beat back a fierce challenge from the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), and underlining the
appeal of former chief minister Arvind Kejriwal.

The BJP’s campaign looks unlike any of its previous
outings in Delhi. The party has largely steered away
from incendiary communal rhetoric and sought to pin
the AAP on civic malaise and anti-incumbency. Buoyed
by its handsome victories in Haryana and Maharashtra,
the party is keen to begin 2025 on a winning note. The
formidable electoral machine and financial resources of
the party are also being used to hive off support from
the AAP; in this case, the tax breaks in the budget and
the setting up of the new pay commission might play a
key role in wooing the salaried class that is a far larger
chunk in Delhi than anywhere else in the country.
Reduced to a marginal force, the Congress hasruna
diffident campaign that has shown energy in spurts. Its
impact, if at all, is likely to be limited to a few seats and if
the polls turn out to be a tight triangular contest.

For a city-state with a modest electorate, Delhi has
always commanded outsized heft on the national stage.
This time, too, the polls will have a direct bearing on
national politics. This is a key test for the AAP and
Kejriwal, who has lost some of his anti-corruption sheen
but has pitched the elections as a verdict on his
popularity. Any result will influence the workings of the
INDIA bloc and AAP’s national ambitions. For the BJP,
keeping up the momentum of its assembly elections
victory is crucial to maintaining its political capital and
capacity to push through big-bang ideological projects.
A favourable result will also help paint the subpar
showing in the 2024 general elections as an aberration.
Delhi’s voice is set to ring far beyond the Capital.

A dialogue of three
musical streams

handrika Krishnamoorthy Tandon, despite early
Cschooling inmusic, came into the limelightasa

musician rather late. That's only because the
Chennai-born American musician was carving out her
niche as a businessperson — she was the first Indian
American woman partner at McKinsey, the global
consultancy firm. Triveni, the album that has fetched her
aGrammy for Best New Age, Ambient or Chant Album,
isa collaborative effort with South African flautist
Wouter Kellerman and Japanese-origin cellist Eru
Matsumoto. This is the first Grammy for 71-year-old
Tandon. Triveni, a seven-track album, offers an elevating
yet calming soundscape builtaround Eru’s cello notes
punctuated by Kellerman'’s flute and Tandon’s soaring
voice that recites “shanthi mantras” from Taittiriya,
Isavasya, and Brihadaranyaka upanishads. Celebrated
verses from the eastern philosophical tradition that
speak about the non-duality of the being and the
material world and pray for the well-being of the whole
collective embellish the cello and flute drawing
inspiration from the western classical tradition.

Triveni is in the best traditions of crossover music that
transcends borders of classical lineage and grammar.
The Recording Academy (which gives the Grammys), of
course, has recognised this world music, as the genre is
popularly called, by showering awards on legends such
as Ravi Shankar and Zakir Hussain. Since the time the
sitar maestro introduced the Hindustani musical
tradition to America by playing at Woodstock in 1969,
or the Beatles dabbled with transcendental meditation
in Rishikesh the previous year, Indian classical music
traditions have become a source for creative journeys
among western musicians. Teachers such as the sarod
maestro Ali Akbar Khan have further deepened the
resonance of Indian sounds in the West; so much so that
a sitar, sarod or table today does not stand apart in an
ensemble of piano, cello or violins. Indic chants and
swaras, where sound and meaning exist in a non-dual
manner, make a perfect match in this mix. Triveni
exemplifies the possibilities in such musical dialogues.

When America goes
to war against itselt

Donald Trump is attacking
the US State’s ideology
and institutions. The
destruction is clear; the
regeneration is to be seen

ince World War I1I, the

United States (US) has only

won one major war; the

First Gulf War of 1990-1991.

Itdidn’t win in Korea. It was

utterly humiliated in Viet-
nam. Its invasion of Iraq was based
on a lie and hurt US security. And it
lost so badly in Afghanistan that the
force it vanquished emerged victori-
ous and took over Kabul on the very
day US troops left.

While the wars extracted a heavy
cost, none of these external setbacks
dented America’s comprehensive
national power. It remained the
world’s most powerful country.
Clearly, if you have internal political,
economic, military, technological and
social resilience, even defeats don’t
devastate you.

But what happens when you wage
awar against yourself, and when that
war is not fought in distant fields but
in the homeland? For that is the only
way to make sense of what the US has
been doing to itself in the past fort-
night.

Americans elected Donald Trump,
who was transparent about his inten-
tions. His diagnosis was that America
is sick and old. His prescription was a
radical surgery. His action plan was to

take the body parts out, without quite
revealing what would replace them.
Americans knew there was the risk of
self-harm in such an operation, at the
hands of a man not quite known for
his fine touch, but they chose him.
And true to the mandate, in merely
two weeks, Trump has decided to take
a torch to America’s governing ideol-
ogy, its State apparatus, its personnel
and its political character.
Trump’s first war is
against the ideology of
inclusion that has governed
the US internally since the
civil rights movement. The
identity of a State is often
defined by the social group
that constructed the State.

is defined by how much

room the dominant group

yields to other groups in the

power structure and how flexible and
inclusive is the idea of nationhood.

This is done not out of charity but
self-interest. Inclusion is insurance
against political shocks. It also
strengthens national unity. The US
State was White-dominant, of course,
but affirmative action, civil rights leg-
islation, voting reforms, immigration-
friendly policies, and a conscious
attempt to correct historical wrongs
through diversity initiatives made it
the most open multi-racial country in
the world.

But the insecurity of the majority
and the excess of advocates of inclu-
sion in seeing individuals only
through the identity lens sparked a

Prashant
But the character of a State Jha

backlash, one that grew after the
Black Lives Matter movement and
eventually propelled Trump.

Trump’s executive orders against
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI),
his attack on South Africa for what he
thought was its treatment of White
farmers (a startling new diplomatic
feature where the US has appointed
itself the defender of White people),
and his base’s visceral hatred of immi-
gration (it isn’t a surprise
that the same person, Ste-
phen Miller, is both the
architect of the anti-diversity
and anti-immigrant cam-
paign) are all a part of this
war against inclusion, a war
to Make America White
Again.

Trump’s second war is
against the ideology of a
broadly rules-based interna-
tional order that defined the US’s
external role since World War II. The
US gave the world — through multi-
lateral institutions, the human rights
declaration, development assistance,
and financial aid — a normative
framework. To be sure, the hypocri-
sies were glaring, from America’s
wars to interventions in Latin Amer-
ica to covert operations to complicity
in mass killings. But for the rest of the
world, it was useful to have a norma-
tive framework to hold the US to those
standards, shame it, and understand
the choices available when other pow-
ers advertised their totalitarian
visions. For the US, this framework
built legitimacy and soft power, offset

Trump’s executive orders against diversity, equity, and inclusion are a part

of the war against inclusion.

the anger against its hegemony and
generated goodwill and influence. But
the American electorate was tired of
the costs of external entanglements,
which tied neatly with Trump’s belief
that the world had taken America for
aride and the US was losing its sover-
eignty.

Trump’s actions and threats
against foreign aid (both the dismant-
ling of the USAID and suspension of
foreign assistance), foreign trade
(including the use of tariffs), foreign
institutions and covenants (the United
Nations, the World Health Organiza-
tion, the Paris Agreement, Human
Rights Council), foreign lands (Green-
land and Panama), and foreign allies
(Canada and Mexico and Europe) all
stem from this war against what he
calls “globalism”. There is, as the
political scientist Devesh Kapur said,
only one framework left: Might is
right.

Trump’s third war is against the
institutions that keep these ideologies
alive. Trump regrets his failure to con-
trol all levers of power in Washington
DC in his first term. The fact that the
American Constitution designed the
system precisely to have these checks
and balances is an inconvenient
detail.

Trump’s now-reversed suspension

REUTERS

of federal funding in violation of Con-
gressional authority, and his open
threats to legislators to toe the execu-
tive’s line and confirm his nominees,
is a part of the White House’s war to
control Capitol Hill.

The free run to Elon Musk to access
government institutions and elimi-
nate programmes; the letter to the
entire federal workforce to quit
immediately with temporary benefits
or live with the fear of being sacked;
Trump’s hollowing out of the regula-
tory State; his takeover of the previ-
ously autonomous justice depart-
ment; and his systematic attack on the
legacy media are all a part of this war
against America’s autonomous insti-
tutions, a war for total control.

Wars are sometimes good for the
economy. Wars can sometimes stir
social solidarity. Wars can sometimes
realign politics for the better. Wars
can sometimes even be regenerative.
But wars are always, without excep-
tion, destructive.

As the US wages a war against
itself, Trump will leave a trail of
destruction at home and abroad.
Whether it also regenerates America,
and whether it was worth the costs, is
to be seen.

The views expressed are personal

India needs to be agile on
self-reliance in acrospace

he unveiling of J-36, a sixth-genera-

tion fighter aircraft by China late last

year, probably came as a Sputnik

moment in its contest for air domi-
nance with the US. The race to dominate
Artificial Intelligence (AI) — think Deep Seek
vs OpenAl — included, the intensification of
the frontier-tech contest between the two
becomes clear. The J-36, with a tailless delta
platform that combines stealth design with
an apparently large payload capacity for
both air-to-air and air-to-ground missions,
seems ready to be inducted into active ser-
vice with the People’s Liberation Army Air
Force (PLAAF) while the Next Generation
Air Dominance (NGAD) sixth generation
fighter of the United States (US) is nowhere
on the horizon. The launch of Sputnik, the
world’s first space satellite, by the erstwhile
Soviet Union, took the US by surprise in 1957
leading to the space race.

While the US-China contest escalates,
India should be deeply concerned
with the developments across its
northern borders as its depleting
fighter aircraft inventory is likely to
limit its aerospace power, a key ele-
ment of the national security
matrix. The journey towards aat-
manirbharta or self-reliance in
fighter aircraft design, development
and manufacturing has been ardu-
ous yet satiating, with the develop-
ment of the Light Combat Aircraft (LCA)
Tejas MKkl that has entered active service
with the Indian Air Force.

The question, however, is whether it is
enough, and if not, then what needs to be
done so that national security is not compro-
mised. The Indian Air Force (IAF) has
reposed trust in the national aerospace
design and manufacturing ecosystem; how-
ever, the response has been found wanting.
Production of the Tejas MKIA, which was
supposed to culminate in the delivery of 12
aircraft in FY25, is yet to see even the first
aircraft being delivered. The design and
development of the Tejas Mk2 and the Indian
fifth-generation Advanced Medium Combat
Aircraft (AMCA) at the current pace are
unlikely to fructify in the coming decade. The
aero engine, a critical component, needs to
be imported or co-developed with a foreign
Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) for

The Indian Air Force has reposed trust in
the national aerospace design and
manufacturing ecosystem; however, the
response has been found wanting. BLOOMBERG

which the details are yet to be worked out.
The GE-F404 engine that powers the LCA
Tejas Mkl and MKIA is facing production
issues due to global supply chain disruption
and the matter has been taken up by the
Indian government with the US at the highest
level. The agreement for the joint production
of the GE-F414 engines with the transfer of
technology is yet to be signed between Hin-
dustan Aeronautics Limited and GE Aero-
space despite the MoU that was signed
between the two during Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi’s visit to the US in June 2023.

There are only a handful of countries like
the United Kingdom, the US, Russia, France,
and China that possess the capability to man-
ufacture jet engines. The Kaveri engine pro-
gramme could not succeed due to a variety of
reasons. India, therefore, needs to collabo-
rate with one of these countries by getting
into a strategic partnership that would entail
transfer of technology and joint production
of aero engines. Airframes are nor-
mally designed and built around a
proven engine and India faces the
challenge of fitting an engine
around the LCA Tejas airframe. The
design development and production
of the Tejas Mk2 and the AMCA
needs to be pursued in parallel
along with the production and deliv-
eries of the Tejas MKkIA. This can
only happen once the engine deal is
finalised as delays are going to be counter-
productive to national security. Even the
Tejas Mk2 would give the IAF only 4.5 gener-
ation technology while our adversaries ramp
up the production of fifth-generation fight-
ers.

The expenditure by India on aero engines
alone is likely to go up to $40 billion by 2040.
The maintenance life cycle cost goes up to
35% of the cost of a fighter aircraft. If India
needs to spend to develop an aero engine
with a reliable strategic partner the time to
act is now, and it needs to be done in mission
mode with all stakeholders coming together
as a single entity to ensure that it happens.
The market will be available within the coun-
try apart from export options in the future.
The private industry within the country
needs to be encouraged to collaborate in this
venture which would take at least 8-10 years
for the return on investment to be ploughed
back. This unshackling of the domestic
industry with a robust indigenous demand
and global competition for exports would
create a win-win situation for the country.

The fact that the government has formed
a committee under the stewardship of the
defence secretary to look into the capability
gap of the IAF only vindicates the belief that
we have a problem at hand. China has a sys-
tem of civil-military fusion that needs to be
studied to understand how China has
advanced so fast. The way ahead probably
would be to appoint a team with responsibil-
ity and accountability that would ensure that
its recommendations are pursued in earnest
within realistic time frames. This team needs
to be led by a dynamic individual not neces-
sarily from the ministry of defence. The gov-
ernment would need to act post haste with a
deliberately crafted strategy to ensure aat-
manirbharta in the aerospace domain.

Anil Golani retired as Air Vice Marshal
and is presently director-general,
Centre for Air Power Studies.

The views expressed are personal
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Israel’s wars with Hamas, Hezbollah
and its confrontations with Iran had

redrawn the map in the Middle East.
But by working closely with President
Trump we can redraw it even
further, and for the better

Budget promise on BITs
calls for five key changes

n her budget speech, finance minister Nir-

mala Sitharaman announced an important

update regarding bilateral investment treat-

ies (BITs). She stated, “To encourage sus-
tained foreign investment and in the spirit of
‘first develop India,’ the current model BIT will
be revamped to be more investor-friendly.” This
declaration carries three significant messages.
First, it acknowledges that signing BITs can help
India attract higher levels of foreign direct
investment. Second, the government recognises
that the current Model BIT, which was adopted
in 2015, is not particularly favourable to foreign
investors. Third, and most importantly, India
will update its existing Model BIT to make it
more accommodating for investors.

A typical BIT should balance two competing
objectives: protecting foreign investments and
safeguarding the state’s right to regulate in the
public interest. India’s older BITs prioritised
investment protection, while the 2015 Model BIT
shifted too far towards state interests,
neglecting foreign investors. We need
a comprehensive overhaul of the
Model BIT to find a middle ground.
The following key changes should be
implemented.

First, the most concerning aspect
of the Model BIT is the requirement
that foreign investors must exhaust
local remedies at least for a period of
five years before they can pursue trea-
ty-based claims in international arbitration tri-
bunals, also known as investor-State dispute
settlement (ISDS). Given the strain on India’s
judiciary, it is unlikely that disputes will be
resolved within this five-year time frame,
which could lead to significant delays for for-
eign investors. This mandatory five-year wait-
ing period should be eliminated, allowing for-
eign investors the option to choose between liti-
gating claims in domestic courts or pursuing
international treaty-based arbitration. Once a
choice is made, it should be final and irrevoca-
ble.

Second, the Model BIT should simplify the
entire ISDS mechanism given in Chapter IV.
There should not be undue restrictions imposed
on the jurisdiction of ISDS tribunals such as bar-
ring them from reviewing the “merits” of a deci-
sion made by the domestic court without defin-
ing what “merits” means. Likewise, the timelines
available to foreign investors to approach an
ISDS tribunal should be reasonable.

Third, the new Model BIT should include a
clearly defined fair and equitable treatment
(FET) provision to replace the current Article 3
in the 2015 Model, which references customary
international law (CIL) in foreign investment.

Prabhésh
Ranjan

The lack of a universally accepted CIL definition
in the treatment of foreign investment grants
ISDS tribunals significant discretion. A narrowly
defined FET provision, similar to that in the
European Union’s new-generation investment
treaties, would better balance investor and state
rights by outlawing arbitrary state behaviour.

Fourth, another disquieting feature of the
Model BIT is the exclusion of the most-fa-
voured nation (MFN) provision, which is a
core non-discrimination standard in interna-
tional investment relations. This omission
means that investors lack recourse against
state discrimination under the BIT. This
hugely dampens the spirit of foreign investors.
If India fears misuse of the MFN provision for
treaty shopping, it can address this by limiting
its scope, as other countries have done. Rather
than excluding the MFN provision entirely,
Model BIT 2.0 should include it with appropri-
ate qualifications.

The fifth change needed is to
remove the exclusion of tax-related
regulatory measures from the BIT, as

! stated in Article 2.4(ii) of the 2015
Model BIT. While governments want
to maintain control over tax measures,
excluding them undermines foreign
investor confidence, particularly given
the number of tax-related disputes
between foreign investors and the
Indian government. There’s no need
for India to unduly worry on this front because
ISDS tribunals generally show deference to
states in tax disputes, intervening only when tax
measures are abusive or discriminatory.

The 2015 Model BIT was drafted with a very
defensive approach, granting limited rights to
foreign investors. The objective seems to be to
minimise the risk of ISDS claims. However, for
anation aiming to achieve developed status by
2047, there should be a greater sense of confi-
dence in its legal framework. Instead of focus-
ing solely on minimising ISDS claims, the
emphasis should be on enhancing good gov-
ernance and reinforcing the rule of law. This
approach would naturally decrease the likeli-
hood of ISDS claims.

Thus, a new Model BIT 2.0 is urgently needed,
and the finance minister deserves recognition
for initiating this reform. It is now crucial to see
this initiative through to its logical conclusion.
Assembling a team of independent international
investment law experts to advise the govern-
ment in this matter will be a critical first step.

Prabhash Ranjan is professor and director, Centre for
International Investment and Trade Laws, Jindal
Global Law School. The views expressed are personal
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Does the budget signal a change
in the Centre’s growth strategy?

There’s a shift in emphasis from infrastructure to consumption but it doesn't solve our core problems

is the author of ‘Bad Money".

sumption to some extent and helping
companies operating in that space.

Second, India’s household financial
savings stood at 7.9% of GDP in 2018-19
and have fallen since. In 2023-24., they
stood at 5.3%. It’s likely that households
will want to repair their balance sheets,
and hence, some of the tax cut will find
its way into savings. This can provide
something of a cushion to the stock
market amid all the selling by foreign
institutional investors.

Third, a cutinindirect taxes—like a
cut in excise duty on petrol and diesel—
would have put money in the hands of
more people and been a fairer way to go

Centre’s efforts to cut its fiscal deficit.

Sixth, India’s number of income tax-
payers will fall further to around 15 mil-
lion. These are people who pay a bulk of
the country’sincome tax collections.

In 2025-26, the government expects
to earn X14-4 trillion through income
tax, or 14% more than X12.6 trillion in
2024-25. Is this too optimistic? The
income tax mop-up in 2024-25 is
expected to be around 20% higher. One
reason is that the booming stock market
until September boosted securities
transaction tax (STT) collections, which
are expected to rise 63% to 355,000
crore in 2024-25.

n the stock market circles of Central

and South Mumbai, the phrase ‘%kya

lagta hai’ (KLH, what do you feel)?
can be a conversation starter. During
the course of any such conversation in

The government expects the stock
market to keep filling its coffers, with
the STT collections expected to go up
42% 10 78,000 crore next year, at a
time when trading volumes are falling.

about things. Nonetheless, a fall in fuel
prices by a few rupees per litre wouldn’t
have been as much of a WhatsApp event
as the income-tax cut has been.

Fourth, the budgeted capital expendi-

Our Economic Surveys
deserve more attention

The note of caution issued against the dangers of excessive financialization in the 2024-25

Economic Survey needs to be mulled over. Financial sector excesses can hit the real economy

conomic Surveys tend to have a short

shelflife. This could be because they

are seen as the handiwork of techno-

crats, led by the chief economic

advisor, and often read like academic

wish-lists, devoid of the political
economy considerations that determine
whether governments take their advice. It
could also be because the Union budget follows
soon after, taking everyone’s attention away.
Whatever the reason, Economic Surveysrarely
enjoy more than a brief moment in the sun. This
isunfortunate. Many of the ideas that helped lift
India’s trajectory of economic growth—such as
the case for lower tariffs and privatization—
were first mooted by these surveys. All of which
means that the views expressed in the Economic
Survey 2024-25 deserve careful consideration.
The latest survey cautions against the “risk of
financialisation”—or the “dominance of finan-
cial markets in shaping policy and macroeco-
nomic outcomes”— and of “asset price bubbles
that are now endemic in the West.” It argues
that some of the measures taken by regulators
were not only designed to ensure systemic
stability, but were akin to “welfare measures”
aimed at “reining in excessive and financially
ruinous speculation.”

Stock market aficionados might see that asan
attempt to curb speculative activity, an integral
part of the price-discovery processin a free-
market economy. But that would miss the wood
for the trees. The survey does not seek to end
speculation, but rather to ensure that it does not
run ahead of the real economy. Capital markets
must remain rooted in macro fundamentals.
These markets, it notes, are central to India’s
growth story, catalysing capital formation for
real economic activity, enhancing the financial-

ization of domestic savings and enabling wealth
creation. Taken to an excess, however, it can
hurt the economy. An example is the financial
overrun that led to the global financial crisis of
2008-09. Its key cause was “uninhibited finan-
cial sector growth,” thanks to the wisdom of the
day that finance as a sector performs best when
itisleft largely to its own devices. To sustain the
sector’s growth without engendering a crisis, it
argues that regulators must be sensitive to the
nuanced relationship between this growth and
the real economy. A well developed financial
system reduces transaction costs, lets prices
emerge efficiently and channels the flow of
capital into innovative and risky ventures. But
there is an “inflexion point at which financial
development switches from propelling growth
to holding it back.”

Research by the Bank for International Settle-
ments (BIS), for instance, shows how Ireland’s
steeprise in the ratio of private credit-to-GDP
from 90% in the 1990s to 150% in 2007 shaved
0.5 percentage points offits productivity
growth. This holds clear parallels with India,
where household debt has been steadily rising.
It rose to 42.9% of GDP in the second quarter of
2024, as against an average of below 37.5% of
GDP from 2007 to 2024, according to the BIS.
True, we are nowhere near Irish levels, but
then, low incomes across India mean lower pay-
back capacity, which results in greater
vulnerability to debt traps. In the survey’s view,
we must strive for a finely held balance between
financial-sector development and growth on
one hand and financialization on the other,
with the financial savings of households,
our needs of investment and levels of literacy
on matters of finance all kept firmly in mind.
Now, that’s sound advice.

the last few months, the KLH crowd

would eventually get around to cribbing
about how high taxes are holding the

stock market and economy back.

Nonetheless, throughout this fiscal
year following the July 2024-budget, tax
rates have largely remained unchanged.

So, why has the KLH crowd been so

vociferous about high taxes lately? And

why was there so little noise earlier?

Stock prices peaked in late September
and have fallen since. This could poten-
tially reduce the annual bonuses for the
KLH crowd, which may explain their
recent outpourings on the government
needing to lower tax rates to increase
disposable income, stimulate spending
and boost companies, the stock market

and the economy.

Now, those who shout the loudest are
likely to be heard the most. The annual
budget for 2025-26 shows that the KLH

crowd hasbeen heard. Thanksto a

rebate, no income tax needs to be paid
forincome of up to X12 lakh. Tax slabs

have also been widened, leading to the
government forgoing tax revenue of 1

trillion. This raises several points.

First, the tax forgone will end up as
income in the hands of people. And this
income is likely to be spent, lifting con-

ture of 11.2 trillion in 2025-26 is more or
less similar to the budgeted figure of X11.1
trillion in 2024-25. With low-hanging
fruit having been plucked, the govern-
ment now has fewer opportunities to
expand such spending. Also, the tax cut
forcesit torein in some other expenses
like major subsidies. So, there seems to
be achange in strategy to drive eco-
nomic growth. In the last few years, the
government’s capital expenditure has
been a major part of it. Along with that, it
has tried to encourage private invest-
ment through incentives and alower
corporate tax rate. But this hasn’t really
worked. Given this, there seemsto be a
fresh focus on the Indian consumer. The
hope possibly is that a pickup in private
consumption might motivate companies
toinvest and expand.

Fifth, while the government might
have adopted a new strategy, the impact
of tax cuts on the overall economy
might be limited. Why? The total
expenditure of the government in
2025-26 isbudgeted at 350.7 trillion or
14.2% of GDP. In 202425, it's at 347.2
trillion or 14.6% of GDP. So, spending
will proportionally shrink at a time
when the economy is not in the best
shape. Of course, thisis in line with the
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Also, given that a smaller number of tax-
payers have to fund this growth, the
assumption seems to be that their earn-
ings will rise strongly. For this to hap-
pen, India Inc has to do well, but corpo-
rate sales growth has been stagnating.

Seventh, the burden on income tax-
payers to fund the government’s
expenditure has gone up. In 2024--25
and 2025-26, corporate tax will form a
fourth of the gross tax revenue, while
the expected proportion of income tax
hasrisen from 32.6% to 33.7%.

Eighth, the Indian economy’s basic
problem remains. As the Economic Sur-
vey says: “India will... need to create 78.5
lakh new non-farm jobs annually till
2030.” This, at a point when the pro-
portion of our workforce working on
farms has actually gone up.

There is only so much a government’s
budget can do about this. For non-farm
jobsto be created, small firms need to
grow bigger and the private sector has
to take the lead. Or, as the survey putsit,
governments in India need to “get out of
the way.” But will they? They are busy
micro-managing goods and services tax
rates applicable to different kinds of
popcorn. How does one solve a problem
like that?

JUST A TROTQAT

Many people worry
digital systems are a tool
for government surveillance.
But properly designed
DPI includes safeguards
against misuse and even
enhances privacy.

BILL GATES

Economic Survey: Why play down the climate crisis?

LEENA SRIVASTAVA

is an independent expert on
climate change and clean
energy.

n my critique of the Economic Survey of

2023-24, 1 had highlighted how little jus-

tice it does to the climate imperatives
India is facing. The Economic Survey of
2024-25 offers convoluted arguments that
read as an apology for the progress made on
mitigation measures and seem to confuse
normal development initiatives and resil-
ience-building measures with adaptation
imperatives. The survey, preceding as it does
the annual budget, isa document of the gov-
ernment’s outlook on economic matters. As
such, itisimportant that a subject as critical
as climate change does not receive short
shrift. Some of the reasons for my disap-
pointment with the survey’s treatment of cli-
mate change-related challenges are:

The apparent dismissal of mitigation:
Stressing that India’s aspiration for low car-
bon growth presents trade-offs, the survey
essentially dismisses the progress made on
renewable energy by admitting that “effec-
tively harnessing and scaling these resour-
ces remains challenging due to the lack of

viable storage technologies and limited
accessto essential minerals.” Nothing wrong
with this, per se, but why use it asalead-up to
an adaptation focus in the survey’s chapter
on climate? If anything, it highlights the
need for taking a holistic approach to prob-
lem-solving by addressing all aspects of any
givenvalue chain, a priori, aswell as evaluat-
ing the range of low-carbon pathways availa-
ble to the country in a systemic manner.
Adaptation is an indispensable part of a
climate action strategy for any country. India
isno exception. Given our massive popula-
tion and highly skewed income distribution,
itistrue that the larger part of India does not
have the resilience to deal with any shocks.
And, while various measures being taken by
the government to make India a developed
country by 2047, like investing in mobility
infrastructure, facilitating access to markets,
etc, could help build this resilience, ensuring
equitable accessto the fruits of these efforts
up-front will go along way in building resil-
ience. It will also take time, while climate
change isalready upon us, with 2024 being
the first full year to surpass the world’s 1.5°
Celsius temperature-rise cap. We're already
experiencing the impact of extreme events,
asistherest of the world. So, building adapt-
ive capacity and putting in place adaptation

measures are urgent needs. For this, we need
an action plan to build capacity in and
strengthen our publicinstitutions, support
and build on the good work being done by
grassroots NGOs, and identify vulnerabili-
tiesat an appropriate geographical scale so
that strategies can be developed to address
them, among many other

actions. Resilience in gen- extreme events: increasing
eral can be created by vari- The document heat waves, over and above
devel tal initia- H H Iready hot climat
tives, Butresitience toctr. WOUlM do justice 10 & et overe heat
macchnelwolebill 10 the challenge  ind el o
developed countries. We ifi i r | unabletocopewithnormal
need to clearly articulate t d d ? ySta rainfall, the health effects
Fhfsecont(.:eptsa.ndiie;.ign ba“ gazn‘.g for of cl.imate devents tthe(iit
interventions, including . remain undocumented,
capital allocations, appro- Claﬂty on what’'s andsoon.
priately. Agriculture: The chapter
Urban resilience: India’s rea"y needed on agriculture and food

cities are challenged by

inadequate spatial plan-

ning, unplanned-for growth driven by a
migrant influx, poor infrastructure and ser-
vices, ghettoization and suchlike. Their
environmental footprints are large and
growing due to inadequate planning and
waste-disposal provisions. The survey has
rightly focussed on this subject, but has only

listed various government programmes
under this heading. It doesn’t explain the
difference these initiatives have made or the
scale of the remaining challenge. Building
climate resilience is not about providing
basic services that should have been part of
urban planning and development anyway. It

is about the impacts of

management too does little

toaddress the vulnerabili-
ties created by climate-related extreme
events. Apart from a listing of initiatives, it
curiously references a few academic papers.
There is no reference to the urgency of
stemming runaway land degradation where
itaddresses the need to increase the produc-
tivity of land, nor any practical reference to

addressing the challenges of food waste or
indeed crop damage from climate events.

Energy transition: While learning from
international experiencesis a good practice,
it is important to use an appropriate set of
countries as benchmarks. India’s energy
context is very different from that of most
developed countries, including our resource
endowments. India needs its own solutions
to problems of energy access that developed
countries do not face. The failure of devel-
oped countries to transition away from fossil
fuels does not justify our continued depend-
ence on fossil energy. We have our own set
of opportunities provided by our resource
endowments—including biomass, flexibility
on path dependency, demographics, etc—
based on which we have to chart our future
energy-development course. We need to
explicitly recognize the long-term implica-
tions and vulnerabilities of choices made
today and not be cavalier about it.

There is much that remains to be said, but
most importantly, it would help if the team
behind the Economic Surveytook some time
to pause and reflect upon the purpose and
utility of the document in the climate con-
text and the criticality of crystal-gazing
through current complexities for clarity on
the future we seek to create.
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Al tools raise productivity and
can also act as great equalizers

They can close organizational or societal skill gaps. But does everyone becoming an expert mean nobody will be an expert?

NIRANJAN RAJADHYAKSHA
is executive director at Artha India Research
Advisors.

company selling its wares to a wide

variety of customers decides to

introduce its customer-support staff

to anew support tool based on

generative artificial intelligence

(GenAl). The employees manning
the phone lines or responding to customer com-
plaints over computers now have a new type of
assistant to help them in their jobs.

The productivity of these employees is meas-
ured by how many complaints get resolved in an
hour. The GenAl tool helped increase employee
productivity through three effects: areduction in
the time an employee now spends on each cus-
tomer query, an increase in the number of chats an
employee handles every hour, and a higher success
rate of cases that are resolved to the satisfaction
of callers.

Customers also tend to be more satisfied by their
experience during the call or chat, which is espe-
cially important, since the ones reaching out are
usually doing so because they are dissatisfied with
the product they have paid money to buy. Less
stress from irate customers also reduces attrition in
the company’s workforce.

However, the most interesting result of this
study by Erik Brynjolfsson, Danielle Li and Lind-
sey Raymond, based on their observations of 5,179
customer-support agents at work, has to do with
the skills gap in the unit they put under their
research microscope. The three economists found
that while the overall productivity of the team
increased, most of that improvement was among
team members who were either less skilled at their
jobsorless experienced.

In other words, access to the GenAl tool nar-
rowed the gap between the best and the rest. And
there was durable learning by the latter. Their per-
formance continued to be better than before even
when the tool was not available to them later—say,
when there is a software outage that prevents them
from getting assistance from the GenAlI tool.

Therise of artificial intelligence has raised all
sorts of questions about its impact on economies,
societies and the future of work. For example, will
it throw millions out of jobs? Or will it lead to a
new golden age of economic growth by driving
productivity to new heights? After the launch
of the Chinese Al model DeepSeek-Rl1in January,
Olivier Blanchard, a professor of economics at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, described
it as “probably the largest possible TFP shock in
the history of the world.” TFP, or total factor pro-
ductivity, is a measure of how efficiently a society
uses its labour power and capital assets.

The importance of these macro issues—both
positive hopes as well as negative concerns—
should not be underplayed. However, some

ISTOCKPHOTO

column, also point to the possibility of how Al can
help narrow skills gaps within an organization or
among a wider population doing some specific
task. There could be other effects as well. Think of
acolleague who writes very well but cannot code
or another who is a coding whiz but struggles to
write a note to the senior management. Will both
be on equal ground in the near future?

Aswith the case of the customer-support team,
another piece of research in Japan offers a similar
story of how access to Al narrows the productivity
gap among taxi drivers in a Japanese city. This
study by Kyoto Kanazawa, Daiji Kataguchi, Hitoshi
Shigeoka and Yasutora Watanabe shows that taxi
drivers in Yokohama shortened their cruising time
when they got access to an Al support system to
find customers, and that it was low-skilled drivers
who captured most of the benefits from better
demand forecasting. (Yokohama did not permit
services such as Uber and Grab when this research
was conducted by the team of economists.)

However, one of the most encouraging results in
the context of countries such as India was recently
reported by a World Bank team in Nigeria. For six
weeks in June and July 2024, secondary school
students, 800 in all, were given after-school
English classes in a computer lab twice a week.

GenAltool to improve their English. Students who
were randomly chosen to participate in this pro-
gramme later outperformed their peers who did
not attend these after-school sessions.

While the initial results reported in a recent blog
by the World Bank team show that “generative Al,
when implemented thoughtfully with teacher
support, can function effectively as a virtual tutor,”
the distribution of test scores among the “treat-
ment group”—or the students chosen for this
study—also shows a more even spread than in the
peer group.

India has long been struggling with the quality
of education provided in its school system. There
are many underlying causes, but the results of the
Nigeria study highlight the possibility of some
form of AT helping students who are lagging either
because of poor teacher quality or social disadvan-
tages that make it harder to overcome hurdlesin
their way.

Can GenAl provide the sort of high-quality
tutoring after school that children from elite
families get?

The case for Al asa way to close an organiza-
tional or societal skills gap leads to a question with
profound implications. Will a society where every-
one is an expert also be a society where nobody is

studies, such as the one mentioned earlier in this

They were guided by teachers on how to use a

an expert?
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Trump tariffs could hurt the
eurozone: ECB policy is key

Europe’s balance of risks would make the case for a major rate cut

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
European markets.

S President Donald Trump couldn’t

have been clearer that the euro area

isnext in line for tariffs, and if he is
going for maximum impact, he will aim for
Germany and France. Deutsche Bank ana-
lysts estimate it could take between 0.5%
and 0.9% off growth—which was only fore-
cast to be barely above 1% in 2025 even
without the Trump handicap.

This makes the approach at this week’s
European Central Bank (ECB) governing
council meeting even more puzzling. Pres-
ident Christine Lagarde refuted that a
swifter response to the ailing eurozone
economy was even discussed, highlighting
that the words “five and zero weren’t men-
tioned”—in other words cutting by a half-
point wasn’t even worthy of consideration.

It’s hard to know what would constitute
asufficient crisis to engender a proactive
policymaker response. A more aggressive
rate-cutting approach rather than baby-
step quarter-point interest rate cutsis evi-
dently needed after the eurozone economy
failed to grow at all in the fourth quarter.

In fact, ‘ECB sources’ suggested to my
Bloomberg News colleagues that the mood
music is shifting on relaxing restrictive
monetary policy—the implication being
the April meeting may a pause. Lagarde
flagged a technical paper to be published
by its economists on how close the euro
area is to the mythical ‘neutral level for
interest rates. If the ECB genuinely
believes its monetary policy is no longer
that restrictive, and that it by implication
cantake its foot off the easing pedal, aban-
don any hope for recovery from aflatlining
economy. Economicsis not called the dis-
mal science for nothing.

Influential German ECB executive
board member Isabel Schnabel has
expressed the view that the neutral rate is
between 2 and 3%—in other words, not far
from the 2.75% deposit rate. Lagarde haslet
itbe known her view is that it's much closer
to2%. Who cares? This sort of navel-gazing
is the wrong approach—put out the fire
first before debating where an unknowable
theoretical pinch point might be.

French central bank head Francois Ville-
roy de Galhau is the policymaker making
the most sense. He was quick to point out
Monday on France Info Radio that from all
the uncertainty of tariffs, it’s not inflation
but growth that’s the biggerrisk. His view
isthat the official deposit rate should be 2%
by the summer.

It’'s common sense when Germany has
been in recession for two years now, with
its government expecting just abare glim-
mer of 0.3% growth for this year.

ECB chief Christine Lagarde does not seem
keen on easing monetary policy. AFP

The German business lobby BDI expects
athird year of contraction. The IFO export
expectationsindex decreased againto-7.3
points from -6.1 points in December. This
isarecovery vacuum.

It'satad bizarre that even respected Ger-
man institutes are not shouting from the
rooftops with 6.2% unemployment, a four-
year high. Yet, Germany’s business lobby
DIHK has come out supporting the ECB’s
cautious approach. “Uncertainty over a
rebound in inflation would have a negative
impact on the economic recovery in Ger-
many,” DIHK analyst Volker Treier said in
a statement. He instead calls on the next
German government to boost competitive-
ness. Seriously, when might that help? In
2028, perhaps?

One thing that is in rude health is Ger-
man paranoia over inflation, even though
French and German inflation undershot
last month. Energy prices remain a major
bugbear, hence persistent rumors that the
Nordstream pipelines will be swung rap-
idly back into action if the Ukraine war
were to end. But there is next to nothing
that central banks can do to control this,
similarly with tariffs.

ECB policymakers have been leaning on
politicians to get their fiscal act together—
the pandemic proved coordinated
responses work wonders. This isn’'t the
time to lighten up on firm rhetoric that this
isn’tamonetary policy solution alone.

Base effects will push euro inflation
measures down in the first quarter, but
these will turn into headwinds laterin the
year. Translation: get on with cutting while
you can before self-imposed strictures turn
into another bout of hand-wringing about
some backward looking shibboleth.

Forget that the Federal Reserve is taking
abreather on cutting rates—it cut 50 basis
points in September when it didn’t really
need to. The eurozone doesn’t have that
sort of luxury, aswe wrote recently thisisa
make-or-break year for Lagarde.

The ECB’s focus should be firmly on
what it can prevent—which, at this junc-
ture, isarecessionary trap. The next ECB
meeting on 6 March is a quarterly eco-
nomic review. A 50-basis-points interest
rate cut should be top of the central bank’s
agenda and not awonkfest on where econ-
ometricians think the economy’s speed
limit might be. ©BLOOMBERG

Private entities can use Aadhaar ID verification again

RAHUL MATTHAN

VA
is a partner at Trilegal and the
author of ‘The Third Way:
India’s Revolutionary Approach
to Data Governance'. His X
handle is @matthan.

sthe Aadhaar case was reaching the

Supreme Court, the Unique Identity

Authority of India (UIDAI) began to
restrict private access to its authentication
infrastructure. It now seems that hard stand
isbeginning to soften. Anew amendment to
Aadhaar authentication rules could finally
allow usto leverage our identity infrastruc-
ture to better unlock greater efficiencies in
digital services.

When Reliance Jio launched telecom ser-
vicesin 2016, it added a staggering 170 mil-
lion new customersin the first 100 days of its
operations. This, frequently referred to as
the fastest in the history of the global tele-
com industry, was only possible because Jio
was able to use Aadhaar eKYC to complete
its statutory customer acquisition formali-
tiesin a fraction of the time that other tele-
com companies took. At the height of its
acquisition drive, it added a new customer
every few seconds.

Atthe time, private companies could use
Aadhaar for a range of different purposes.

Apart from customer acquisition, various
startups had designed their services around
the many features offered by India’s identity
infrastructure. For instance, Yolo Mobility,
an e-bikerental business, triggered an Aad-
haar authentication request to instantly
check whether someone trying to unlock a
vehicle was a registered user. This gave
insurers the assurance that these e-bikes
could not be stolen using fake IDs, in turn
justifying a sharp reduction in premiums.

Once the Aadhaar project was challenged
in court, however, the government sought to
dowhatever it took to ensure that the project
was not shut down. It began to lock down
those aspects of the Aadhaar infrastructure
that were seen to threaten the survival of the
service asawhole. One of the first features to
be turned off was private access to its
authentication systems.

As it turned out, the Supreme Court
upheld the constitutional validity of the
Aadhaar Act and the project as a whole. It,
however, struck down Section 57, a provi-
sion that petitioners believed had enabled
private-sector access by allowing Aadhaar to
be used for “other purposes.” They were
mistaken. In fact, it is Section 8 that deals
with authentication, and since it allows all
“requesting entities” (a term defined very

broadly in Section 2(u) of the Act) to use Aad-
haar authentication, private entities can also
use the system. Had the apex court intended
to prevent private-sector access, it would
have read down Section 2(u), making it
applicable to government entities. The fact
that it did not can only be interpreted to
mean that this was not its

2025, describing how private entities could
use the Aadhaar infrastructure for authenti-
cation.

All provisions that previously limited
Aadhaar authentication to only those pur-
poses that relate to good governance and
preventing the leakage of public funds have

been deleted, expanding

intention. = = the ways in which the infra-

In 2019, the Parliament Among Its blg structure can be used for
amended the Aadhaar Act ' any activity that “promotes
to address many of the beneflts COUId the ease of living of resi-
E;)ifslggl‘g; ?Illzt tlcl)é[l)dclcfli? be Innovations de’ll}'flsére isalsoaprocessby
o Parhamencary Ut allow age -
approval for actions that gating on the structure after submittinga
the courthad criticized for ~_ . proposal stating what they
h}?vingﬁeen implemented  jRNternet without war;lt to use lit for. Or}llce
through executive action. . such an application has
Despite this, the UIDAL, @Yy Privacy lOSS beenapprovedby the Cen-

scarred by its long battle

for survival, remained cau-

tious, choosing not to lift the restrictions it
no longer needed to impose.

Last week, we got an indication that this
approach might be about to change. The
UIDAI notified the Aadhaar Authentication
for Good Governance (Social Welfare, Inno-
vation, Knowledge) Amendment Rules,

tral government, a private
entity will be able to use it
forits stated purposes.

Now that businesses can access the Aad-
haar infrastructure, business-to-consumer
companies will likely use it for customer
acquisition in much the way Jio did. Others
will be able to incorporate it into commercial
workflows, as Yolo Mobility had shown was

possible. Since this use of authentication
infrastructure neither gives private entities
access to biometric information, nor the
UIDALI an ability to track how people are
using these private services, there should be
no privacy concerns around such use.
What’s more, the UIDAI offers various fea-
tures (such as virtual ID and offline verifica-
tion) that could further safeguard privacy.

‘What I am most keen to see is the age-ver-
ification solutions that thisamendment will
catalyse. Now that India’s Digital Personal
Data Protection Rules permit the use of age
tokens, we need to develop zero-knowledge
proofsolutions for data fiduciaries to ensure
they are not processing the personal data of
achild.

Thiswill only emerge from private inno-
vation, as that is the only way we will get
workflows that are both effective and priva-
cy-preserving. With private access to our
authentication set-up now enabled,  hope
to see amarketplace of age verification ser-
vice providers develop, so that healthy com-
petition will see this infrastructure used in
the most efficient way to generate solutions
based on age tokens.

Age gating on the internet is a wicked
problem. Butitis only if we unleash market
forces can we hope to find an answer.
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INVOLVES US ALL

RBI’S NEXT MOVE

Central bank should allow the rupee to adjust,
ease policy rates to support growth

N RECENT DAYS, the rupee has come under increased pressure, but the Indian cur-
rency is no exception. US President Donald Trump's executive orders imposing ad-
ditional tariffs on Canada, Mexico and China have roiled markets. On Monday, in-
vestor sentiment soured in most markets across the world and major currencies
were strained. The Sensex ended the day down 0.4 per cent while the rupee fell to an all-
time low of 87.29 against the dollar during the day, closing at 87.19. On Tuesday, some of
the lost ground was regained. The Sensex rose 1.8 per cent, while the rupee ended the
day around 87.07. Investors are, however, bracing themselves for a period of uncertainty.

Itis difficult to see how this trade war will play out. Trump has now decided to delay
the imposition of tariffs on both Mexico and Canada for one month after speaking with
the leaders of the two countries and extracting concessions. However, on Tuesday, China
announced tariffs on select imports from the US beginning February 10. Trump has now
indicated that the EU could be the next target. During this period of unpredictability, pref-
erence for a safe haven, the dollar, will only increase. Uncertainty over Trump's policies
may also force the US Federal Reserve to keep rates unchanged in the near term. This will
only strengthen the dollar. On Monday, the dollar index — which measures the value of
the greenback against euro, yen, pound, Swiss franc, Swedish krona and the Canadian
dollar —rose to 109.84, up 1.24 per cent, even as on Tuesday, it was hovering around 108.5.
InJanuary, foreign investors withdrew more than $9 billion from Indian markets. In fact,
February 3 was the 23rd consecutive day of Fll outflows — the longest stretch at least in
the past decade, as per a report by Axis Capital.

Last year, the RBI had intervened heavily in currency markets to stem the rupee's de-
cline. Between September 27 and December 6, foreign exchange reserves fell by around
$50 billion. While part of the decline could be on account of revaluation losses, this fall pro-
vides some indication of the extent of the central bank's intervention. However, in recent
weeks, the rupee has been allowed to adjust. With the pressure on the currency unlikely to
abate, the RBI should allow the rupee to adjust, and intervene only to smoothen out excess
volatility. There are concerns that a sharp depreciation of the currency will have an impact
oninflation — as per some estimates, a 5 per cent depreciation could push up headline in-
flation by 35 basis points over some quarters. The central bank will have to be careful as it
navigates an increasingly uncertain global and domestic environment. Considering the
slowdown in the economic growth momentum, and with the government delivering on fis-
cal consolidation — budgeting to bring down its fiscal deficit from 4.8 per cent of GDP in
2024-25 to 4.4 per cent in 2025-26 — the RBI must move to ease policy rates.

SFEIZE THE LULL

Centre must expedite efforts to bring back social harmony,
Manipur cannot afford to slide back into conflict

THAS BEEN 21 months since ethnic violence erupted in Manipur, straining its so-

cial fabric. In the past few weeks, an uneasy calm has been maintained in the north-

eastern state, where faultlines have deepened between the Meiteis and the Kukis.

The most severe episode of violence in recent months occurred in November 2024,
when 22 people were killed over 11 days, the majority in Jiribam district — reassuringly,
no casualties have been reported since then. The last major face-off was a shootout in the
Kadangband area of Imphal West district, just hours after Chief Minister N Biren Singh’s
New Year eve apology for the ongoing crisis. A day earlier, on December 31, a group of
protesting Kuki women clashed with the CRPF, followed by a mob attack on the SP’s of-
fice in Kangpokpi district. Since then, Manipur has seen a lull in ethnic violence.

Meanwhile, an escalation of conflict in Myanmar's Sagaing region, not far from Manipur’s
Kamjong district, has sparked concerns about a potential spillover. Manipur shares a 400-
km-long border with Myanmar to its south and east. The military and community ties be-
tween insurgents in both regions sharpen these fears. Amid airstrikes by the Burmese mil-
itary and retaliation from rebel forces, more than 200 refugees from Myanmar have
reportedly taken shelter near the Moreh border in Manipur’s Tengnoupal district since
January 27. There have also been reports of deaths of Meiteis and Kukis fighting in Myanmar,
with the former groups fighting alongside the junta, the latter with the rebels.

As security forces combat the border threat, both the central and state governments
should seize the lull as an opportunity to initiate meaningful reconciliation efforts. Peace
is not merely the absence of war; Manipur remains a deeply divided state. The valley has
been emptied of its last Kuki residents, just as the Kuki-dominated hills have seen the ex-
odus of the Meiteis. The trust deficit between the two communities remains unaddressed,
making the prospect of either group returning to their homes seem distant. Efforts towards
normalcy must begin at the highest levels of leadership. The absence of any mention of
Manipur in the President’s Address in the Lok Sabha this week signals a troubling lack of
urgency. The Prime Minister is yet to visit Manipur since the ethnic conflict started on
May 3,2023. The Supreme Court is awaiting a forensic analysis of the audio tapes regard-
ing Chief Minister Biren Singh'’s alleged role in exacerbating the violence. None of this
bodes well for trust-building. The Centre must expedite its efforts to bring back social
harmony, Manipur cannot be allowed to slide back into the vicious circle of conflict.

PLAYING LIKE HER

India’s U19 World Cup triumph may tell a larger story —women’s
cricket is seeing aspiration meet a nurturing system

NDIA’S U19 WORLD Cup cricket triumph brings a dash of optimism to women’s

cricket. By drubbing South Africa in the finals, the Indian team displayed an infec-

tious ambition, dominating the tournament. It augurs well for the future of women’s

cricket in India. Though Australia, England and New Zealand barely take juniors
cricket seriously, the Indian U19 triumph will ignite hopes of a seniors trophy. It can safely
be said that India has unearthed a superstar talent in Gongadi Trisha, an all-rounder and
prolific batter from the World Cup.

Trisha set the batting charts on fire, scoring the only century of the tournament and
notching consistent scores, four of the highest innings from the Top 15. But cricket tri-
umphs are always team efforts and India can be said to have located other stars like bat-
ter and compulsive boundary-hitter Kamalini,and bowlers Vaishnavi Sharma and Aayushi
Shukla. Trisha, though, remains the story of the tournament. The youngster from
Hyderabad was given a plastic bat at age two by her father and raised to become a formi-
dable cricketer, skilling her to hit sixes, score mountains of runs and take crucial wickets.

Women'’s cricket in India has earned its rightful privileges — equal match fee, a cash-
rich franchise league, and a broad-based, even if rudimentary, domestic set-up, where new
names are cropping up who could become India’s future post Harmanpreet Kaur and
Smriti Mandhana, who have carried the burden for the last few years after Mithali Raj
and Jhulan Goswami. The spot belonging to Shafali Verma, part of a project of regenera-
tion of women's cricket, has many more contenders now like Pratika Rawal, and Trisha
will begin pushing for the opening position soon. Women’s cricket is seeing aspiration
meet a nurturing system. With franchise facilities and local academies mushrooming for
girls, the future can only be bright. Beating Australia to a seniors crown remains the final
frontier for Indian women. Trisha & Co showed that that too can be done.
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WORDLY WISE
MONEY OFTEN COSTS TOO MUCH.
— RALPH WALDO EMERSON

Trump is not transactional

His objective, for himself and America, is to show who

the boss is. We ignore this at our peril

PrRATAP BHANU MEHTA

DONALD TRUMPIS often described as trans-
actional. He is a deal maker. The fiery bluster
is really exercising the art of leverage . This
combination makes him effective. The blus-
ter also satiates his core constituency. Learn
to make deals with him, play the leverage
game, and you can do business with him. Just
see the most recent episode. No sooner had
Trump announced tariffs on Mexico and
Canada, they struck a provisional deal:
Leverage and deal-making in action. But to
think of Trump as “transactional” is a serious
mistake. Instead, this is a world view made of
elements that are the contrary of transac-
tional, an uncompromising commitment to
American supremacy we ignore at our peril.
Trump’s personal political style is one that
demands domination and submission. Itis a
governing philosophy that demands total loy-
alty. It is, as Russell Muirhead and Nancy
Rosenblum recently pointed out in an article
in Foreign Affairs, unmaking institutions and
un-governing in the name of loyalty. This does
not mean that he cannot achieve a few impor-
tant things. But the essence of this world re-
mains the exercise of personal power, and
governing through its logic.
Trump’s ambition for America is similar.
He is touted as an anti-imperialist president,
not interested in starting the wars that liberal
internationalism dragged America into. He is
anti-globalisation. He wants to return to a
world of relatively higher tariffs and bring
manufacturing to America. He has none of the
universalist pretensions of liberals, using hu-
man rights as a pretext, or thinking that a sin-
gle neo-liberal order of free exchange and in-
terdependenceis desirable. He also realises the
limits of American power. This might make for
adifferent world with more room for manoeu-
vre: More uncertain but also transactional.
But this superficially appealing narrative
underestimates the supremacism behind
Trump’s world view. Trump’s diagnosis of
why America got into wars or let Russia-
Ukraine-type wars happen is because
America did not act strongly enough. Liberal
internationalism was the worst possible
combination of expansive aims with power
badly used. The premise of the “reluctance
to war” ideology is overwhelming strength.
But thisis premised on preserving unchal-
lenged American supremacy. No one dare be
disloyal or not submissive toit. The precondi-

Trump’s personal political
style is one that demands
domination and submission.
It is a governing philosophy
that demands total loyalty. It
is, as Russell Muirhead and
Nancy Rosenblum recently
pointed out in an article in
‘Foreign Affairs’, unmaking
institutions and un-
governing in the name of
loyalty. This does not mean
that he cannot achieve a few
important things. But the
essence of this world
remains the exercise of
personal power, and
governing through its logic.

tion for securing peace is the acknowledge-
ment of unchallenged American power.
American power may aspire to be non-impe-
rial. But it still has to be the big boss. Liberal in-
ternationalism was imperial power without
America exercising its full power to be big
boss. Now it will be big boss without the im-
perial pretension. But this does not necessar-
ily make for a more stable world.

For one thing, it induces everyone else to
amass power as well, creating a potentially
risky cycle of escalation. But being boss, mak-
ing supremacy manifest, like being imperial,
also require demonstrations of power. The
power will have to be made visible, so this is
not necessarily an eschewing of war. America
justordered airstrikes in Somalia. The real test
will be Gaza, where the question is what fol-
lows the temporary ceasefire. America will re-
main aligned with Benjamin Netanyahu and
Israel, perhaps even going as far as endorsing
the cleansing of Gaza. The logic of supremacy
will be as confrontational, perhaps even more,
than previous imperial logic.

The second presumption is that what is
loosely called the neo-liberal order con-
strained the rest of the world, particularly inits
ideological propensity to impose relatively
uniformrules. It curtailed independent space
for different models of development. Activists
railed against the WTO. Would not a more au-
tarkic world create more opportunities for
each country to chart its own industrial pol-
icy? But here again you see the duality of
Trump: He wants onshoring for America, but
he also wants to open the world for American
products. The claim is that America has been
taken advantage of; neoliberalism, like liber-
alism, was an example of America not exer-
cising leverage. Now America will demand
the strictest reciprocity.

It is a quest to open up the world, not
through negotiated rules, but individual bilat-
eral bargains. The advantage of such bargains
is thatin that negotiating context, America has
more leverage. There are no possible coali-
tions arrayed against it. So, if you think the
WTO was an exercise in American hegemony,
bilateral negotiations will be harder for coun-
tries like India. Trump's industrial policy is pre-
venting India from having one, by preemp-
tively asking for lower tariffs, promising to buy
defence products from the US and so forth.
Trump's tariffs are not in the aid of a more di-

verse and equal world. They are in the aid of
supremacy and will look for trade submission
from others. This is why the world requires
collective action on trade policy.

The third objection against the liberal or-
derwas its sanctimoniousness, its aspirations
to regime change, its hypocritical use of hu-
man rights standards, its attempt to shape
global civil society. But it would be a mistake
to think that Trump’s jettisoning of those pre-
texts actually makes for anon-interventionist
world. In some ways, Elon Musk’s daily com-
ments on policies from South Africa to
Germany are not isolated or idiosyncratic in-
terventions. They are announcing that the
world is on notice, each country's policies are
answerable to the US, on its own terms.

And finally, there is the incredible combi-
nation that Trump displays of American vic-
timhood and innocence — the rest of the
world has taken advantage of America. There
isa genuine issue of drugs and fentanyl in the
US. But the use of tariffs to get that problem
addressed by Canada might seem strange.
Weren't tariffs supposed to be about indus-
trial policy and reciprocity? Is Canada even
thatbig a threat? America’s drug problemwas
as much a homegrown one, with the complic-
ity of many respectable companies, and even
the consulting establishment that used
America's hyper-capitalism and corruption to
push its addictions. But fentanyl as a foreign-
ers’ problem helps with both America’s inno-
cence and victimhood.

So, this is not an era of transactionalism.
Itis the reinventing of American supremacy
by weaponising the discontent with the cur-
rent order. Its objective is not to cut deals but
to show who the boss is. Trump’s hero
William McKinley, believing himself to be
someone who wanted to avoid war, ended
up as both imperialist and racial Darwinist.
Trump may not be a racial Darwinist, but for
him international relations are not transac-
tional. It will be a raw struggle for power.
Whether his personal propensity to demand
total loyalty and submission is compatible
with building a great and effective nation re-
mains an open question. But make no mis-
take. That is what he will demand for him-
self and for America.

The writer is contributing editor,
The Indian Express

[LEARNING WITH Al

Schools must find ways to use it to assist, not replace, natural learning

THE OVERARCHING THEME at the recently
concluded World Economic Forum in Davos
was “Collaboration for the Intelligent Age”.
What does this mean in the context of edu-
cating children? The idea of humanity, nature,
and Alin harmony at a platform like Davos can
create transformative opportunities when we
apply them to schools.

The challenges that confront societies to-
day are existential. Are the learning systems
in schools nurturing students to find their
highest potential, which will help resolve
these challenges? Schools need to embrace
equity, ecosystemic understanding, and Al
awareness and enablement. This goes beyond
future readiness and even literacy.

Eckhart Tolle has written of the flowering
of human consciousness through a shiftin ed-
ucation, where we should combine intelli-
gence and consciousness. Intelligence is the
ability that helps us apply knowledge, solve
problems, and adapt to new situations. Italso
enhances reasoning, decision-making, and
memory; infact, itisa blend of artificial and bi-
ological (human) intelligence systems.
Consciousness brings in metacognition, intro-
spection,imagination, emotions,and sensory
perceptions, which are tied to humans.

Schools have to ensure that human con-
sciousness becomes integral to the connec-
tions between intelligence and learning. Only
then will we be able to develop a shared un-

Educators have anticipated
the importance of Al for
over a decade, but the impact
in schools was felt only with
the launch of ChatGPT.
Students showed great
enthusiasm for the
opportunities the tool
offered. The response of
educators to this has been
slow and hesitant because
the technology carries
immense implications in the
space of learning.

derstanding of citizenship, interdependence,
and mutual interest. This will build cohesive
societies, bring in social and economic insti-
tutions, and integrate universal values and
processes, which can only be learntina school.

Al has forced itself into the education
agenda as never before, and the responses are
stillemergent and unclear. Whatis clearis that
every child, irrespective of place or status,
must have access to adaptive learning and Al
Educators have anticipated the importance of
Al for over a decade, but the actual impact in
schools was felt only with the launch of
ChatGPT. Students showed great enthusiasm
for the opportunities the tool offered — using
it to support homework, research papers, proj-
ects, case studies, and other academic tasks.
They were able to make submissions without
any effort or understanding. The response of
educators has been slow and hesitant because
the technology carries immense implications
in the space of learning. Teachers are particu-
larly nervous about Al hallucinations.

Itis clear from UNESCO’s reviews that very
little work has been done to reassess the com-
petencies needed by teachers to understand
and use Al for teaching and learning, person-
alising data for their professional growth, de-
termining how students are learning, and
identifying content that excites or disengages
them. We need to create learning ecosystems
by fostering collaborative relationships with

the surrounding community, especially par-
ents and other government agencies. For this
we must unlock the learning assets of com-
munities and engage with stakeholders be-
yond the education sector.

In order to prepare for a brittle, anxious,
nonlinear, and incomprehensible (BANI) fu-
ture — as formulated by anthropologist and
futurist Jamais Cascio — schools will have to
do scenario planning without making a com-
mitment to any particular prediction. We
mustimagine several futures simultaneously.
All will be plausible. Let us equip ourselves to
make decisions that will be robust no matter
what future comes to pass.

The real hope for enduring change in
schools lies with students. They are connected
to the future inways that no adultis, forin the
words of Khalil Gibran, “Their thoughts dwell
in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot
visit, not even in your dreams.”

As we move forward as educators, let us
continue to refine our vision and get a clearer
awareness of a constantly changing reality.
We have to evolve institutions and practices
that assist, not replace, the natural learning
process through collaborative intelligence.

The writer is chairperson and

executive director, Education, Innovations,
and Training, DLF Foundation Schools

and scholarship programmes
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CM SuaH’s CONDITIONS

J&KCM G M Shah, offered to reunite with the

Farooq faction of the National Conference and
patch up with his brother-in-law if the latter
accepted five conditions including “total and
permanent friendship with the Congress-I".
The other conditions are: No confrontation
with the Centre, nobody from the Sheikh fam-
ily to be the CM or minister in the state cabi-
net; ditto for the Shah family; and retention
of the present ministers.

REAGAN’S BUDGET
US PRESIDENT RONALD Reagan asked

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

Congress to exhibit political courage and adopt
alow-growth $973.7 billion budget that calls
for big domestic cuts and increased military
spending. The budget proposes a $30 billion
increase in defence spending — guaranteed
to provoke congressional criticism — includ-
ing more than doubling spending on Reagan's
controversial “star wars” programme and
hikes in nuclear weapons spending,

MHATRE KILLERS

TWO KASHMIRI SEPARATISTS were convicted
of kidnapping and killing Ravindra Mhatre,an
Indian diplomat in Britain, in February 1984.
AbdulRaja, 28,and Mohammed Riaz, 23, were

found guilty at Birmingham Crown court of
the unlawful imprisonment and murder of
Mhatre, 47, an assistant commissioner at the
Indian consulate in Birmingham.

COOMAR, THE Sry

COOMAR NARAIN, THE alleged kingpin of
the espionage ring busted by intelligence
agencies last month, named France, Poland
and the German Democratic Republic as the
countries to which he had been passing top
secrets. Narain also confessed to the metro-
politan magistrate in a 15-page statement
that he had been in the business for the past
25 years.
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A nuclear recharge

Budget decision to amend the laws governing atomic energy was overdue.
It is an opportunity to open up the sector and exploit its potential

»

RAJA-MANDALA

BY C RAJA MOHAN

IN HER BUDGET speech on Saturday, Finance
Minister (FM) Nirmala Sitharaman an-
nounced the decision to amend the two
atomic Acts that have paralysed the prospects
of nuclear power in India. The long-overdue
decision has not come a day too soon, as the
world moves towards reviving the nuclear
energy industry.

The story of India’s atomic slide is a tragic
one. It is impossible to believe that India was
the second Asian nation to build a nuclear
power plant in 1969 at Tarapur — just after
Japanand long before China. It also built upan
impressive nuclear research and development
programme in the 1950s and 1960s with sig-
nificant assistance fromits Western partners.
At the peak of nuclear optimismin 1970, India
hoped to generate 10,000 MW of atomic
power by 2000. Twenty-five years after that
deadline, India’s nuclear power sector is limp-
ing along at about 8,200 MW. China’sinstalled
nuclear capacity today is about 58,000 MW.
South Korea has 32,000 MW. China and South
Korea are now major exporters of nuclear re-
actors. The UAE, which launched its nuclear
power programime less than a decade ago, has
5,200 GW of nuclear capacity, centred around
South Korean reactors.

Through the last decade, Delhi has repeat-
edly revised the targets for nuclear capacity
but could not realise them. The FM has now
setanew target of 1,00,000 MW by 2047.She
was realistic enough to recognise that this is
not possible without rewriting the two atomic
Acts that provide the legal framework for nu-
clear energy in India: The Atomic Energy Act
(1962) and the Civil Liability for Nuclear
Damage Act (CLNDA) of 2010.

If early policy moves in the late 1940s and
1950s laid the foundation for the development
of nuclear energy in India, unfortunate devel-
opments — external and internal — as well as
major political bungles have helped create the
current nuclear impasse.

The private funding from the Tatas, at the
request of Homi Bhabha, set the stage for nu-
clear research in the early 1940s even before
the atomic age dawned formally with the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The pol-
icy of creating internal capacities through for-
eign collaboration gave India a head start in
atomic energy development in the 1950s.
From the turn of the 1970s, India’s atomic
problems began to multiply.

One part of the problem was the change
in the global order on nuclear energy coop-
eration when the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty came into force in 1970. The NPT froze
the number of nuclear-weapon states at five
(those who had already tested atomic
weapons before 1967) and began to impose
restrictions on the transfer of nuclear tech-
nologies to the rest of the world. If India’s
nuclear adventure flourished in the era of
atomic internationalism, it began to wilt un-
der external pressures from the 1970s. If
India had done a nuclear test before January
1967, it would have been on the right side of

the nuclear divide. But the inability or un-
willingness to become a nuclear-weapon
power put it on the wrong side. (There are
reports that US President John F Kennedy
had offered to help India conduct a nuclear
weapon test in 1963, but Nehru had turned
him down.)

When India did conduct a nuclear test in
1974, it made matters worse for itself. Delhi’s
too-clever-by-half claim that its nuclear test
was for peaceful purposes did not impress its
hostile neighbours — Pakistan and China. The
latter intensified its atomic collaboration with
the former. The result: Pakistan’s nuclear arse-
nal built with Chinese cooperation. The rest
of the world tightened nuclear sanctions
against India, which was seen as a major threat
for nuclear proliferation.

India’s ideological and policy confusions
putitinthe worst of all worlds — it was neither
a “nuclear” fish nor a “non-nuclear” fowl. It
took another quarter of a century for India to
break out of this nowhere land.

India finally conducted five nuclear tests
in May 1998 and declared itself a nuclear-
weapon power. Although they brought a new
set of sanctions, the tests opened the door for
a reconciliation with the US and the global
nuclear order. After initial anger, Washington
began to explore the prospects for nuclear ac-
commodation with Delhi. During 2005-08,
the George W Bush administration helped
craft a framework in which India could keep
its nuclear weapons and resume civilian nu-
clear cooperation, which it had been denied
since 1970.The US had to do some heavy lift-
ing to change the domestic non-proliferation
law and international norms to facilitate
India’s release from the nuclear jailhouse. But
before India could celebrate, its political class,
in a spectacular act of collective self-harm,
shotitselfin the foot by passing the CLNDAin
2010.If the civil nuclear initiative created con-
ditions for rapid renewal of nuclear power
generation, the liability act made it impossi-
ble for domestic private investment and for-
eign collaborations.

The global norms mandate that all liability
in the event of an accident should be chan-
nelled to the plant operator to ensure swift
compensation to the victims. The CLNDA, in
contrast, enshrined the operator’s right to le-
gal recourse against component and equip-
ment suppliersin the event of anaccident. The
Modi government, which came to power in

The global norms mandate
that all liability in the event
of an accident should be
channelled to the plant
operator to ensure swift
compensation to the victims.
The CLNDA, in contrast,
enshrined the operator’s
right to legal recourse against
component and equipment
suppliers in the event of an
accident. The Modi
government, which came to
power in 2014, sought to
provide some solution to
finesse the problem, but it
has not attracted foreign and
domestic capital to
participate in India’s nuclear
power programme. Over the
last decade, it has become
increasingly clear that
without amendments to the
CLNDA, there s little
prospect for an expanded
contribution of nuclear
power to India’s energy
needs and a smooth

green transition.

CR Sasikumar

2014, sought to provide some solution to fi-
nesse the problem, but it has not attracted for-
eign and domestic capital to participate in
India’s nuclear power programme. Over the
last decade, it has become increasingly clear
that without amendments to the CLNDA,
there is little prospect for an expanded con-
tribution of nuclear power to India’s energy
needs and a smooth green transition.

Beyond the civil liability act, there is a
deeper structural problem ailing the Indian
atomic energy programme. It is the fact that
atomic energy activity is a government mo-
nopoly under the Atomic Energy Act of 1962.
Total government control of atomic energy
development might have made sense in 1962,
but it does not anymore. The monopoly makes
it impossible to generate the necessary capi-
tal for a massive expansion of nuclear power
generation in India. Today, the Department of
Atomic Energy (DAE) relies entirely on gov-
ernment funding.

It also prevents the creation of a nuclear
ecosystem that can drive innovation, create
economies of scale and develop networks of
global collaboration to accelerate atomic
power generation in India. Over the last
seven decades, private- and public-sector
companies like Tata, Godrej, L&T,
Wialchandnagar and BHEL have contributed
by supplying critical equipment for atomic
power plants. Today, they are in a position to
take charge of building power plants on their
own while relying on the DAE to provide
some of the technologies.

The lessons from the recent reform of the
space sector are instructive. Even a limited lib-
eralisation of the regulations has seen a mas-
sive outburst of private-sector activity in the
space domain. Something similar could take
place in the atomic energy sector if private
players are allowed to enter it.

Amendments to the Atomic Energy Act
should create abroad new template for India’s
technological evolution. Government agen-
cies like the DAE, ISRO and DRDO should focus
onresearch and cede the production of equip-
ment and related industrial activity to the pri-
vate sector. These science-and-technology
monopolies have outlived their utility and
have become a drag on the prospects for
India’s technological transformation.

The writer is a contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express

Ours to keep

Why India’s Constitution thrives after 75 years of scrutiny

ABHINAV CHANDRACHUD

ON NOVEMBER 17, 1949, the draft
Constitution was taken up for its third and fi-
nal reading in the Constituent Assembly of
India. Over the next few days, members of the
Assembly harshly criticised the document.
Three arguments were particularly striking:
That the new Constitution was far too long,
that it contained nothing original and that it
was not Indian enough. Seth Govind Das, a
Congressman who had been imprisoned dur-
ing the freedom movement and who would
serve as an MP for nearly five decades (be-
tween 1923 and 1970), highlighted how some
felt that the Constitution contained “too many
articles as also many details which could well
have been left out”. Perhaps the most trench-
ant criticism came from K Hanumanthaiya, a
lawyer who later became chief minister of
Mysore state and Union minister of law and
railways. Hanumanthaiya said that many
members of the drafting committee had never
been a part of the freedom movement, and
their draft Constitution lacked a certain
Indianness. “It is something like this,” he said,
“we wanted the music of veena or sitar, but
here we have the music of an English band”.
Many of these criticisms were not entirely
unjustified. With 395 articles and eight sched-
ules, the original Constitution was perhaps the
longest in the world. By November 1949, it
had been debated over 165 days and 7,635
amendments had been suggested to it. In
places, it contained seemingly banal details.
Large chunks of the Constitution heavily bor-

rowed from the Government of India Act,
1935, the last constitution of colonial India.
Parts of the Constitution had also been in-
spired by constitutions across the globe. In
1946, the constitutional adviser to the
Constituent Assembly, B N Rau, prepared a
115-page dossier containing extracts from the
constitutions of Lithuania, Hungary, Peru,
Syria, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland,
Canada and so on. It proved to be quite useful.
The words “equal protection of the laws” in
Article 14 were copied from the 14th amend-
ment to the US constitution. In Article 19(2),
the framers of India’s Constitution decided to
adopt the Irish example of setting out the ex-
ceptions to the freedom of speech and expres-
sion in the text of the Constitution itself. The
phrase “procedure established by law” in
Article 21 was borrowed from Article 31 of the
Japanese constitution.

Perhaps the best answer to these criti-
cisms came from two speeches delivered by
BR Ambedkar, chairman of the drafting com-
mittee, in the Constituent Assembly. In the
first, in November 1948, Ambedkar ad-
dressed the argument that the Constitution
was unoriginal. “Imake no apologies”, he said,
because “[t]here is nothing to be ashamed of
in borrowing. It involves no plagiarism.
Nobody holds any patent rights in the funda-
mental ideas of a constitution.” India’s cul-
ture has never been shy of borrowed wisdom
either. Roses in December (1973), the autobi-
ography of Chief Justice M C Chagla of the

Bombay High Court, begins with a quotation
from the Rig Veda, “Let noble thoughts come
to us from every side”.

Ambedkar agreed that the Constitution
contained far too many administrative details,
but felt that it had been necessitated by the
fact that Indialacked a culture of constitution-
alism, which he called “constitutional moral-
ity”. Ambedkar, who had taken a course called
“History 121” at Columbia University in the
USin 1914-15, quoted a 19th-century British
historian called George Grote. In his 12-vol-
ume history of Greece, which he had prepared
without ever visiting that country, Grote wrote
that “constitutional morality” was “the indis-
pensable condition of government at once free
and peaceable”. Ambedkar explained that it
was only once India had internalised a culture
of constitutionalism that banal details could
be left out of the Constitution — at the time,
however, constitutional morality in India was
“not a natural sentiment”, it had to be
“cultivated”, because democracy was “only a
top-dressing on an Indian soil, which is
essentially undemocratic”.

Though the Constitution borrowed a
phrase here and a word there, it was certainly
not an unthinking reproduction. In Article 21,
for example, the framers avoided the
American phrase “due process of law” because
they did not want to give courts the power to
strike down social welfare legislation like the
US Supreme Court had done during the Great
Depression. The exceptions to free speech in

Article 19(2), though modelled on the Irish
constitution, were drawn from India’s unique
history and circumstances. For instance,
Syama Prasad Mookerjee’s demands for the
forcible reunification of India and Pakistan
gaverise to the words “friendly relations with
foreign states” in the Constitution — an excep-
tion to free speech. The provisions in India’s
Constitution for quota-based reservations in
legislative bodies, government jobs and edu-
cational institutions are also uniquely Indian.
But it was perhaps in his next speech, on
November 25, 1949, that Ambedkar made
the most important point. “[H]owever good
a Constitution may be,” he said, “itis sure to
turn out bad because those who are called
to work it, happen to be a bad lot”. Equally,
he added, “[h]owever bad a Constitution may
be, it may turn out to be good if those who
are called to workit, happen to be agood lot.”
This speech is reminiscent of Benjamin
Franklin’s famous words, uttered on the last
day of the Philadelphia convention at which
the US constitution was drafted. On
September 17, 1787, a woman by the name
of Elizabeth Willing Powel asked Franklin,
“Well, doctor, what have we got — a republic
or amonarchy?” Franklin replied, “A repub-
lic—ifyou can keep it.” The draftsmen of our
Constituent Assembly gave us the
Constitution. It is for us to keep it.

The writer is an advocate at the
Bombay High Court
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Trump would be better off trying to extract symbolic concessions from the other
countries, declaring victory and ending the tariffs before they really hurt.”

Art fair,

—THE WASHINGTON POST

outside

the frame

The art biennales of the world are also famous
for the tangibles they leave behind.
India must catch up

RAJEEV SETHI

AFTER FIVE DECADES of struggle serving
creative and cultural industries, I find that
the best patrons for the arts in the subcon-
tinent are the artists themselves. Patronage
requires becoming one with a creative
spirit. Culture can’t be owned. Museums
are hothouses collecting trophies.
Corporates celebrating heritage create
branded properties — not people or com-
munities. The commerce of art mostly
needs the artist as a part of its sales talk. The
government subsidises culture to exercise
control without ensuring quality. Very few
appreciate that the art survives as long as
the artist does. Otherwise, artworks are
simply commodities and the rarer they be-
come — the better for those who treat them
like high-priced merchandise — much in
demand, less in supply.

That is why living craft traditions that
are prolific have a more difficult future.
Survival means more than financial
exigency. If handicraft production be-
comes easily replicable and skills are con-
served for mere nostalgia, new-age ma-
chines will soon replace all that the hands
can make. To remain authentic, each brush
stroke, each chisel, each stitch, each pat-
tern, each form has to reflect that fine mo-
ment when the “eye-hand” and spirit con-
join to celebrate variation.

Economic indices may position India as
poor, but it’s very rich in its heritage of
legacy enterprises represented by the in-
formal sector. Our education remains in-
different to skills that have made India fa-
mous but have left its protagonists very
poor. Few applaud traditional knowledge
systems in this age of hyper-Al. Yet, skills
manifested by our fine artists cannot be the
only future of work. India Art Fairs now in-
clude designs and crafts to make art sexier.
But a seamless celebration of transdiscipli-
nary interface is the key to India’s new cre-
ative edge.

India must also recognise its pivotal po-
sition concerning peace in the beleaguered
neighbourhood of South Asia. How about a
South Asian art fair? What art can do, pol-
itics can’t. Bade Ghulam Ali Khan often
used to say that one musician in each fam-
ily would be the end of war and violence.
Likewise, the meditative quality of hand-
spinning remains more critical than Khadi’s
commercial logistics. Our tragedy is thatin
the name of modernity and economic via-
bility, we have chosen to marginalise the
indigenous and belittle the tenacity of the
self-organised as unorganised. As “home-

made” becomes more impractical and
“handmade” more expensive, they cannot
become a panacea for unemployment.

Instead, for slow growth to nurture
more livelihoods, we would need a huge in-
vestment in fostering a learning environ-
ment. Art education is a big, growing busi-
ness — like healing arts — that requires a
complete commitment to becoming self-
sustaining and answerable to some stan-
dards. Recognition of artistic heirlooms,
separating them from the industry of
“fakes”, will also require rigorous and inclu-
sive schooling at all levels of pedagogy. Art
fairs may offer only a glamorous tip of what
is visible but can go a long way to break a
jaded perception of what is unique to South
Asia. The business of art requires its own
evolving ecosystem — but not everything
in it leaves me comfortable right now.

Art galleries are essential mediators and
must empower themselves to carve a
niche. They will jostle style and taste to dic-
tate the needs of an emerging market.
However, their primary task is to find and
support the creative urge of unknown
artists amplifying our creative vocabular-
ies. As important stakeholders, they must
reposition artworks that will lead to sensi-
tising the young new patrons. Extra care
must be taken not to sideline the empow-
erment of the protagonist. While the top
doesn’t erode easily, it’s the base of the
pyramid that requires rigorous enhance-
ment. This means taking art out of stron-
grooms and repositioning and commis-
sioning them for the public domain.

Content must not be compromised
with what sells to match rich interiors. One
goes to the art fair to see how artists and
their galleries have catalysed new issues,
skills and materials with dynamic scenog-
raphy, redefining public engagement.
Social media dominates the experience of
Rasa. Culture today is consumed — no
doubt collectively — through a palm device.
What is made palatable becomes the trend,
and the biggest truth can become the
biggest lie. An art fair does not measure ei-
ther the width or the depth of the talent
struggling to be noticed.

Despite the algorithms of reels and their
autonomous, unbridled innovation, the
grassroots with phones in hand are thirstier
and more powerful than the thousands
that throng a few hangers with hundred
booths inside and state-of-the-art Audis
parked outside. The art biennales of the
world are also famous for the tangibles they
leave behind once the manifestation is over.
Be it urban renewal, the revival of languish-
ing assets or the conservation of derelict
neighbourhoods and monuments, the
publicity and goodwill art fairs carry can
also end up being more than just putting
up abazaar of the few, by the fewer and for
the fewest.

The writer is the founder-trustee and
chairman of Asian Heritage Foundation

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

EGG PoLITICS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Not with-
out egg’ (IE, February 4). The
Maharashtra government’s decision to
withdraw eggs from schools’ midday
meal menu is without rhyme or reason.
NFHS-V revealed large-scale undernu-
trition, particularly among children
from marginalised groups. The positive
impact of eggs as a source of protein to
counter nutritional deficiencies is sci-
entifically documented. Withdrawing
this crucial intervention will adversely
impact children’s health in many di-
mensions. The excuse that thereis alack
of funds is untenable when the govern-
mentis spending so much on “freebies”
for political dividends. Those exerting
pressure based on caste-linked dietary
habits mustn’t be placated at the cost of
the nation’s future.

LR Murmu, New Delhi

PROTECTED SPEECH

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Un-
American’ (IE, February 4). Trump’s ex-
ecutive order paved the way for the de-
portation of foreign students in the
name of combating antisemitism on
campus. The legal questions are com-
plicated. But the ethical question is
clear: Does the US want deportation to
be a consequence for expressing polit-
ical views disfavoured by the White
House? Trump’s order violates the First
Amendment to the US Constitution,
which protects free speech and the right
to assembly. Deporting non-citizens on
the basis of their political speech would
be unconstitutional. If Trump were se-
rious about combating antisemitism,
he would distance himself from groups
like the far-right Proud Boys.

S SPaul, Nadia

SKEWED SYSTEM

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘A shadow
as legacy’ (IE, February 4). The Election
Commission's credibility as an inde-
pendent and unbiased institution can
only be guaranteed if election commis-
sioners are appointed in a free and fair
manner. By having two members from
the government and one from the
Opposition, the system remains heavily
skewed in favour of the ruling dispensa-
tion, allowing it to impose its choices.
Such election commissioners will fail to
inspire confidence in the electorate.
Thus, the panel must consist of the PM,,
the Leader of the Opposition and the
Chief Justice of India, ending the doubts
and suspicions of both the treasury and
opposition benches.

Gurnoor Grewal, Chandigarh.

PoLricy S1Los

THIS REFERS TO the article, 'Stopping
short of the farm'’ (IE, February 3). The
budget heavily tilts towards a numbers
game, increasing allocations for vari-
ous agriculture-related sectors.
However, it fails to consider them in
real terms rather than nominal valua-
tions, ignoring Y-o-Y inflation. Agricu-
lture has huge potential in terms of em-
ployment, manufacturing, exports and
the overall economy. However, since
independence, governments have
failed to take a holistic approach, and
instead addressed different areas —
production, pricing, processing, supply
chain management — in silos. The
Union and state governments must ad-
dress the pending issues of pricing and
credit availability so as to boost rural
consumption and ensure food security
and farmers’ welfare.

Sagar Borade, Jagdalpur
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Shrinking share

Budget’s lower agriculture outlays in both
absolute and real terms are puzzling

S BUDGET 2025 PRIORITISED agriculture as the first engine of
growth, the expectation clearlywas that outlayswould boost pro-
ductivity and resilience in this sector that contributes 18% of
the country’s grossvalue added (GVA) and supportsless than half
of the population. The nation’s food security depends on this sector which
also supports overall economic growth. Since the ruling National Democ-
ratic Alliance regime first came to power in 2014, agricultural growth has
averaged 3.7% perannum while growth in overall GVAwas 5.8%.This far-
from-buoyant growth performance has been strongly influenced by the
southwest monsoon, which has become highly wayward due to climate
change. If growth is raised to 5% and the sector’s share is 20% of overall
GVA, agriculture will contribute 1% growth to GVA,according to the latest
Economic Survey. The policy imperative must accordingly be to prioritise
investments ininfrastructurelikeirrigation and water management facil-
ities,and develop heat-resistant crops by investing more in research and
development (R&D) for a more climate-resilient agriculture.

For such reasons, it is far from obvious why Budget 2025’s outlays for
the ministryof agriculture and farmers’welfareat I1.38 trillion or 2.7%
of total expenditures represent a shrinking share from 5% in Budget
2019.The budgeted outlays are lower by 2.5% when compared to the
revised estimates of ¥1.41 lakh crore for the current fiscal. The ministry
has two departments — agriculture and farmers’welfare,and agricultural
research and education (DARE).The allocation forthe department of agri-
culture and farmers’welfare at ¥1.27 lakh crore is lower by 3% from the
revised estimates this fiscal. There are no allocations for the Prime Min-
ister Dhan Dhanya Krishi Yojana covering 100 districts with low produc-
tivity,moderate crop intensity and below average credit parameters help-
ing 17 million farmers. But there are modest provisions for budgetary
schemes announced for self-sufficiency in pulses, fruits and vegetables,
missions on hybrid seeds and cotton technology,and the makhanaboard
in Bihar. DARE’s outlays at 10,466 crore are only 3% higher than the
revised estimates this fiscal, representing a decline in real terms.

Everyrupee spent onagri-R&Dyieldsbetterreturns thanarupee spent
onsubsidiesand contributes to sustainable agriculture.Agricultural econ-
omists like Ashok Gulati have forcefully underscored the need to double
the budgeted spend on DARE. Given the impact of weather on agricul-
tural output, the Economic Survey stressed that research into climate-
resistant seedsis a priority,adding that 2,177 of the 2,593 newvarieties
released since 2014 specificallyaddress this challenge; and that in regions
such as northwestern India heat-tolerant varieties have seen widespread
adoption.Above all, policy must ensure that agriculture does not remain
hostage to the monsoon’s vagaries by building more irrigation facilities,
especially for small and marginal farmers in peninsular India.

Thisis perhapsless of a concern in the vanguard agrarian states of Pun-
jab,Haryana,and western Uttar Pradesh which have access to canal irriga-
tion.Infact,theshare of irrigation in paddy-growing stateslike Punjabisas
high as 99.7% but as low as 31.5% in Odisha. Jharkhand and Assam also
lag significantly. However, considering the shrinking share in budgetary
expenditures and lower real R&D expenditures, there are no prizes for
guessingwhythosewholive off theland will be disappointed with theincre-
mental approach to deal with a priority growth engine in Budget 2025.

Trump's tariffs are even
worse than imagined

I USED TO think I was a pessimist about how far President Donald Trump would
go inimposing import tariffs on America’s trading partners.

It’sworse than I thought.

Last month, I speculated that Trump would increase tariffs much more than
during his first term — to 10% of aggregate imports, from 3%. Temporary
reprieves notwithstanding,he hasalready blown past that with thelooming 25%
tariffs on Canada and Mexico, together with the 10% imposed on China,and he’s
notlooking done.He has promised to go furtherif anyone retaliates,as China has
started to do.And he has said that other regions, such as Europe, are next.

Tariffs can make sense in a narrow set of circumstances: to protect domestic
suppliers of critical inputs, such as rare earth metals, that would otherwise be avail-
able only from a few unfriendly countries; to help nascent industries gain the scale
needed to compete internationally; to pressure countries to end unfair trade prac-
tices, such as subsidies and currency manipulation. Imposing tariffs on Canada
and Mexico serves none of these purposes.Instead, it will deeply damage an eco-
nomic ecosystem that has helped the US remain globally competitive.

The three countries form a mutually beneficial free-trade zone. Broadly speak-
ing,Canada provides a lot of commodity inputs, Mexico provides low-cost labour
and US companies coordinate a complex web of activity across the two borders.
Tariffs throw a wrench into this growth engine. At a micro level, they’ll disrupt
supply chains and alter the relative competitiveness of industries and firms
throughout North America. At a macro level, they’ll push up US prices, depress
consumption and inhibit investment.

Specifically,assuming the 25% tariffs go into effect,
Iexpect US consumer prices toincrease byan additional
percentage point orso.This is particularly problematicat
a time when inflation has been stubbornly stuck above
the Federal Reserve’s 2% objective for the past four
years.The effect on economic growth is hardertoassess.
Itdepends,among other things,on whether tax cuts off-
set the restrictive fiscal impact,and on how much busi-
nesses curtail investmentas they try tounderstand how
permanent the tariffs will be.

Financial markets will suffer. Higher inflation and
slower growth should hurt equity valuations. Investors
will demand more compensation for risk: This is a dan-
gerous game, and nobody knows where it will go. The
stock market’s reaction so far suggests some hope Trump is just bluffing.I think
that’swrong.The president genuinelybelieves tariffs will strengthen US compet-
itiveness and generate significant revenue.

The outlook for bonds is more complicated. Much will depend on how the Fed
reacts.Ifinflationary expectations creep upward, the central bankwill have to keep
interest rates higher for much longer. If they don’t — that is, if households and
businesses seeadded priceincreases asa one-timeblip — the Fed canstill cut rates
to support growth. In Trump’s first term, the one-time-blip view dominated. But
the circumstances were different: The tariff increases were much smaller and
inflation was generally running below the Fed’s target.

To gauge the potential impact,I’ll be watching two things. First, Trump’s com-
mitment: How farwill he go in playing the game of tit-for-tat tariffs with Canada,
Mexico, and China? Second, measures of longer-run inflationary expectations,
including household surveys by the University of Michigan and the Federal
Reserve Bank of New York,and market indicators such as theyield spread between
regularand inflation-protected Treasury securities of the same maturities.

It’s depressing to see how willingly Trump is risking all the progress achieved
in the North American Free Trade Agreement and its successor treaty, the United
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (which Trump negotiated during his first term).
This doesn’t bode well for the US economy or financial markets.

BILL
DUDLEY

Bloomberg

: Upinion

CONSUMPTION-
FOCUSED BUDGET with
larger than expected per-
sonal income tax adjust-
ments now sets the stage
for monetary policy to take overin the
February Monetary Policy Committee
(MPC) meeting. But before we delve
into what policy considerations could
be in front of the MPC, it is important
to make a fair assessment of the
macro backdrop.

The sharp deceleration in Q2FY25
gross domestic product (GDP) growth
to 5.4% was worrying, but there is
sequential improvement in growth in
the third quarter with clear signs of
bottoming in economic activity from
October. At the same time, the pace of
improvement could have been lower
than what we had anticipated earlier.
In our view, Q3 GDP growth is now
tracking around 6%.It implies that the
asking run rate for Q4 could be closer
to 7.5% for the full-year GDP growth
to come in at the Central Statistical
Office’s estimate of 6.4%. While this
appears to be a tall ask, we are opti-
mistic that the 95% year-on-year
growth in central government capex
for December 2024 will improve the
cash flow in the economy and act as a
mini-stimulus for different kinds of
economic activities which are con-
nected to public capex. Moreover, the
revised estimates of FY25 central gov-
ernment capex indicates that Q4
growth could be 21% and add to the
policy impetus.

However, the performance of the
growth drivers has not been uniform.
Urban and rural consumption growth
continues to diverge and private
investment has been sluggish. While
most of the consumer-facing compa-
nies on the goods side are reporting
weak demand conditions,we also note
through our e-commerce app usage
tracker that growth in online spending
hasbeenreasonably good — averaging

MPC PREVIEW
MACRO BACKDROP IS FAVOURABLE FOR A NUDGE FROM MONETARY POLICY

Ripe for rate easing

SAMIRAN

CHAKRABORTY

Chief economist India, Citigroup Global Markets ‘ "JII"I

18% in the October-December quar-
ter.Also, there appears to be a distinc-
tion between demand for goods and
demand for services with the latter
holding up better.

Given our understanding of the
macro backdrop and the fiscal policy
steps which are already in motion, we
think that at this point a “policy
nudge” from the MPC might be good
enough to bring the economy back on
track rather than a big

policy easing.

Monetary policy easing could
potentially happen through four steps
— liquidity, rates, macro prudential
measures, and some exchange rate
depreciation.Out of these, thelast one
on currency depreciation isalready on
its way, both in terms of nominal as
well as real valuation adjustments.

For better transmission of mone-
tary policy, the RBI has already

announced some durable

“policy boost”. Monetary e liquidity infusion mea-

policy is mostly a cyclical
tool and at this juncture
should be employed to
arrest any risk of an early
cycle slowdown from
decelerating further. A
relatively conservative
fiscal policy stance of the
government also provides

If monetary policy
can spur growth
expectations now
with modest
easing, then in turn
it can encourage
equity inflows

sures including open
market operation pur-
chase, FX swaps, and
longer-duration variable
raterepo.These interven-
tions will be commensu-
rate with the RBI’s cur-
rent “neutral” monetary
policy stance.The nature

the space for monetary and support of the liquidity
easing. announcement mea-
Ontop of that, January the currency sures — diversified and

inflation is tracking at
comfortably below 4.5%
given the steep drop in vegetable
prices and some broad-based decline
in other food items like milk/edible
oils/sugar/pulses.There is now a small
downside risk to the RBI’s January-
March quarter inflation forecast. We
expect FY26 average headline con-
sumer price index (CPI) at 4.2%, espe-
cially if oil prices moderate further. It
appears that the RBI would have bet-
ter visibility of headline CPI aligning
towards the 4% medium-term target
which would be a key factor behind

providing predictability
— makes us hopeful that
the RBI will proactively avoid another
situation of durable liquidity turning
negative. As such, they also indicate
that the RBI is creating the right pre-
conditions for rate easing. Conse-
quently,in our base case,we see a pos-
sibility of further liquidity infusion by
the RBI in late February/early March,
with the quantum dependent on how
the balance of payments situation
turns out to be. Theoretically, it is the
correct position thatin aninflation tar-
geting regime with interest rate being

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

@® MAKING GROWTH IN INDIA

Union minister for electronics & IT Ashwini Vaishnaw

From toys to mobile phones, defence equipment to EV
motors, production is shifting back to India...The Make in
India programme is driving self-reliance, boosting
production, and creating jobs, thereby contributing
significantly to the nation's economic fortitude

the operating tool, the RBI shouldn’t
have an independent liquidity target.
In practice, without visibility on
durable liquidity, the transmission of
monetary policy might be delayed.

Apart from the liquidity infusion,
rate easing cycle could be started with
a 25 basis point (bps) repo rate cut in
the February policy.The government’s
fiscal consolidation path is likely to
lead to 20-30 bps negative fiscal
impulse according to our estimates,
and hence there is space for monetary
policyto be supportive. Forward-look-
ing inflation is appearing to be align-
ing with the 4% target more comfort-
ably now, giving us scope to start
easing even before actual inflation
prints drop to 4%.

While it might be too early to relax
the counter-cyclical macro prudential
measures formally, it might be com-
forting for the markets if the RBI can
signal that its concern around the
higher than usual credit growth in cer-
tain pockets has moderated.

The focus on the February policy
will also be on assessing the quantum
of rate cuts expected in this cycle. In
that context, markets would like to
glean from the statement whether
there are any changes in the RBI’s
views around issues like weightage of
inflation and growth in deciding the
policy outcome, core versus headline
inflation,and the neutral policy rate.

One of the arguments against mon-
etary policy easing at this juncture has
been the risk of further depreciation
pressure on the currency. We think that
capital flows into India are more
growth-sensitive than interest rate-sen-
sitive. Hence,if monetary policy can spur
growth expectations now with modest
easing, then in turn it can encourage
equityinflows and support the currency.
At this juncture, investors acknowledge
that there is space for policy easing and
believe that it will not destabilise our
hard-earned macro stability.

Nudging private investments

MOSTBUDGETS SEEK tobalance differ-

ent objectives like boosting growth,
higher spending on social objectives like
improving farmer welfare, providing
housing, drinking water and healthcare
for all, etc. while remaining fiscally
responsible. Union finance minister Nir-
mala Sitharaman’s eighth consecutive
Budget is no different in this regard. To
address a sharp slowdown in growth to
6.4% this fiscal according to the first
advance estimate from 8.2% in FY24,
Budget 2025 unveiled massive taxreliefs
for the urban middle class to stimulate
higher consumption alongside a contin-
uing thrust on capital expenditures to
maintain the current growth momen-
tum while reducing the fiscal deficit to
4.4% of GDP next fiscal.

The tax relief has no doubt provided a
feel-good factor but there are serious
questions whether it would provide the
boost to consumption demand that
would stimulate higher private invest-
ments and bolster growth. Fast-moving
consumergoods companies,forinstance,
feel that only half the tax savings will be
spent on essential and discretionary pur-
chasesasthe middle class utilises the sav-
ingsto payoffloans orsave.Corporatesare
notdriving the growth storybecause there
isstillalot of excess capacity.In manufac-
turing, capacity utilisation rates fell to
74% in Q1FY25 from 76.8% in the pre-
vious quarter. They need to go up much
further to a point where private industry
requiresadditional capacity.This can hap-

N CHANDRA MOHAN

The writer is an economic and business
commentator based in New Delhi

The unfinished agenda of eight consecutive Budgets presented

penonlyif demand uncertainty reduces.

Not surprisingly, the stock markets
haverespondedlistlessly to the taxreliefs,
but theyhavebeen rattled by the prospects
of a looming trade war that can upend
Budget 2025’s projections on growth and
inflation. US President Donald Trump
imposed 25% tariffs on Mexico and
Canada — provoking retaliatory tariffs —
but paused them for a month following
last-minute negotiations with both
nations.The 10%]levyon Chinahaskicked
in and the dragon has
retaliated. The European
Union is next in line. So is
India. Trade wars are bad
news for the markets as
they negatively impact
global trade and GDP
which have knock-on

< i
Despite exhortations
at the highest levels
for India Inc to over-

come its hesitancy to
invest, a virtuous

tiesindoingbusiness on the ground, espe-
ciallyinthevariousstates.Theyneed more
stable policies and regulations. To rekin-
dletheirdepressed animal spirits,reforms
that free upland andlabour markets must
beimplemented.“Getting out of theway”
is imperative, to borrow an expression of
thelatest Economic Survey.

Sitharaman’s maiden Budget propos-
ed a number of initiatives as part of a fra-
mework of “kick-starting a virtuous cycle
of domestic and foreign investments”.
Budget 2023 even sound-
ed Keynesianwhenshesta-
ted thata“virtuouscycle of
investment requires public
investment to crowd in pri-
vate investment. At this
stage, private investments
seem to require that sup-

effectsontheIndianecon- ~ spiral has been elusive  port torise to their poten-

omy. A further slowdown
in growth will hit tax rev-
enuesand derail efforts to

as investors face
serious difficulties

tial and to the needs of the
economy. Public investm-
ent must continue to take

keep the fiscal deficit as
perthebudgetary target.

Although the tax reliefs represent a
“Hail Mary pass” of sorts to nudge an
upswing in private investment-led
growth, this objective remains an unfin-
ished agenda of Sitharaman’s eight Bud-
gets. Domestic investments were tepid
even when she first presented Budget
2019.Despite exhortationsatthe highest
levels for India Inc to overcome its hesi-
tancy to invest, a virtuous spiral has been
elusive as investors face serious difficul-

THE EDITOR

Tax regime fine print

Even though the simplified tax regime
is a welcome departure from the
complexities of deductions and
compliance offering relief for salaried
individuals, a critical appraisal reveals
a gloomy picture of the government
neglecting core areas concerning the
welfare of lower classes. Having less
income taxpayers means less revenue,
and thus less money for capital
expenditure. It implies that a large

section of the non-tax paying
population will not benefit until food
prices reduce and more jobs are
created. Moreover, real economic
growth of the economy hinges on
sustained rise in incomes, inflation
control, an expanded tax base, and
social security net for retirees, which is
almost zero in the private sector. In
the absence of these, financial
pressure will persist despite the
temporary relief.

—Vijay Singh Adhikari, Nainital

the lead and pump-prime
the private investment and demand.” The
provenance of this sort of thinking goes
backtothefirst EconomicSurveywhenthe
National DemocraticAllianceregime came
to power in 2014 which argued that an
increase in public investments will not
crowd out private investments.

The Union finance minister accord-
ingly sought to provide a strong public
capex push — with spending doubling
from 1.7% of GDP in Budget 2019 to a
high of 3.4% in Budget 2024, which was

Tread cautiously with
Trump the disruptor

Apropos of "Dealing with a maverick”
(FE, February 4), Donald Trump is a
disruptor and unpredictability is his
middle name. Trump did not waste
any time in slapping tariffs on Canada
and Mexico. But he had a change of
heart when America's two largest
trading partners took steps to
appease his concerns about border
security and drug trafficking, and

by Union finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman pertains to
. kick-starting a virtuous spiral of private capex-led growth

revised downwardsto 3.1 %.Itremainsat
this level also in Budget 2025, naturally
triggering speculation whether this Key-
nesian strategyhasrunits course,indicat-
ing limits to the government’s institu-
tional capacity for driving a public capex
push.Sitharaman denies this,stating that
thethirst for capexisstill there.The slower
pace this fiscal was due to elections and
with central and state governments catch-
ingupwithinvestmentsin thesecondand
third quarters. The thrust on capital
expenditures has not been foregone to
boost consumption demand.

Asthegovernmentiscommitted tobe
fiscally responsible, obviously there are
limits to financing public capex with
larger borrowings, which only crowd out
potential savings available for higher pri-
vateinvestments.The onlyproblemisthat
private investments have, so far, not
crowded in to drive overall growth; more
so now as the economy now faces the full
brunt of Trump’s tariff bluster that can
potentiallyupset theassumptions of Bud-
get 2025.The disruption also extends to
further downward pressure on the rupee
asthe US dollar further strengthens under
his presidency, making ourimports more
costly.Despite the markets not exactly giv-
ing the thumbs-up to the tax reliefs, Bud-
get 2025 has reduced the fiscal deficit
while continuing the thrust on public
capextodrive the currently fastest-grow-
inglarge economy in the world.

Views are personal

pushed the pause button for 30 days.
As far as India is concerned, so far it
has tactfully negotiated Trump's
protectionist storm by reducing peak
tariffs from 150 to 70%. This move
seems to have averted immediate US
trade retaliation and opened a
window for trade negotiations.

But in general India needs to

tread cautiously.

—Bal Govind, Noida
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

TRUMP BACKS DOWN
ON SOME TARIFFS, BUT
VOLATILITY PERSISTS

T was a manic Monday for global markets as Donald
Trump Kept his promise of imposing new tariffs on China,
Mexico and Canada. The European Union is under threat,
too. The fear of a global trade war and a slowdown in
manufacturing roiled sentiments everywhere. The Sensex
slumped 750 points before recovering to close 319 points
down; Asian stocks fell the most in nearly six months. The
rupee fell to a lifetime low of 87.185 against the US dollar,
while the Canadian dollar sank to its weakest since 2003.
Chip exporters and Japanese carmakers were among the
biggest losers. Oil prices jumped on the disruptive news.

By Tuesday, when the new tariffs were to kick in, the mood
had changed. Trump, after all the sabre-rattling, opted for
some midway deals. The markets celebrated by shooting up.
After a call with Mexico’s President Claudia Sheinbaum,
Trump announced he was pausing the 25 percent tariff on
her country for a month in exchange for Mexican national
guards preventing fentanyl from crossing the border. Cana-
da, too, agreed to push harder against drug cartels. Panama,
under threat of losing its canal to the US’s might, said it
would give free passage to American ships and exit China’s
Belt and Road Initiative. It dawned on many that Trump’s
punitive measures were not written in stone; they were to
be used as fungible bargaining chips.

Perhaps there is some sobering rethink in the Trump ad-
ministration too, after both Chinese President Xi Jinping and
American chambers of commerce warned that there are no
winners in a trade war. The US imports 40 percent of its needs
from the three target countries—China, Mexico and Canada;
and all three have pledged to impose matching tariffs on US
goods. One way or another, Americans would end up paying
more for common items including fruits, meat, cars, toys and
clothes. Trump seems to be listening to his constituents who
are against such price rises. But the tariff war is not yet over.
In retaliation to the 10 percent tariff on Chinese goods, Beijing
has announced levies on US coal, oil, liquefied gas and luxury
cars. Only the first few shots have been fired in this escalation.
Amid such unpredictability, it is best if India plans well into
the future to guard against supply and currency disruptions.

FINANCE, FORMAT KEY TO
HOCKEY LEAGUE’S FUTURE

— HERE is a certain kind of romance around hockey.
Medals at the last two Olympics have only fortified
that aura, not to mention the women’s team’s incred-
ible journey to the fourth place in Tokyo in 2021. Hock-
ey India has tried to cash in on this rising popularity.

The federation has been trying to bring in more profession-

alism and money into the game so that the players benefit.

One such move was the revival of the Hockey India League

(HIL) after seven years. Though HIL president Dilip Tirkey

would have loved to organise it in a home-and-away format,

this time it was concentrated around Rourkela for men and

Ranchi for women. It culminated in a pulsating men’s final

that saw the Bengal Tigers claw past the Hyderabad Toofans

4-3 at the Birsa Munda Stadium on Sunday. Even though

things went smoothly, there is scope to transform HIL into

a much more sustainable product.

Perhaps the tournament can be more attractive in the
home-and-away format, something avoided this time be-
cause of logistical issues. For some players, spending all
the time at the same venue turned a tad boring; so much
so that some even took mini-breaks between matches.
Some coaches also pointed out that the gap between
matches could have been shorter for each team. HIL also
needs to work on its auction, so that foreign players do
not skip the tournament as they did this time. The purse,
too, can do with an increase.

The financial viability of the league needs to be assessed
first. Franchises should be able to recover the money they
have spent, or at least have a clear pathway to it. Basically;
the returns should be enough to run the team. A little more
marketing would help catch more eyeballs. Getting strong
financial partners will help sustain the league. The poor
quality of refereeing was another talking point during the
competition, which is an old sore point. It’s time the HIL
introduced an efficient training and evaluation programme
for the referees. Senior players have always agreed to one
thing—the league helped Indian players grow by allowing
them to shed any inhibition for playing against players from
the top European players. The HIL has made the essential
restart; the challenge now is to sustain it.
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QUICK TAKE

WHERE THERE’S A WILL, DIGITISE IT

TTARAKHAND'’S uniform civil code duplicates Section
U 65 of the Indian Succession Act relating to ‘privileged

wills’ facilities for soldiers and mariners. It has nothing
to do with religion but is about relaxing formalities, making
it easier for soldiers and mariners facing life-and-death situ-
ations to write wills. The facility must extend through free
legal aid to poor farmers and direct cash transfer beneficiar-
ies, especially women. They face much litigation trying to
protect and distribute their meagre assets. Digital India
should popularise electronic wills. It can begin by giving dig-
ital signatures for wills the same legal status as handwritten
signatures under the Information Technology Act of 2000.

ORIAL
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N the last two decades, the Kar-
nataka unit of the BJP has con-
sistently delivered seats and
vote share in both assembly
and parliamentary polls. After
the assembly polls of 2008,
when they nearly equalled the
Congress vote share in the state, they
have never really slipped.

The state unit’s Lok Sabha perform-
ance in 2024, with 17 seats out of 28, had
ensured that Narendra Modi’s position
in New Delhi was not in peril. Its deliv-
ery of 25 seats in 2019 was extraordi-
nary. What was till recently perceived
to be a rather robust unit—one of its
kind in southern India—has suddenly
sunk into a crisis.

The state BJP’s caste base, public
confidence and leadership quality has
seen enormous flux in recent months.
But it remains a mystery why the BJP
high command has allowed this drift
that is being spoken about loudly. One
is not sure if they are allowing a short-
term combustion in the party unit to
introduce long-term changes. Or, is it
disinterest in a unit that has behaved
more or less autonomously, and has
been wrapped in complexity for its
northern Indian handlers?

Some would argue that the decline in
the local unit started in 2021 after B S
Yediyurappa stepped down as chief min-
ister, and Basavaraj Bommai was allowed
a certain administrative wilfulness. Oth-
ers would insist that the dissonance be-
gan after Yediyurappa’s son, BY Vijayen-
dra, took over as state president, which
gathered momentum after the Lok Sabha
elections. The dissidents, it is said, had
held their fire until Modi was ensconced
in Delhi. That was their clever way of
signalling that their anger was against
the local leadership, not against the cen-
tral leadership or the party at large.

No past leader appointed by the central
leadership, much less a president, has
been subjected to such bitter treatment
as Vijayendra has been accorded. The hu-
miliation and abuse heaped on him have
had a quotidian frequency, and his chief
tormentor has been Basangouda Patil
Yatnal, a state legislator and former Un-
ion minister. Yatnal has an unblemished
record as aloose cannon, and has tried to
pestilentially position himself as an ‘un-
compromising’ Hindutva ideologue and
‘outspoken’ party loyalist.

Yatnal’s ceaseless diatribes and innu-
endoes against Vijayendra, his father
and their ilk is about an alleged cosy
game of compromise they play with Kar-
nataka’s Congress leaders to protect
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Karnataka BJP’s state leadership and caste representation
are being challenged from within. Why is the party’s high
command allowing the factionalism to play out?

BJP’S SOUTHERN
FORT BESIEGED
FROM WITHIN

SUGATA SRINIVASARAJU

their private interests and political turfs.
He has attempted to paint Vijayendra as
part of the BJP’s old establishment that
prioritises its self-interest.

The bitter implication of Yatnal speak-
ing out frequently is that it has played up
the disunity within the party’s Lingayat
base, which has till now chiefly contrib-
uted to its success. Yatnal hails from the
largest sub-sect among the Lingayats,
which has fought in recent years for larg-
er political representation. So, his fight
has been about grabbing the leadership
of the community as well as the state
BJP from the Yediyurappa family.

Furthering this intent, Yatnal has
made it known that he wants to contest
against Vijayendra in the election to be
announced soon for the state presidency.

Senior journalist and author of Strange Burdens:
The Politics and Predicaments of Rahul Gandhi

MANDAR PARDIKAR

If a poll that was meant to be a formality
indeed sees a contest, it will be a direct
challenge to not just the authority of the
Yediyurappa family, but also to the cen-
tral leadership that picked Vijayendra.
In politics, it is another matter that one
who twists the knife may never get to
wear the crown. But Yatnal’s words and
actions would have helped dismantle a
certain old guard in the state party. This
possibility begs the question if the BJP
high command’s disinterest in taking ac-
tion against Yatnal, despite his provoca-
tions, is about recognising the latent util-
ity of his actions in making way for fresh
faces in the state unit at an appropriate
time. We have seen this happen in other
BJP-dominant states such as Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Harya-

Youth is not a time of life—it is a state of
mind... It is a temper of the will; a quality of
the imagination; a vigour of the emotions

Samuel
Ullman

na, Goa and Odisha, where the old BJP
establishment was replaced with new
leadership at an appropriate time; there,
too, it had been worked out amid chaos
created by the established players.

In Karnataka, there is not just the
Yediyurappa family that is an old play-
er; former chief ministers Sadananda
Gowda, Jagadish Shettar and Basavar-
aj Bommai, too, have entrenched inter-
ests. They play a manipulative game
without any real mass influence. Be-
sides them, B S Sriramulu, C T Ravi,
Ramesh Jarkiholi, Kumar Bangarappa,
Annasaheb Jolle, Arvind Limbavali
and G M Siddeshwara, all of them sen-
ior leaders representing a cross-section
of communities, have turned against
Vijayendra. They seem to have a tacti-
cal understanding with Yatnal.

It is also said that Yatnal has enjoyed
Immunity so far not because he is de-
manding justice, but is backed by B L
Santhosh, BJP’s national organising sec-
retary, who has never kept his political
ambition a secret. Hence, if Yatnal chal-
lenges Vijayendra with direct or indirect
support from these people, it is only
about splintering the old establishment
that has held the party in its grips for the
last 25 years. This makes it easy for the
BJP high command to seek fresh chang-
es in the party before Karnataka goes to
the polls again in 2028.

When Vijayendra was installed as state
president in November 2023, it was
thought he would command the same in-
fluence and legitimacy as his father, but
that goodwill and respect has not been
transferred. He has increasingly come
across as a factional leader, with his fac-
tion being made up of minions whose
voices do not really count. This has ham-
pered the agenda of putting the Con-
gress-led state government in the dock
despite its deep troubles on many fronts—
the dire condition of the state’s finances,
the absence of any substantial infra-
structure plans, the chief minister’s
name getting muddied in a land scam,
and the unabashed jockeying for power
at the Congress top rung.

The fact that a dynastic transfer with-
in the BJP has not worked smoothly is
an element the high command may rel-
ish and underline when it effects the
changes. In the near future, the party
may want to expand its base and escape
its exclusive Lingayat branding to
achieve a pan-caste and pan-class iden-
tity This may demand the reordering or
ejection of its old guard.

(Views are personal)
(Sugata@sugataraju.com)

BRINGING YOUNG INDIANS
TO CORRIDORS OF POWER

ITH energy, creativity and an
inherent drive to challenge the
status quo, young Indians hold
the key to the future that would
reflect their aspirations. Yet, for
far too long, their voices have
been marginalised in the corri-
dors of power;, their potential confined to
the peripheries of decision-making.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s re-
cent call to invite one lakh young indi-
viduals without political backgrounds to
actively participate in politics marks a
watershed in Indian democracy. For the
first time, the government may be open-
ing doors for common young Indians to
engage in policy making and govern-
ance. This initiative is a step toward in-
clusivity and decentralisation.

Traditionally, Indian politics has been
dominated by seasoned leaders with dec-
ades of experience. While their wisdom
and institutional knowledge are invalu-
able, the system often lacks the fresh per-
spectives that young minds can offer.
Youth participation in politics is not
merely an idealistic aspiration but a ne-
cessity in today’s rapidly changing world.
The challenges we face—from climate
change and digital transformation to un-
employment and inequality—demand
bold and creative solutions.

By inviting youth into the political
arena, we are not merely offering them a
seat at the table, we are enabling them to
reshape the table itself. Young leaders
can bridge the gap between grassroots
realities and policymaking. They can
also leverage technology and social me-
dia to foster transparency, accountability
and citizen engagement.

However, this is not without challeng-
es. Are we, as a society, prepared to place
our trust in young, relatively inexperi-
enced leaders? Do our existing political
frameworks provide enough mentorship
and support to help them succeed?

The role of the youth, as we look ahead
to the next century, is imperative to chart
along-term vision for India’s development.
What kind of nation do we want? How can
today’s youth contribute to this vision?

Our PM’s dream of a socially inclusive
India can be a cornerstone of this vision.
Young leaders must champion policies
that promote equitable access to educa-
tion, healthcare and economic opportuni-
ties. The youth’s innovative and adaptive
mindset makes them uniquely positioned
to lead the fight against climate change as

SHAURYA DOVAL

well. By adopting sustainable practices
and advocating for green policies, they
can ensure a harmonious balance be-
tween development and conservation.
They are at the forefront of the digital
revolution and can transform India into
a global technological powerhouse. Ini-
tiatives like Digital India and Skill India
need to be scaled up to prepare the next

X.COM

Youth participation in politics is

a necessity today. They may be
uniquely positioned to work on the
challenges of climate action and
digital transformation. This is why
the prime minister’s recent call to
invite a lakh fresh young faces into
politics can be a game-changer

generation for emerging industries. The
involvement of young people in politics
can invigorate India’s democratic insti-
tutions. A politically aware and active
youth can counterbalance the erosion of
democratic norms, ensuring that govern-
ance remains transparent, accountable
and people-centric.

As we embark on this journey of youth
empowerment, it is crucial to engage in
self-reflection. Are we doing enough to
create an environment where young peo-
ple feel encouraged to participate in poli-
tics? Do our educational institutions fos-
ter critical thinking and civic
responsibility? Are we willing to accept
the occasional failures and missteps that
come with youthful experimentation?

Member, Governing Council,
India Foundation

How can we ensure youth participa-
tion transcends tokenism? Parties must
go beyond symbolic gestures and provide
meaningful platforms for young leaders
to contribute. Civil society, too, has arole
to play in nurturing a politically con-
scious and socially aware youth.

PM Modi’s initiative is a bold experi-
ment in democratisation. It signals a
shift from dynastic and elitist politics to
amore inclusive model. However, its suc-
cess hinges on implementation. For this
programme to be transformative, priori-
tise meritocracy over patronage and cre-
ate mechanisms for continuous mentor-
ship and training.

Parties must also embrace this change
by creating internal structures that al-
low for greater youth representation.
Quotas for young candidates, leadership
training programmes and transparent
selection processes can go a long way in
institutionalising youth participation.

The media and civil society must act as
watchdogs to ensure this initiative does
not become a mere publicity stunt. Con-
structive criticism and accountability
are essential to its success.

India stands at a crossroads. The deci-
sions we make today will shape the na-
tion’s destiny for decades to come. By
empowering the youth and embracing
their ideas, we can create a society that
is not only prosperous but also just, in-
clusive and sustainable.

Swami Vivekananda’s words continue to
inspire: “Arise, awake and stop not till the
goal isreached.” It is time for India’s youth
to rise to the occasion, to step out of their
comfort zones and into the corridors of
power. But this is not a journey they can
undertake alone. It requires the collective
will of society—parents, educators, politi-
cal leaders and citizens—to support them.

Let us envision a Bharat where young
leaders lead the charge toward a brighter
future. A Bharat where politics is not a
profession but a mission and an opportu-
nity. A Bharat that, a hundred years from
now, stands as a beacon of hope, unity
and progress for the world.

(Views are personal)
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Judicial backlog

Ref: Appointing ad hoc judges could be a
game-changer (Feb 4). The initiative to
appoint ad hoc judges is a significant step
towards reducing the staggering backlog in
our judicial system. It is encouraging to see
mechanisms being implemented to address
cases pending for over five years. Timely
execution of this reform will strengthen public
trust in the judiciary.

Muskan G, email

Middle-class mindset

Ref: Using a tax prod to goad the great

Indian middle class (Feb 4). The article has
made realistic points about the middle-class
mindset. | am a pensioner and a beneficiary of
a generous tax exemption announced by the
finance minister. The extra surplus | get will
be used by me for prepaying my debts.
Hemanth Bhide, Mangaluru

Circular logic

More money in the hands of the middle class
may improve consumption in the market. It
can work any way. Consumer products will be
costly and it will offset the exemption.
Rajaram Bhat, Mysuru

Trump’s tantrums

Ref: Tariff for Mexico put on hold, no luck

for China, Canada (Feb 4). Donald Trump’s
tantrums over his triumph are destined to be
short-lived in a globalised multipolar world
where no nation can exist for long without
cooperation from others. Tariff wars are sure
to prompt new world alignments that will
alienate the US towards a rethink before long.
Ullattil Pakiteeri Raghunathan, Thrissur

Connecting Odisha

The recent allocation of 10,599 crore for
Odisha’s railway development is a significant
boost for the state’s infrastructure. This

will facilitate new tracks, enhance 59
stations, and support the multi-tracking
project from Kolkata to Chennai. Such
initiatives will strengthen Odisha’s position
in India’s railway network and contribute

to its economic growth.

Deepa Pandey, Bhubaneswar

Chandrika’s Grammy

Ref: Indra Nooyi’s sis wins Grammy (Feb

4). Three cheers to Chandrika Tandon, the
elder sister of the illustrious Indra Nooyi, on
winning the prestigious Grammy award for
her album ‘Triveni’. Indra became famous
as a businesswoman by rising to the top of
PepsiCo. Chandrika, also a businesswoman,
held music as her passion and rose high
enough to get the coveted Grammy. I’m sure
accolades will follow in India as well.

Raju Mathai, Kochi
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USAID Freeze Could
Aid Ind_ia in Regi_on

The Trump administration’s decision to freeze USAID hu-
manitarian assistance in South Asiaisnotagamechanger
because of the region’s overdependence on debt, causing
greaterdistress. Asanemerging market region, South Asi-
an governments collectively are among the most highly in-
debted. Almost half of the debt is owed to multilateral cre-
ditors, followed by bilateral creditors and bondholders. In
comparison, multilateral and bilateral aid flows to the re-
gion have been relatively flat despite South Asia being the
second-highest recipient globally. Within these broader
trends, China has consistently increased its presence asa
creditor, while US engagement has been sporadic. Donald
Trump'seffort tofold USAID into the state department will
not destabilise the debt-aid dynamics of theregion.
This is primarily due to India, which accounts for the
biggest share of South Asian borrowings and led G20 ef-
forts to reduce debt distress in the deve-
m loping world after the pandemic. It isal-
soamong the topfive creditor countries
in South Asm With Ch inese debt servi-

proportions and the US aid spigot dry-
ing up periodically, India may have a
constructive role to play. For that, it will
need an instrument such as Saare, which is in limbo.

Trump will work on all the levers of investment, trade,
creditandaid todeliver USisolation. Thiswillalsohavea
bearing on South Asia, which receives a big partof itsre-
mittance flows from the US. But the region’s surplus
workforce creates a special place for it in a world econo-
my increasingly dependent on migration. If it can opera-
te within Trump’s sensitivity to illegal immigration, ta-
riffs and strategic alignments, South Asia can avoid so-
me of the damage caused by trade fragmentation. New
Delhi’'s engagement with Washington could chart out a
beneficial outcome for South Asia. This would be anot-
her way to increase India’s position in its neighbourho-
od, whose experience of conducting business with the
world’s biggest economies has been fraught.

Finally, a Holistic
Mission Minerals

It has been an important week for building the blocks of Indi-
a’s energy transition: a clear, holistic approach for a critical
minerals policy Just days ahead of budget, the Union Cabinet
approved the 12,400 cr National Critical Minerals Mission
(NCMM) that had been announced in the July 2024 budget.
This was followed up by Nirmala Sitharaman announcing a
tailings policy —set of guidelinesfor managing waste materi-
als from mining operations — and duty exemptions for non-
ferrous scrap as source of critical minerals.

A comprehensive approach on critical minerals was long
overdue. Earlier efforts had been piecemeal, not building into
clear policy and a roadmap. In 2019, a Nalco-HCL-MECL joint
venture — Khanij Bidesh India Ltd (KA-
BIL) — was set up to acquire critical mi-
neral sources outside the country. It took
another four years to identify 30 critical
minerals. Two years later, policies and
measures for securing long-term sustai-
nable supply and strengthening value
chains have been finalised. NCMM sets
out the approach till 2030-31, addressing domestic production,
acquisition of assets abroad, recyeling of eritical minerals as
well as issues related to trade, R&D, HR and financing.

The mission must be reviewed regularly to remain fit for pur-
pose. Augmenting production shouldn’t impose undue envi-
ronmental and biodiversity costs. Including the environment,
forests and climate change ministry in the empowered commit-
tee will avoid this. To secure assets abroad, India should explore
strategic partnerships, including local production and value
addition, especially in other developing countries. The resour-
ceefficiency policy must befinalised tomaximise use of critical
minerals, their recovery from secondary sources and recycling.

£ JUST IN JEST

J Uttarakhand doesn't want to leave
forbidden relationships to chance

Chronology Samajhiye,
Uttarakhand-Style

You never know who's up to what these days. Which is why;
the Uttarakhand government has listed 37 ‘prohibited rela-
tionships’ each for men and women under the new UCC. The-
se forbidden relationships include for men, mother’s mot-
her's father’s widow (great-grandmum) and daughter’s
daughter’s son’s widow (great-grandbahu). For women, ha-
raam hook-ups include father’s father’s mother’'s husband
(ereat-granddad), and mother’s father’s mother’s husband
(anothervariation of great-granddad). [t seems that Uttarak-
handhas wisely covered all bases, including theoretical ones.

We presume that readers of this paper may not have tore-
fertothislist, considering most proscribed relations listed
never entered your mind. But as a UCC rules committee
member patiently explained, ‘In the past, marriages took
place at a very young age. So, we included them to cover
any such cases that might still exist today’ Quite. One ne-
ver knows who may get inspired by some old-fashioned,
Amar Chitra Katha-style liaison. Uttarakhand’s authori-
ties certainly continue to live in potentially ‘incesting’ ti-
mes. Even if child marriage has been outlawed, having a
relatively yvoung great-grandmother or a willing great-
grandfather isn't bevond the realm of possibility for these
guardians of relationships. They certainly give a new
twist to the advice, ‘Chronology samajhiye’.

l CURSOR % What if the exercise was about building a knowledge economy, not a skilling shop?

Variation in Budget Major

g nstead of adding to the alphabet
soup of government program-
mes, suppose the FM had used
her budget speech to announce
policy initiatives to address the
challenges India confronts. What could
she have said?

Aunstralian Strategic Policy Institu-
te (ASPI) tracks 64 critical technologi-
es innine clusters ranging from Al, ad-
vanced information & communicati-
ons, advanced materials & manufactu-
ring, biotech, vaccines, defence and sp-
ace, to robotics and quantum. Its tech-
nology tracker quantifies the contribu-
tions of different nations to the deve-
lopment of these technologies, which
together make for strategic domina-
tion. It concludes that, as of 2023, Chi-
na was ahead of the US in 57 of the 64
technologies.

In other words, DeepSeek isnoflash
in the pan. It is gold spun out of the
scholarship systematically nurtured
from basic schooling through advan-
ced research degrees. Notone member
of the DeepSeck team has studied out-
side China.

India treasures strategic autonomy,
Forthis, it is not enough to buy or even
locally produce advanced weapons,
and practise nifty foreign policy It calls
for competence in every critical tech
and bleeding edge in quite a few,

India has the world’s largest popula-
tion, and the world's largest youth pop-
ulation. Our schools and colleges tea-
ch them tomemorise stuff and cherish
degrees, rather than value, pursueand
create knowledge. The notion that the
Vedas contain all the
knowledge does serious
harm. It conditions peo-
pletothink knowledge is
finite, and to be master-
ed, rather than created,
extended, discredited, \
dumped and replaced
with superior knowled-

n

A different kind of performance, perhaps?

e inanever-ending pursuit, which ge-
nerates new insights, new technologi-
es and new capabilities.

some schools and colleges produce
Abhijit Banerjees and Venki Ramakri-
shnans, as well as Satya Nadellas and
Sundar Pichais. But most produce chi-
ldren only a quarter of whom can read
at their level, or add or multiply. Divi-
sion, of course, is something that poli-
tics takes careof later on.

The FM could announce incentives
for states to kill the present system of
schooling that does not educate, and
replace it with a mastery model for ele-

mentary classes. Nostudent should ad-

vance a grade without learning 100%,
not40%, of what she is supposed to lea-
rn at her level. This would ensure that
a child won’t struggle with multiplica-

Knowledge is not to be
mastered, rather, it's to
be created, extended,
discredited, dumped
and replaced with
superior knowledge

tion beforemasteringaddition. Orgrap-
ple with sine theta before understand-
ingdivisionor right angles.

Learning would become thorough,
and children would learn that, if they
apply themselves tosomething longand
hard enough, they can master anyth-
ing. That they are inferior to none.

Children who master the funda-
mentalsand learntolearnwillacquire
skills as and when needed. The FM co-
uld incentivise cooperative federalism
toset upadvanced centres that develop
every critical technology, Colleges and
universities must focus on advancing
knowledge, not imparting skills, a task
best accomplished outside the univer-
sity system.

The FM announced a corpus of 71
lakh er for R&D in her last budget. Use
the corpus to set up
Indian Capability
Centres (ICCs) that
can undertake rese-
arch for companies
that identify critical
problems and part-
fund the research.
Let some of Indian

talent slaving away to develop IP for
MNCs in GCCs work in these ICCs.
Instead of using tax giveaways to di-
vertattention from the budget'sfailure
to address stalled growth, use them to
incentivise retirement-saverstoalloca-
te a portion, say, 5%, of their corpus to
venture-funding startups that put cri-
tical technologies to work. Such start-
ups could fund some research in ICCs.
Instead of askingthe statestoputup
75% of urban projects todraw onachal-
lenge fund, the FM could design policy
for PPP tobuild, say new towns that col-
lectively span 1,000 sq km, tostart with.
The world is 50% urban. China is
where it is today because it is 66% ur-
ban. India has tourbanise, to grow fast
andrich. If half of India’s projected po-
pulation in 2040 (150-160 cr) is to be ur-
ban, the population living in towns has
toriseby 25-30cr from the present level.
These additional hordes cannot cro-
wd into existing towns without mak-
ing them dysfunctional. India needs
lots of new towns. At Delhi’s population
density, that would mean some 15,000
sq km of additional urban space.
Askstatestodothezoning, planning
and laying out of infrastructure, besi-
des connectivity to existing towns, for

thenew towns, and guarantee returnof

up to 15% of land that farmers release
for building new towns as urban prop-
erty. Let private developers build office
blocks, nearby homes, schools, hospi-
tals, entertainment hubs. Largertowns
should come with a university and an
airportattached, tonourish them with
ideas, talent and connectivity,

Let capital come from real estate in-
vestment trusts that could absorb glo-
hal capital, apartfrom domesticsavings
currently pushing up stock valuations
to unrealistic multiples of earnings.
LetIndia’surbanisation story play out,
driven essentially by private investme-
nt, with government investing in plan-
ning, zoning, contracting and funding
universities, airports and connectivi-
ty to new towns.

Kalidasa once compared his poetic
efforts toadwarf reachingforluscious
fruitonelevated branches. Let the Indi-
an corporate chieftains who refuse to
lift their eves above the low branches
strut around as Grumpy, Happy, Bash-
ful, Dopey; Doc, Sneezy and Sleepy. Let
policy create giants out of startups, in-
cluding from the public sector.

Reactin
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Sumant Sinha
[ S —

At its core, Budget 2025 continues GGol's
mvestment boost in the short term,
strengthens manufacturing competi-
tiveness in the medium term, and sets
the stage for India to become a develop-
ed economy in the long run.

The budget aims toachieve these ob-
jectives while keeping the fiscal defi-
cit within the 4.4% target, ensuring
macroeconomic stability India’s pub-
lic debt-GDP ratio stands at about 83%.
With over 60% of emerging econormi-
es and 40% of advanced economies
nearing 100% debt-to-GDP levels, these
nations face significant interest pay-
ments, limited space for development
expenditure, and ‘higher-for-longer’
inflation.

Combined with the geopolitical ins-
tability and capital outflows to advan-
ced economies, these countries facea
high risk of slowdown and macroeco-
nomic instability, India, however; re-
mains ina more comfortable position.
Nirmala Sitharaman's 6-vear fiscal
roadmap reassures that the country is
likelv to maintain this stabilitw

This budget outlines a 7% increase in

spending compared to the current year,
signalling Gol's commitment to grow-
th through strategic investments.
Theshort-term priority istosti-

mulate consumption. The FM's -/ '3

aim is tounlock the potential for
higher disposable incomes fora
large portion of the population
through a wholesale revision of
I-T rates, enhanced credit flow to
farmers, urban street vendors, fisher-
men and woimen entreprenenurs, as
well asa strong package of measures
to leverage the tourism sector:

A key growth driver and employment
generator over the medium term is the
clean energy sector: Gol has allocated
T81K cr for the energy sector, a 31% inc-
rease from the current financial year’s
estimated expenditure. A significant
portion of this isearmarked forclean
energy, with around one-third allocat-
ed to the PM Surya Ghar Scheme.

The budget maintains a sustained
focus on clean energy manufacturing,
supporting ecosystem development
through the National Manufacturing
Mission, and adjustments to taxes on
batteries, solar modules and wind tur-
bines, The electricity distribution sec-
tor also receives a reformist push with
the announcement of an increase in
the borrowing limit for states, enab-
ling access to 30-year interest-free
loans from Gol, if state governments
undertake reforms.

This is a strategic step to ensure long-
term energy security and a smooth

transition to cleaner energy sources.
Gol also announced plans todeploy
five indigenously built small nuclear
reactors by 2033, and allocated T20k
cr for R&D. This for-
BUMEI' ward-looking initi-
ative iscrucial for
decarbonisation, as
lz 5 nuclear power offers
24=T7 generation with
Zerocarbon emissions.

With improved safety standards and
advances in technology; such as the use
of thorium instead of uranium, nucle-
arenergy, in conjunction with renew-
ables, is a viable alternative to coal.

There has been ongoing debate about
whether India should prioritise manu-
facturing or services as its primary
orowth driver. Given India’s success
in electronics manufacturing and the
software sector; both industries have
significant growth potential. Gol has
wisely pursued a balanced approach
by announcing initiatives for both
manufacturing and services, includ-

g \Well to Real Challenges

ing measures to support GCCs and the
manufacturing sector,

Incentives for capital goods manu-
facturing are particularly noteworthy,
India needs to start producing machi-
nesthat enable final-stage assembly
in sectors such as pharmaceuticals,
clean energy and auto.

Two other long-term focus areas in
the budget are education and skilling.
As highlighted by Economic Survey,
India's demographic dividend offersa
unique opportunity with 65% of its
population under 35 vears and a medi-
anageof 28. However, it's essential to
align skill development initiatives with
evolving labour market demands.

Gol has allocated 31.28 lakh cr for edu-
cation, accounting for 2.5% of total ex-
penditure. Initiatives such as broad-
band connectivity for all government
schools, collaboration between skill
councils, and establishment of cent-
res of excellence for skilling will help
India make the most of its yvouthful
workioree.

The budget's emphasis on boosting
agriculture, unleashing entreprene-
urship and manufacturing, increas-
ingexports and undertaking critical
reforms positions India well tonavi-
gate global economic challenges, whi-
le paving the way for future balanced
growth. Budget 2025 sets a strong
foundation for growth, innovation
and resilience,

The writer is chatrman-CEQ ReNew

Keep Calm and Cut Interest Rates

Pranjul Bhandari
R ——

Twoevents over the last week —the
budget, followed by a flurry of tariff
announcements from the US —are
likely to have given RBI pause for vip-
assana, thought and introspection.
What has it gleaned from this news-
heavy week, and what does the future
hold as it emerges from a period of
deep contemplation at its next MPC
meeting this Friday?

Let'sstart with the budget, announ-
ced against a difficult economic back-
drop. Global uncertainty warranted
macro stability by sticking to the fis-
cal consolidation path, weak domestic
orowth called for policy stimulus. The
budget tried todo it all.

1t gave a meaningful consumer sti-
mulus by lowering the I-T burden on
the middle class, held on to the capex
thrust (in percentage-of-GDP terms),
and announced its intention to lower
fiscal deficit. How did Gol fund the
large tax cut? It cut current expenditu-
re to fund the tax breaks, As the vear
progresses, capex could also turn out
to be a shade lower:

Tocut alongstory short, becausefis-

cal deficit is being cut, consumption
stimulus is being funded by an expen-
diture cut. This leaves us with a fiscal
impulse that's neutral, at best. RBI is
likely to see this clearly, but will ask
itself whether it needs todoanything
about it.

Which brings us to growth. The Sep-
tember quarter was a disappointme-
nt, with GDP growth slowing to 5.4%.
Since then, there have been some im-
provements, and the December quar-
ter growth is tracking at about 6%.

However, is this enough? India’s abil-

ity to grow sustainably (potential grow-

th) is higher, at 6.5%. And the current
growth gap can befilled by cutting
rates and easing liquidity,

RBI may want to tread carefully Yes,
it wants to support growth. But its
primary mandate is inflation control.

Truth should be out there... on Friday

Luckily, a cool winter and full reser-
VOIrs promise a strong winter crop. In
fact, January inflation is trending at
around the target of 4%. So, ves, RBI
has a green light to ease monetary
policy and support growth. Infact, it
took aslew of steps toease liquidity:

But then came the tariffs. Overlast
weekend, Donald Trump announced
tariffs on Mexico, Canada and China,
which saw the dollar soar, putting em-
erging market currencies under pres-
sure. The next day some of these tarif-
fs were put on hold and the dollar drop-
ped. All of this can change by the day.
The takeaway is that this is a period of
volatility and uncertainty.

Should RBI wait for a period of finan-
cial market calm betore cutting rates?
No. It may end up being a long wait.
Given that domestic fundamentals
are supportive, it's best to cut rates
soon. RBI could play a larger role than
taking growth back to6.5%. It can aid
the process of driving up potential
orogwth to about 7% levels, which In-
dia has seen before, but now seems
rather illusive.

Fears of global tariffs could be dis-
ruptive in the short run. But they may
be a growth opportunity over a longer
period. During Trump's first term,
China’s exports to the US slowed, but
its FDI to Asean rose. Asean’s exports
tothe US soon rose sharply India was
not a key beneficiary here. While India
may have received a chunk of FDI in
hi-tech sectors, this was notthe case

in the more labour-intensive mid-tech
sectors like textiles, toyvs and furniture.

Nevertheless, a new opportunity may
be opening. As global supply chains
oet rejigeed once again, India can at-
tempt to plug itself intomid-tech sup-
ply chains. However, this will only be
possible 1f it dares to be different by
choosing to remain open for business
even as the world becomes more pro-
tectionist. This entails Gol keeping
import tariffs low and stable, signing
bilateral trade agreements with coun-
trieslike the US, and being open to
regional FDI

REI can also play an equally import-
antrole in keeping the rupee flexible.
Benefits of freeing up interest rate
policy to address growth, rather than
to defend the currency, are well kno-
wn. However, what is less appreciated
is that a flexible exchange rate signals
to manufacturers around the world
that India’s exports will remain com-
petitive. It positions the country asan
attractive destination to produce and
export from.

5o, should RBI cut rates when the
rupee is weakening? Yes, it should.
Lower rates and a competitive rupee
are both needed for strong, sustain-
able and more diversified growth.

Many of those going into vipassana
come back enlightened. No doubt, so
will RBI.

The writer ischief India and Indonesia
geonomist, HSBC
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Challenge
Yourself

SWAMISWAROOPANANDA

Most people reach a stage in life
— tvpically in their forties, fifties
ot sixties — when they have acco-
mplished a lot and fulfilled many
of their aspirations, They have
reached the peak of their careers,
built satisfying family lives and
achieved various personal goals.
Atthis crucial juncture, many
begin to reflect on what lies ahead.
It'samoment of introspection,
sometimes even a mid-life crisis.
However, this sense of uncerta-
inty — ‘What now?' or ‘What's
next? — can, instead, be seen as
an opportunity for growth.

There is no ‘mid-life crisis’ un-
less and until we have lost ouren-
thusiasm or sense of direction.
This phase can be seen asachan-
cetore-evaluate and enrich one’s
vision. As wemove forward, we
should strive to set ourselves high-
er goals, regardless of whether
they are spiritual, material or per-
sonal in nature, Have confidence
in yourself. There is much more
to be achieved, Now isthe time
to expand vour horizons and let
vour actions be driven by love
whether for society, your country
or even vour family

When we think of achievement,
it's often associated with finan-
cial sucecess. However, personal
and spiritual growth, knowledge,
impact and influence in the wor-
1d around us are equally; if not
more, significant achievements.
True fulfilment comes not just
from striving for one’s satisfac-
tion but also from helping others
attain contentment. Challenge
yvourself, broaden vour perspec-
tive and embrace the unknown.

PEASINA
PODCAST

Every Photo
Tells a Story

In a world flooded with mob-
ile photography, the podcast
10FPS (Frames Per Second)
offers a refreshing pause. Creat-
ed by photojournalists, I0FPS
delves into the craft and pro-
fession of photojournalism.

But here's the thing— it's not
just for profession-

als. You can tune
' intolistento
ideas that
drive photo-
. graphers,

L struggles
they face in
getting the
‘right’ shot, how
. toavoid bring-
ing biases to assignments,
and more. Elena Volkova and
J M Giordano helm this week-
ly podeast.

In the episode Sandra Stev-
enson (Photo Editor), the
hosts talk to The Washington
Post's deputy photo director,
The conversation covers topi-
s, ranging from trends in po-
litical photography to the f-
ture of freelance photograph-
ers. And, of course, the hottest
topicof all: AL

Stevenson shares three key
takeaways. One, photography
has a unique ability to captu-
re emotions in ways words can-
not. Two, photographers must
embrace new platforms. Three,
as tech evolves, maintaining
ethical standards in photogra-
phy will be a critical challenge.

Thankfully, this podcastis
more about the art of photo-
graphy and not which f-stopa
photographer used, or why
they prefer Canon over Nikon.

_Chat Room |

GrowthStilla
Developing Story

Apropos the news report, ‘Eco-
nomic Survey: India’s Real GDP
for FY26 Projected at6.3-6.8%"
(Jan 31), the Economic Survey for
2024-25has pegged India’s GDP
growth at6.3-6.8% in FY26, whi-
ch is lower than last vear’s pro-
jection and the current year’s es-
timated growth. The projection
cannot befaulted considering
elevated geopolitical and trade
uncertainties, and possible com-
modity price shocks. While the
fundamentals of the domestic
economy remain robust witha
strong external account, calibra-
ted fiscal consolidation and sta-
ble private consumption, econo-
micslowdown, slump in private
investment and sluggish consu-
merdemand are matters of ma-
jor concern. With inflation still
well above RBI's 4% targetand
GDP growth below 7%, the goal
to make India a developed coun-
try by 2047 will be an uphill task.
M Jevaram

Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu
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CONTRAPUNTO

The burden of citizenship is accepting that what is neither
your fault nor your responsibility may be your problem

- ANAND GIRIDHARADAS

Plane Truth

Indian deportees arriving on a US military aircraft is
embarrassing. GOI needs to target people traffickers

By the time vou read this, a US military plane bringing 205

illegal Indian immigrants from San Antonio, Texas might

have landed in Amritsar. Unlike Colombia and Mexico, India
has not made a fuss about US deploying military aircraft to deport
its citizens. The optics don’t matter when you're staring at the
prospect of receiving dozens of such flights over the coming
months. US has aready list of 1.5mn foreigners to deport - 18,000 of
them reportedly Indian. And that's a tiny percentage of the 725,000
Indians staying illegally there. It's embarrassing, not so much
because of the military planes as the fact that so many desperate
Indians felt they couldn’t realise their dreams in India. There are
many more in Canada and Europe and West Asia, and some even on
the Russia-Ukraine frontline now.

It's not the first time US has deported Indians. Last Oct, a
chartered plane returned 100 to Punjab. Altogether, 1,100 were sent
home quietly between Oct 1, 2023 and Sept 30,
2024. But Trump made illegal immigrants a
poll issue and has Kept the spotlight on it in
his first two weeks as president. This hurts
the almost 5mn ethnic Indians who are
present in America legally and have built a
reputation as a highly successful group.
Two years ago, they had the highest median
household income of $145,000. They also
had a very high proportion of college grads.
Contrast that with the Hispanic population
that had a median income of $65,540 - less

— than half - in 2023. So, when a US military
plane takes off for, say Guatemala, and another for India, the cost in
terms of national image is not the same.

That’s why it's vital for GOI tocrack downonillegal immigration
now. On average, over 90,000 Indians are caught tryving to enter US
illegally every yvear. In 2022-23, the number shot up to 96,917. Some-
times, these attempts end in tragedy, like the Gujarati family that
froze to death on the US-Canada border in Jan 2022. But with the
ongoing US crackdown, more and more will end in disappointment.
Govt needs to target gangs that run illegal immigration networks
and, at the same time, focus on creating opportunities. Only then
will Indians think risk and ignominy abroad are not worth it.

Om Chanting Om

Grammy recognises a widespread meditative practice,
much of whose cognitive potential is still unsung

Carter, which won album of the vear Grammy. Because she

already has a mega market and routinely tops multi-country
charts. The best New Age, Ambient or Chant album Grammy for
Triveni, on the other hand, has gotten Indian-origin Chandrika
Tandon and her collaborators their first front-page headlines and
sent precious new listeners their way. Amongthese new listeners in
India, many will wonder, what’s the fuss about. Its Om Sahana Vavatu
(Om, Together may we two be Protected) rendition, for example, isa
close kin of the ambient sounds of our country.

It's all El.th.‘.lt context, though. What is quotidian in traditional

———  Indian society can still be special to the West.
1 But chanting isn’t just an ancient practice
. across Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Sufism
+ \ and vogic traditions. me Australian
 Aboriginals to American Navajos, Hebrew
| cantillation to Catholic Gregorian chants,
" it’s been part of worship and mobilisation
practices far beyvond South Asia as well, a
: : vast spread across space and time. Of course
T itoccupies a profoundly separate mindspace
than Beyoncé or the other big winners of GI‘E.II]III}’ night - like
Kendrick Lamar and Chappel Roan. Chanting is associated with
very different experiential outcomes than rap or country music
or rock n roll or our own modern music. Many chants are on the
mystical spectrum. There is also a lot of ongoing research into the
other cognitive benefits of chanting, especially when it’s practised
with strong intentionality,

Ricky Kej is another Indian-origin person who's tasted success
in this Grammy category. But the band that's perhaps done the
most commercially triumphant (Gregorian)chanting, Enigma, has
ironically never won a Grammy Maybe because they are so
irreverent. Their admixture of chanting with “the principles of
lust” and Marguis de Sade is, however, indicative of how capacious
chanting can be, in form and meaning.

Don’s boomerang

Trump's weapon of tariffs against countries like
China and India might well backfire on him
Jug Suraiya

B eyonce won't expect a great post-award sales bump for Cowboy

The Australian boomerang is an effective weapon in the right
hands. If when thrown it misses its target, it returns to the
thrower, enabling a second trv.

Has Donald Trump unintentionally invented an economic
boomerang which, if it misses its intended objective and
inexpertly handled, comes back towallop him?

Trump won the presidential polls on the planks of curbing illegal immigra-
tion and combating the rising cost of living, which affects the lower income
segments of the country, by imposing punitive tariffs on nations such as China,
the biggest exporter to America.

Why should Americans have to pay income tax to Internal Revenue
Service to keep the country solvent? Why not devise an External Revenue

Service whereby countries, like China and to a lesser extent

E"_’]) India, who make money by exporting their products to US are
L -

made to pay forthe privilege? These countries would have to shell
out large sums of moneyv by way of tariffs to the US govt on their
exports, which would ease the fiscal burden on

E the anériﬂan taxpayer.
SeCDI'IdUp Inion A truly MAGA idea. Except for one thing. By

imposing high import duties on foreign goods it
will make all those goods, from TVs to T-shirts, from cars to comestibles, even
more expensivefor American consumers, whoare already feelingthe pinch, or
the punch, of rising prices.

Trump’s tariffs could become Trump’s boomerang, which could double
back and knock the top hat off Uncle Sam’s head.

America, the richest country on earth, earns largely through the sale of
assorted weaponry in parts of the world riven by conflict, often stage-managed
by US itself from the wings. It produces little by wav of mass, evervday goods,
for which it is dependent on external supply. Tax that supply, and you end up
taxing the American household.

Undaunted by such an example of the law of unintended conseguences,
Trump seems bent on making good his threat to become a global tariff police-
man. With tariffs being his key, Don could well have invented a new branch of
economics called Donkeynomics,

10O BUILD
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Can RaGa Be In Tune?

His Monday LS speech had elements of good oppn politics. It avoided shrill anti-institutional rhetoric.
But can he really stop being a political insurgent & focus consistently on issues like unemployment?

Asim Ali

Rahul Gandhi's address in Parliament
on Monday was a glimpse of the
politician the 54-year-old can be. He
f critigued in a dramatic but measured
manner successive govts' failure to
tackle unemployment, the failure of
“good idea” Make in India, failure to organise
production “handingitovertothe Chinese” and so
on. His address was what is desired of a Leader
of Opposition. Yet, this was but one speech.
What is more on display, in Parliament and
outside, is a constant combativeness.

At the inauguration of the new
Congress headquarters, ‘Indira Bhawan’',
Rahul Gandhi laid out an insurgent
message before party brass: “Donotthink
we are fighting a fair fight...we are now
fighting BJP. RSS and the Indian state
itself.” Ironically, the political legacy the
Gandhi scion seemed to be channelling
was not that of Indira Gandhi, but her
héte noire Jayaprakash Narayan. An
anti-institutional politics, draped iIn
‘revolutionary’ symbols, purporting to
challenge a “corrupt” and “captured”
prevailing order.

BJP, of course, had a field day trotting
out its favourite themes of “urban naxal
links” and “George Soros playvbook” to cast the
Congress politician as an agent of subversion bent on
“breaking India and dividing our society™.

For Rahul Gandhi, 2025 is a moment like 1975. The
Constitution is under threat from excessive centralisa-
tion of authority Ordinary people, especially the voung,
are chafing under high unemployment and persistent
inflation. And the subaltern castes, especially Dalits,
have begun breaking away from the firm grasp of the
governing coalition. Is there merit to this argument?

There is a certain historical resonance here, yves. So
why hasn’t this insurgent message caught fire with the
electorate over the last vear, in Harvana and Maharashtra
and as seen during campaigning, evidently in Delhi
too? Or, to put it inanother way, why does Rahul Gandhi
make for a poor JP?

Forget personality differences. There is, aboveall, a
quite straightforward reason.

Unlike the 1974-75 era of JP's ‘Sampoorna Kranti',
there is nounited opposition behind the singular perso-
nality of Rahul Gandhi. In fact, the situation is starkly
the opposite. Major opposition parties of INDIA bloc
TMC, SP and UBT Sena are all backing Aam Aadmi

Party (AAP) 1n Delhi, not Congress of Rahul Gandhi.
Even Tejashwi Yadav of RJD has questioned the
continued existence of INDIA bloc, while allowing
Congress a (junior) role in the upcoming Bihar
election. As Rahul Gandhi flagged the Congress’s
‘Jai Bapu, Jai Bhim, Jai Samvidhan’ rally in Mhow
earlier this month, there was hardly aspeckof anally
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Uday Deb

The source of Rahul’s charisma, to the
extent we saw during Bharat Jodo Yatra,
comes from his youth and vigour, and his
hazy embodiment of an alternative future

insolidarity on stage.

The power of JP's message lay in his capacity to
channel the voice of the entire oppeosition. Rahul
Gandhi, meanwhile, is unable to credibly speak as the
voice of his own party. Even as he promises a caste
census in Delhi, his party’s govt in Karnataka routinely

delays releasing the state caste survey report. For close
to a year, CM Siddaramaiah has dithered and stalled,
fearing a backlash from the state’s dominant castes. Or
consider how the Congress govt of Telangana last year
struck deals worth 712,400cr with the Adani Group at
Davos, even as Rahul Gandhi kept tearing into Adaniat
every political meeting. Or take the case of Himachal
Pradesh, an emblem of centralised executive control,
where the entire Congress state unit has stood dissolved
for thelast three months.

But here is the good news: Rahul Gandhi does not
need to be a JP. The source of the elderly JP's charisma
were the feelings of saintly devotion he seemed to
inspire among his young followers. No one looked to

himforaroad maptothefuture. Ontheotherhand,
the source of Rahul Gandhi’s charisma, to the
extent we saw during Bharat Jodo Yatra, comes
from his youth and vigour, and his hazy
embodiment of an alternative future. German
sociologist Max Weber reserved the use of
charisma for those who seek to change some
aspects of a society, and have a vision for how
to go about it. The trouble is the militancy of
Gandhi’s opposition to the status quo some-
times swamps the clarity of the vision.

In a nationwide survey last vear, 71% of
respondents agreed that unemployment is a
serious issue. For the bulging youth population,
who throng towards every job opening in their

thousands, it's a rolling crisis. Opposition parties
have so far failed to mobilise this restless vouth
population because it's a dispersed and unorganised
segmentof the population, unlike farmers.
A politician like Rahul Gandhi can still tap into
the frustrated energies of this large demographic
provided he consistently and loudly takes up issues
like examination paper leaks, the pitiful condition of
many schools and colleges, and theanaemic growth of
the small and medium enterprises sector. At many
times, he has taken upthese issues, but inareactive or
offhand manner, not the sustained manner befitting
the scale of the crisis. For instance, last vear’s brief
social media series of Rahul Gandhi visiting bike
garages and chocolate factories, his breezy journey
through ‘working India’, should be a routine affair, as
should the press conferences over irregularities in
examinations/jobs.

Rahul Gandhi has improved on his oratory, resilience
and political acumen over the last decade. He is no
longer the impulsive greenhorn of the UPA vears. At
the same time, he still appears as aleader who amounts
to less than the sum of his potentialities, always a little
outof tune from the given political moment,

‘I'm not scared of AL..But I'm disturbed by the deterioration
of truth in public life...My driving force is curiosity’

Wim Wenders is a master of modern cinema. The
T9-vear-old German filmmaker’s oeuvre includes
Paris, Texas (1984), Wings of Desire (1987) and, more
recently, Perfect Days (2023). Invited by Film Heritage
Foundation, Wenders will be in India - his first trip
here — today. In an email interview with Avijit Ghosh,
he talks about the future of films and the artistic
challenges before the visual art.

@ You have been making films since 1967. You have made
road movies, character-driven films, science fiction, music
video, TV commercials, opera. Perfect Days, which maps
the life of a public toilet cleaner in Tokyo, has been
much-acclaimed. What is your driving force?

My driving foree is curiosity and to pose, again
and again, the burning question: “How should
we live?” The conditions under
which we live as humanity
change constantly and fast.
We're adjusting constantly My
films are not necessarily giving
answers to that question, but
they're constantly in search of
possible answers. Mavbe the
most poignant one in that regard
was Until the End of the World, a
film that anticipated the impact
of the digital revolution on our visual culture. It
was shot in 1990 and tried to look 10 yvears ahead
into the future: it takes place in the vear 2000.
Now that vear islonggone, but thefilm still offers
a powertful first look at what was going to happen
tomankind.

unaware of the propaganda and falsehoods they take
as ‘reality’, for granted. The worst, however, is the
common disinterest and lack of knowledge for history;
even among politicians. You'd think that people
wouldn't go for the same nationalist paroles and
promises that already ruined our civilisation in
enough wars and conflicts. But they seem eager to
repeat the same recipes.

@ OTT channels such as Netflix and Amazon Prime have
come to dominate middle-class lives across the globe.
How do you see this development?

Still from Wim Wenders' iconic Paris, Texas

getting all that “content” and much more at home.
Some of them never really experienced movie theatres
as a social institution, so they don't even miss it. I find
that a sad development in an overall world culture that
makes people more and more solitary,

@ Films are a part of our cultural history and heritage.
But celluloid fades. Since you have been personally involved
in the restoration of your own films, how do you look at
the process?

I'm happy that right now, all over the world, films are
being restored, so that some of our greatest cultural
treasuresof the 20th century are being preserved.
In India, the Film Heritage Foundation is doing
amazing work. It is our connection and dedica-
tion to film preservation, I guess, that gave
Shivendra Singh Dungarpur the idea to invite
me to India for this five-city retrospective. My
foundation is alsoextremely engaged in this field.
Fifteen of the 18 films we show in India are resto-
red versions. Ican’ttell vou how much I'm looking
forward to talking with Indian audiences!

@ On adifferent note. You are a fan of Borussia Dort-
mund. French writer Albert Camus once said, “Every-
thing | know about morality and the obligations of men,
I owe it to football.” What does football mean to you?
I tend to agree with Camus. Football can be a
great metaphor for the best in us, morally and as
far as ‘character’ is concerned. But ever since he
said this, the world has evolved, and not really for
the better. “The Beautiful Game™ has been extre-
mely commercialised and therefore, much to my
dismay, has lost some of its moral qualities and

@ As aphilosopher of cinema, what would you say are
the biggest creative challenges of the times? Is it Artificial
Intelligence?

I'm not scared of Al. But I'm deeply disturbed by
the deterioration of truth in publiec life and the massive
and ever-growing amount of lies, of misleading and
false information. We have huge parts of populations

streamers grow bigger and bigger They were
propelled fast-forward by the pandemic. They're slowly
pushing independent distributors and producers out
of business. Also, a growing number of young people
have gotten estranged from the experience of seeing
films in theatres, together with others. Theyv got used to

even someof its playfulness. I still follow it passio-
nately, and I have my favourite teams in other leagues,
not just in the Bundesliga in Germany. I follow Liverpool
in England, Naples in Italy —both not always somuch at
the top of the game as today Some of my teams have
even disappeared in second leagues in France or Spain.
But I keep my hopesup for them.
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to choose. [ can
always choose, but I must know
that if 1 do not choose, that is
still a choice.

Jean-Paul Sartre

Can | Live A Life That Is Not Broken Up?

J Krishnamurti

atdowe mean by political
action which is different
from all other actions? Why

do we separate politics from our daily
living? Why do we separate a political
activity of theleft, right, centre, or
extreme left, extreme right? Why, if
one may ask, why is political action so
very different from ouraction of
relationship, action withregard to
fear in ourselves, and soon? Oris
politics part of our life, notsomething
separate? Politicsaccordingto the
common usage, which is in the
dictionary, is the art of govt, science
of govt, Why dowegivethisartto
politicians? They apparently area
separate breed, different from us. This
isreally a question that involves, why
do wedepend on a politician, a guru, a
priest, on anybody to governus? Why

sufficient?

do specialists take charge of our life?
Isitthat we have noso-called
confidence in ourselves? Weare not
sure of ourselves, and we attribute
this clarity to the politicians and to the
others. Is it in ourselves that we are
insufficient and somebody out
thereisgoing tomake us

So, are we to treat life
as separatefactors: politi-
cal, religious, economic,
andsoon? Orareweto
treat lifeasa whole? Is it
that wearesofragmented THE SPEAKING TREE startanew party, social
inourselves - as areligious
action, political action, family action,
individual action, collective action?
Ordowetreatlifeasatotal movement
in which all theseactivities are
included? But if we separate one from
the other, we’ll inevitably bring about
contradiction. A religiouslifeis

#

incompatible, one will say with political
life; a religious person will have no
partwith politics, because generally
politics is such a crooked affair, cont-
rolled by big industrialists, by wanting
great deal of money for the party, and
they' redepending onrich people
and soon. There is increase of
armaments; just now they are
=g destroving eachother,
&= killingeach otherfor-god
knows for what...

And what isapolitical
action? Would yvou like to

democratic party? Or look
for anew leader for the next election;
condemn the present leader, and when
the new leader comes into being next
election, again there is doubt about
him -vou know the whole...when the
honeymoon is over then begins the
whole problem. So, what is your

answer?...Doyouwant toask if there is
an activity, if there isaction which is
notdivisible, anaction thatincludes
politics, religion, economics, every-
thing - the whole bundle of life. And is
that possible?

Une sees corruptionright through
the world - black market, rich people
getting tremendously richer, the privi-
leged classes, and so on. Where do you
begintobringaboutan action that will
include all actions? Where do you
begin? To go very far, one must begin
very near. Right? So, what is very near?
Me. I am the nearest person, sol begin -
not as a selfish activity, or self-centred
movement -1 am the nearest, orlam
the centre from which I start; not out
there. CanlIlivealifethatisabsolutely
not broken up?

Excerpted from J Krishnamurti’s
Fourth Question and Answer Meeting,
US. Courtesy: KFI
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Return of the natives

India must walk the talk on illegal migration

AYS before Prime Mmister Narendra

Modi's visit to Washington, a US military

aircraft has brought 200-odd illegal Indian

migrants back to their homeland. El Sal-

vador Guatemala, Honduras, Peru— these
are certainly not the countries that India, the world's
fastest-growing major economy, would like to be bradeted
with. Yet, here's the mescapable fact: India, that is Bharat,
figures among the nations with the largest unauthonsed
immigrant population in the US, according to Pew
Research Centre, Adeportation flight may not seem tobethe
ideal build-up tothe PM's visit, but New Delhi has managed
toearn afew browmie points by talking tough on illegal imimi-
gration. During his recent tripto the US, External A fhirs Min-
ister S Jaishankar did some good diplomatic groundwork,
reassunng the Trump administration that India was opento
the ‘legitimate refum’ of its errant national s,

Indiawisely avoided a confrontational approach, which
would have created embarrassing bittemess ahead of the
ModiTramp meeting. There was none of the bravado that
had left Colombian President Gustavo Petro with egg on
his face. He initially refused to accept military flights car-
ryving deportees, but did a U-turn after President Trump
threatened to impose tariffs and sanctions on Colombia.,
Now;, Petrois requesting migrants from his country tocome
home right away and “build social wealth”, Such appease-
ment raises vital questions: Does India have a plan to reha-
bilitate around 18,000 nationals who have been identified
for deportation from the US? And how will Delhi ensure
that these people, nduding Punjabis and Gujaratis, do not
undertake an immigration misadventure all over again?

A natiorwide crack down onunscrupulous travel agents
is a must todeter de sperate people whowant toenter Amer-
ica by hook ar by crook. The distant dream of Viksit Bhant
can wait. The immediate prionty should be to create luara-
tive job opportunities at home for skilled manpower, At the
same time, streamlining legal migration ought to be high
on the PA's agenda during his one-on-one with Thump.

Politics over Kumbh

Pilgrims lost, accountability missing

FPOSITION leaders have accused the
Uttar Pradesh government of downplaying
the scale of the tragic stampede at the
Maha Kumbh Mela on January 29, Official
reports claim 30 people were killed and
over 60 njured. However, the figures are being hotly
contested, with opposition leaders ike Akhilesh Yadav
alleging that the real death toll is significantly higher,
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Miles to go on the nuclear front

High-sounding goals alone won't lead to power generation in the long run

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

HE 2025-26 Budget
presented by Finance
Minister  Nirmala
sitharaman has cer
tain supposedly ‘big-
ticket' ideas in the technology
sector. These mehide the Nuclear
Energy Mission, the Artificial
Intelligence Mission and an
increase in the allocation for the
Ministry of Science and Technaol-
ogy to fund technology develop-
ment and innovation in the pri-
vate sector Shealso announced a
proposal  for  infrastructure
expansion at the Indian Inst
tutes of Technology and a mults-
fold increase n the number of
medical seats. All these are wel-
come deas, though the timelines
forther implementation and full
financal  imphcations  are
unclear. Most of them are not
newand have been mentioned in
prevaous Budget speeches,

The Nuclear Energy Mission is
meant speafically for research
and development (R&D) per-
taining to Small Modular Reac-
tors (SMRs). The justification
for going n for SMRs 15 the
need for progressively reducing
the dependence on fossil fuels,
The goal, accordingtothe FM, is
“the development of at least 100
GW of nuclear energy by 20477,
The minister said the mission
would have an outlay of Rs
200000 crore and at least fove
indigenously developed SMREs
would be operationalised by
2033, However, she has not allo-
cated funds for the new SMH
mission in the Department of
Atomic Energy's (DAE) budget,
which remains stagnant com-
pared to the previous year. It
means Sitharaman's announdce-
ment on SMREsis only an intent.

The SMR intent, too, is not
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CHALLENGE: Adding about92,000 M

new. In her 2024 Budget speech,
the minister had announced that
India would go in for smaller
nuclear reactors in a new push
for nuclear energy; they were
christened Bharat Small Reac-
tors and Bharat Small Modular
Reactors (BSMRs). In December
2024, the government told Par-
liament that R &D had been ini-
tiated to develop BSMRs and
that “many countries have
shown interest n collaborating
with India” for this purpose, The
deployment of these reactors
will be in sectors with the need
for captive power generation, it
was said. If the DAFE has already
nitiated the development of
SMRs, 1t should have been allot-
ted funds in this year’s Budget
to pursue this work. The prefix
‘Bharat’" was dropped in
Sitharaman's 2025 speech.
Instead of the "‘BSMER' used till
December 2024, she has men-
tioned ‘SMR' while referring to
the new nudear initiative.

Small reactors and SMRs came
on the policy radar when Niti
Aayog published a paper on this
subject in 2023. A ‘small reactor’
refers to a nudear reactor (220
megawatts or MW) based on esast-
ing technology like pressurised
heavy water reactors, while SMEs
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W of nuclear energy in the next two decades is like chasing a mirage. reuTers

Anyone projecting
nuclear power as an
option for energy
security should keep
the ground realities
in mind.

refer to even smaller reactors of
S0-MW capacity onwards but with
new designs. It is projected that
such reactors could be pre-fabri
cated in factones and shipped to a
site, redunng construction and
installation time. Given their
small size, such reactors would
not need frequent refuelling, and
could even be retmfitted in
decommissioned thermal power
plants, The safety, envimonmental
and regulatory requirements for
SMRs may be different from
those for large reactors because
SMR designs deploy passive sys-
tems and operate at low power

and operating pressure. Globally,
a handful of commercial SMRs
are under development.

The development of nudear
energy was taken up soon after
the country gained Indepen-
dence. India has made substan-
tial progress in  developing
indigenous capabilities and
strategic output in the form of
nueclear bombs. On the commer-
dal electricity front, however,
nuclear power has been lagging,
Currently, India has 24 nudear
power reactors with a total
installed capacity of §,180 MW
Another 21 reactors with capaci-
tytotalling 15300 MW are at var-
wus stages of implementation.
The DAE is known for fixang
lkong-term targets for enhanang
power generation from time to
time. In the 19705, when just a
couple of nudear power plants
were functional, the DAE set a
target of producing 10,000 MW
by 1990, In the 1930s, the target
was to achieve 20,000 MW by
2000. Then the deadline was
changed to 2020. This yvear, the
goal is 100,000 MW by 2047
Adding about 92000 MW of
nuclear energy in the next two
decades islike chasing a mirage.

Nuckear energy is beset with
problems of high capital expen-

diture, fuel supplies and massive
environmental and safety costs.
Take, for instance, the Gorakh-
pur nuckar plant in Fatehabad
distriet of Haryana, with a
planned capaaty of four TO0-MW
units. The environmental assess-
ment for the proect was
approved in Decemnber 2013, and
the government okayed the first
phase mn February 2014. The
Atomic Energy Begulatory
Board granted a siting licence in
July 2015. Construction was due
to begin in June 2015, with the
first unit being scheduled to
become operational by 2021, Tt
was not until November 2020
that the pouring of the first
nudear safety-related concrete
took place, In 2022, the comple-
tion deadline was revised to 2028,
and now 1t appears that the first
two units will be operational in
2032, The project is slated to cost
Rs 40,000 crore. Anyone pmject-
mg nuclear power as an option
for energy security should keep
these ground realities in mind.

In her speech, Sitharaman also
spoke about ‘active participa-
tion’ of the private sector in
achieving the ambitious target
of producing 100,000 MW. Fr
this, she said, the Atomic Energy
Art and the Civil Liability for
Nudear Damage Adct would be
amended. Civil lhabity for
nudear accidents has been a
sticking pomnt for Indian private
companies willing to participate
in nudear power production as
well as foreipn nuclear supplers.
The liability law passed in 2010
limits the third-party liability to
Rs 1500 crore amd makes the
plant operator responsible for it.
If an accident occurs due to a
faulty plant (as happened in
Bhopal in 1934), the operator
could take up the matter legally
with the supplier. This clause in
the liabdity rules has kept for-
elgn suppliers away from the
Indian market. In any case, cvil
hiability 15 a serious matter and
the government must rethink
the capif it has leamtany lesson
from the Bhopal tragedy. High-
sounding goals alone won't lead
to power generation.

with many still missing. The state’s response has been
both evasive and inadequate. The UP government,
while deploving a judicial commission to investigate,
stands accused of suppressing information and failing to
provide trangparency. The Supreme Court termed the
incident “unfortunate” but redirected the matter to the
Allahabad High Court, highlighting judicial reluctance
to confront administrative lapses directly Meanwhile,
bereaved families continue searching for missing rela-
tives, as official silence fuels public anger and distrust.

Maore troublingis the emerging angle of a possible con-
gpiracy. With over 16,000 mobile numbers under investi-
gation and facial recognition technology being used to
identify suspects, autharities suggest foul play may have
contributed tothe chaos. Yet, the specificsremain murky.
This raises critical questions about security preparedness
and the state's ability to protect its citizens during mass
gatherings. Beyand political blame games and conspira-
cy theories, this fragedy underscores a recurring 1ssue:
nadequate crowd management at religious events. The
National Disaster Management Autharity has long rec-
ommended comprehensive policies for such gathenngs,
vet implement ation remaing lacklustre.

Az millions continue togather for subsequent bathing
rituals during the ongoing Maha Kumbh, which is a
grand confluence of faith, tradition and humanity, the
pressing need 18 not just for better protocols but also for
transparent governance that respects both theliving and
the departed. Faith may guide the pilgrims, but safety
must be ensured by those in power

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.

Labour and internationalism

OSWALD Mosley emphasised an aspiration ratherthan a fact when
he said in a recent speech at Delhi that the Labour Party stood for
mternationalism There can be no doubt that intemationalism i the
sense of breaking down of national barners in the matter of free and
fill enjoyment by the masses of the frats of their labour is the ulti-
mate goal of a properdy constituted Labour Party. But it is equally
undeniable that internationalism in this sense is not the immediate
objective of the British Labour Party, if, indeed. it is the immediate
ohjective of the party in any country in the world. Indeed, it is safe o
assert that the nine months dunng which they were in office between
the resignation of one Conservative ministry and the assumption of
office by another did not show that in this respect there was any
appreciable difference between the most advanced and the least
advanced party inEngland. Mosley, indeed, daimed that the Labour
government had rendered a greater service to mankind during the
bried penod of its office than any previous government. But this was
dearly a matter of opinion, and we donot think that Mosley's opin-
tonis shared by the majonty of disinterested and impartial observers,
Nor must the fact be overlooked that internationalism, ke charity,
st begin at home, and that the smeenty of the infemational efforts
of the Brtish Labour Party will be judged less by what it does with
regand to Russia and Genmanythan bywhat it doesbyway of settling
international issues with the British Empire itself

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

We ought to be using nuclear power. It's a renewable source of energy. — George WBush

A parenting tale of
lies & contessions

RANBIR PARMAR

son and daughter were growing up. And they were gen-

erally candid and well-behaved. But, as we were con-
cerned about their wellbeing, sometimes we resorted to *spy-
ing' to keep tabs on their whereabouts. They also had their
share of naughty deceits and lies. We often rdive those hide-and-
seek episodes whenever we are together and have much fun.

It was the landline age when my daughter entered adoles-
cence and her telephone use ikreased. Secretly and random-
Iy, I used to redial to check whom she had been talking tofora
long time. Reassuringly enough, 1 always found her sahel: on
the other end. Almost two decades Later, she confessed with a
chuckle that she used to dial her saheli's number each time
after talkking to her friend, in order to outsmart us.

Later, she did post-graduation from the US and got a job in
New York City. When we visited her, she was living ina one-room
apartment with a shared kitchen and drawing room. But when
we paid a visit a few yvears later, she had a spacious two-room flat
with a kitchen and loblby. It was about 100 metres from Broad-
way Subway station and we could see the RFK Bridge from her
kitchenwindow. “Isn't it a drainon your resources as you don't
need that much space,” I asked. “No, dad,” she replied., “T sublet
a mom sometimes and it comes to the same thing”

Eventually, a marnage proposal for her came through a matn-
monial website, and it suited us. The boy, working with an engi-
neering firm in New York  was from Chandigarh. Comeidentally,
he had passed out from the sameinstitution as my daughter His
maother told me that she had visited him last month and that he
was iving in a decent second-floor accommeodation in Astoria
near the Broadway station. Could she see RFK Bridge from his
kitchenwindew; [ was about to ask, but kept num. As a John ke
Carré reader, I eould mstantly decipher the whole plot.

They returned to New York aftera traditional marriage. Buta
day before they left, I confronted my daughter privately and
told herthat I knew she had been living with that boy in that
flat for quite some time. “Soiry, dad, we lied to vou,” she said in
a regretful tone. “Our intention was not to deceive you, we just
wianted to cushion our parents agamst a culture shock. And that
15 why we made it look like an arranged marnage.” And how did
they manage when their parents visited them, I asked. “When
youcame, he shifted to his friend’'s place in Manhattanand s
luggage went below the double bed, and when his mother
came, I went ona trip to the Yellowstone National Park and my
things were dumped below the bed,” she said.

The moral of the story is simple: we should never try to
outsmart Generation Next. If we are clever, they are imagi-
native, Kahlil Gibran was not far from the truth when he
said that our children are the living arrows sent forth from
bows. Yes, we, the parents, are simply the bows.

1 5 parents, we were usually trusting and hiberal when our

Decline in US exports
With reference to ‘Trump’s tariff spree’; in
global trade, taxes are a means to reduce
imports from other countries and promote
mdigenous production of goods and services.
Countries grow nch by produang and selling
value-added goods and services. Exports
hold the key to a country’s riches. The Us
has been exporting high-technology goods
and liberally importing low-end consumer
goods for along period. It could not sell high-
tech poods, ike arms and ammunitions, due
to the development of indigenous technolo-
gy in countries like India, Brazil and South
Africa. This led to the US debt touching an
astronomically high figure of $33 trillion in
2022, With production faalities increasing in
Third-World countries, the sale of US-made
products has fallen considerably.

YASH PAL RALHAN, JALANDHAR

Trade wars will affect India
Refer to "Trump's tanff spree’; for now,
India has escaped Trump's tanff abuse, but
for how long? In a pre-emptive move, India
has reduced import duty on top 30 Us
goods, ranging from crude oil to Harley-
Davidson motoreydes. However, the global
tradewar may impact foreign investmentin
India. It wall also affect the rupee's perform-
ance. PMModi's imminent visit to the UsSis
likely to open a bilateral trade window, If
Chinese goods become more expensive as a
result of rising tariffs, Indian exporters may
find new oppoartunities in the US market,
particularly in the fields of textiles, elee-
tronies and automobile parts.

ABHINT ROY, JAMSHEDPUR

Titfor-tat policy for China
With reference to “Two Chinese vessels in
Arabian Sea, India keeps a close wateh';
India needs to do more than just being vigi-
lant. The Chinese domination of various
ports — Gwadar in Pakistan, Chabahar in
Imnand Hambantota in Sn Lanka — posesa
serious threat to India. It gives an edge to
Chinain the Arabian Sea. The answer lies in
strengthening our Andaman & Nicobar
Command and carrying out surveys like Chi-
na in the Malacea Straits, which is eruaal for
Chinese imports. ‘Tit for tat’ is atime-tested

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

military riposte. The need for ereating a mar-
itime theatre command has never been felt
s0 acutely. The Indian Navy should be made
capable of posing a serious threat to the Chi-
nese PLA Nawvy.

LT COL GS BEDI (RETD), MOHALI

The truth must come out
Apropos of ‘Ram bharose at the Kumbh (The
Great Game); the writer stopped short of ask-
ing questions to the double-engine govern-
ment of Narend ra Modi and Yogi Adityanath
for the confusion, chaos and mismanage-
ment that led to the stampede. The actual
death toll has not been revealed till date. Ttis
distressing tosee The Tribune stray from the
path shown by its founder Sardar Dwyal
singh Majithia, Journabists must strivetodig
out the truth, not brush it under the carpet.
PK SHARMA, BARNALA

AAP on the back foot
Apropos of ‘Battleground Delhi’, each party
is trying to paint the other in the darkest
shade. Despite antiincumbency and grave
corruption charges against the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP), the Congress has not been able
to revive its fortunes. The BJP made AAP's
task tougher by creating a controversy wher-
ever it sensed any loophole. Kejriwal's once-
spotless image has been dented by charges
of corruption and extravagance, and a pic-
ture of failure was projected by the BJP AAP
and the BJP are locked in a fierce contest,
with the Congress sitting on the fence. Politi-
cians have turned into bitter enemies instead
of remaining just political adversanes.
RAMESH GUPTA, MARWANA

More funds for the Army
Refer to Defence budget grows, but combat
deficiencies persist’; any country should
have ajudicdous mix of military hard ware of
vintage origin and state-of-the-art technolo-
gy. Modern-day weapons are required to
fight and win a war in the 21st century.
India, an aspiring superpower aiming to
achieve a place among the elite armies of
the world, would be required to modernise
its armed forces. This is not possible with-
out due budgetary support.

VAIBHAV GOYAL, CHANDIGARH

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 2004word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letiers@tibunemall.com
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SOUTH SIDE
NIRUPAMA SUBRAMANIAN

T is unusual for a politi-

cal leader to proclaim

an archaeological dis-

covery, but it 15 hardly

surprising m today's
India. In another time, sig-
nificant findings would be
reported first in reputed aca-
demic journals, published
after extensive peer review.
For mstance, the 1995 exca-
vations of iron artefacts, fur-
naces and other materials
dating to 1300 and 1000 BC in
Uttar Pradesh were first
reported in several Indian
and foreign archaeology
journals, It 15 a tedious
process and may take vears.

But in the rich political
pickings at the intersection of
history and dentity, time is
short between elections and
archasology can no longer be
left to archaeologists.

Recall former Harvana
Chief Minister Manohar Lal
Khattar dnving the excava-
tions in Rakhigarhi, one of
the two biggest Harappan
sites in India, and his govern-
ment’s push to find the myth-
ical Saraswati river

Even Prime DMinister
Narendra Modi's priestly
participation in the inaugu-
ration of the Ram temple at
Avodhya was the culmina-
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tion of decades of BJPs
mvohlvement in the efforts to
prove, including through
archaeology, that the Babri
Masjid was built at the site of
a temple razed by Mupghal
emperor Babar.

Tamil Nadu Chief Minister
MK Stalin was only hewing o
the national trend when, on
‘with immense pride and
unmatched satisfaction” that
he was telling the wordd that

“the Imn Age began on Tamil
goil” Stalin backed  his
announcement with  the

results of two carbon dating
fests and a third Tumines-
cence” test. The tests, carned
out by two reputed Indian
institutes and a lab in the US,
hive established the antiquity
of ron objects excavated from
Mawiladumparai, Kilnamandi,
Sivagalai and Adichanallur to
the third and fourth millennia.

At the moment, the state’s
Archaeology Depart ment has
self-pubhished the findings in
a T3-page monograph. It has
congratulatory endorse-
ments by 10 high-profile
archaeologists, including
Rakesh Tiwarl, former Direc-
tor General of the Archaeo-
logical Survey of India (AST),
who found important UP
Iron Age sites.

If established conclusively
through other independent
assessments, including of
methodologies, the Tamil
Nadu findings would be a
breakthrough development,
one that challenges the neat
categores of pre-history as
we know them. As vet, no
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v

. |
e ! il

REVISITING HISTORY: Based on some recent findings, the Tamil Nadu CM hasclaimed that 'the Iron

Age began on Tamil soil.! PHOTOCOURTESY: ANTIQUITY OF IRON: RECENT RADDMETRIC DATES FROM TAMIL NADU

other known Iron Age site is
dated earlier than 2000 BCE.
The Tamil Nadu sites have
been dated between 2053
BCE and 3345 BCE. The lat-
est findings push the Iron
Age to an antiquity of over
5300 vears and the use of
smelting to about 4,000 vears.

With the establishment of
the antiquity of the "Tamil
landscape’, as Stalin
described 1t, it 15 mevitable
that the DMK will claim brag-
ging rnghts in matters of iden-
tity, pride and politics,

The findings come at the
end of a decade of hyper
active archaeological work
Tamil Nadu, beginning with
the excavations at Keerhadi
in 2014. The period coincided
with the start of Modr's prime-
ministership. when Rakhi-
garmi and the hunt for

With the
establishment ofthe
antiquity of the
"Tamil landscape/it
isinevitable that the
DMK will claim
bragging rightsin
matters ofidentity,
pride and politics.

Saraswati were high on the
agenda of the BJP in its anxa-
ety to link the Vedic age with
the Harappan civilisation to
establish the "Tndic” ongins of
the first Hindus,

The competitive archaeolo-
gy meant that Keerhadi
became embroled right at
the start in the conspiracy
theory that the Centre was
trving to stifle the discovery
of a Dravidian ervilisation”,
especially after the ASI trans-
ferred the official in charge.
The ASI, too, gave life tosuch
theories by sitting on the
Keezhadi report written by
the official. The reasons are
not known, but in Tamil
Nadu, it 15 common knowl-
edge that the report pushes
the start of the Sangam Age
back to 600 BCE instead of
the widely accepted 300 BCE.

Public interest petitions
have been filed in the court
to Fet the ASI to publish the
report. The high court inter-
vened to get the ASI to hand
over the site to the Tamil
Nadu State Archaeology
Department. The state gov-
ernment then conducted
ore excavations 1n
Keerhadi and also set up a
museum at the site.

On the face of it, the Iron
Ape findings hold far more
significance than Keezhadi.
While the implications of
the new findings are still
gsinking in, what it does for
now is toadd grist to the mill
of elaims that the Indus Val-
ley Civilisation had a Dra-
vidian hnk. Tami Nadu
Eduecation Minister
Thangam Thenarasu has
said as much inaninterview
to the Fromtline magazine.

The work of eminent schol-
ars Iravatham Mahadevan
and Asko Parmpola also but-
tresses the daim of such pre-
Arvan links with the theory
that the Indus seript is simi-
lar to proto-Dravidian. To cut
a long story short, # means
Tamil came before Sanskrit,
the Dravidians were here
before or contemporary with
the Hamppans, and certainly
before the Arvans.

Days before the big Iron
Age  announcement, the
Tamil Nadu povernment
held an Indus Valley Confer-
ence in Chennai to mark the
centenary of the discoveryof
Harappa and Mohenjodaro
in 1924. Before a galaxy of
Indian and international

Indus experts, the Chief
Minister announced a $1-
million prize for deaphering
the Indus Valley script.

The Tarmil Nadu govern-
ment has  also  bepun
mstalling alife-sized statue of
Sir John Marshall, the first
director-peneral of the ASL to
mark the Indus Valley centu-
ry. Cleady, Stalin is dead seri-
ous when he savs that"the his-
tory of the subcontinent can
no longer ignore Tamil Nadu.
In fact. it must begin here.”

Prime DMinister Modi,
Governor BN Raw and
Tamil Nadu BJP president
K Annamalai have main-
tained radio silence about
the Iron Age revelations. On
social media, Tamil pride is
trolling perceived political
opponents with accusa-
tions of "northern bias®,
demanding to know why
the nation is finding it so
hard tocome to terms with
Tamil Nadu's antiquity.

It 15 a fair question. Had
such a find been made in a
BJPruled state, it is possible
to imagine the PM and other
ruling party members con-
pratulating themsehves and
India over the findings in
ientical posts on 2

The irony is that from the
Imn Age to the Sangam era,
Tamil pride’s search for a glo-
rious past mirrors Hindutva's
search for plory in antiquity.
Butin both cases. the reasons
for the obsession with the
past are not far to seek. The
challenges of the present are

more complex. especially
when elections loom.

Budget leaves deregulation reforms on the back-burner

SUSHMA RAMACHANDRAN
SENMIOR FIMARMCIAL
JOURMNALIST

HE need to push
urban consump-
tion as well as to
satisfy a large vot-
er oonstituency
geems to have been a major
dnver behind the 2025-26
Budget proposals. The
unprecedented tax exemp-
tions for incomes up to Rs 12
lakh anmually comes as a
bonanza for a middle class
that had been carping for
vears over the exoe ssive rev-
enue burden on s shoul
ders, Yet, the government has
managed to continue stnd-
ing towards fiscal consolida-
tion by brinping the fiscal
deficit target down to 4.4 per
cent from the 4.8 per cent
achieved in FY 2025.

The other areas of revenue
inflow are slated to be a much
larger asset monetisation
programme while the public
sectordisinvestment target 1s
also ambitious despite hav-
ing failed tomeet goals set in
the past few vears.

Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman's eighth set of
budget proposals has much
maore than just the big bang
income tax relief, though it

tendsto overshadow the oth-
er elements. The leap to the
Rs 12-lakh income level is
bound to be controversial,
given the arguments that
taxes should be levied at lev-
els close to a country's per
capita income. Yet, with per-
sonal income tax confined to
a small proportion of the
population — roughly two
per cent —itis unreasonable
to expect this segment to
bear such a large burden.

Though indirect levies are
borne by all citizens, direct
tax collections are denved
either from corporates or
mdividuals, largely m the
middle dass category. In fact,
personal income tax inflows
are lately reported to be
exceeding corporate tax rev-
enues. 30, this year's relief is
an overdue concession.

The presumption 15 this wall
evive urban consumption,
which has been sluggish in
the past year The Economic
sSurvey touched on the ssue
and called upon corporates to
raise wages and compensation
to boost demand. Tellingly, it
commented on the fact that
the ndustries are "swamnuing
in profits” while salaries are
not rising commensurately.

In fact, increasingly, it
seems  private industry is
putting all the onus on the
state for economic develop-
ment. Fbhr instance, industry
associations had  earlier
called for higher puble
spending of up to 25 per cent
in FY 2026, It stands to rea-
san, however, that publiccap-
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DOLES FOR BIHAR: All budgets are political documents and this one is no different. aa

ital expenditure cannot be
moreased ad infinitum. The
Budget proposals envisage a
10 per cent rise in capex over
the revised estimates of
FY 2025, This follows several
years of double-digit increas-
es in public spending.

The state is rightly signal-
ing that it is time for the pri-
vate sector to play its due
role in economic revival.
Economic policymakers
have spoken of the compact
between government, pri
vate industry and workers
that led to Japan's economic
resurgence after the World
War II. A similar compact
may be difficult to evolve
here, but there 1s no harm in
giving it a shot.

Any industry-state coopera-
tion can be facilitated by
improving the ease-of-doing

The Budget hasleft
the task of
deepening
economic reforms
unfinished inthe
critical areas of
deregulation and
ease-ol-doing
business.

business, This Budget has
unveled several measuresto
unclog the re pulatory choles-
tercl in the system. There isa
flaw, however, in the very first
step of setting up a high-lev-
el committee for non-finan-
aal regulations. It has been
given a prolonged deadline of
one yvear A group of deter-
mined experts can surely
finalise recommendations
within three to four months.
Other measures are wel-
come, hike the setting upof a
mechanism  under the
Finanrial Stability and
Development Counal to for-
mulate a framework to
IMPIOVE responsivensss.
The proposal for an Invest-
ment Friendliness Index for
States, however, could be a
competitive scorecard, but
15 not much of an incentive

for reforms. The process of
decriminalising laws 15
also being carried forward
but a more rapid pace of
change 15 needed.

As for specific schemes out-
lined in the proposals, there
are three noteworthy ones.
The first 1s the Prime Minis-
ter Dhan-Dhaanva Krishi
Yojana. It appears to be a
well-desipned model to help
farmers in low productivity
areas by easing credit and
improving irngation facili-
ties, that can be gradually
expanded to support more
farmers. The second 15 the
plan to augment tourism
facilities at 50 locations in
partnership with states. This
sector has enommous poten-
tial for job creation and the
proposals for skill develop-
ment and provision of credit
facilities are laudable.

The third segment which 1s
vital for this country is in the
area of high technology, Thas
ncludes a plan for a Centre of
Excellence in Artificial Intel-
ligence for education as well
as a new Fund of Funds for
gtart-ups, which is being piv-
en an allocation of Rs 10,000
crore. It mu st be recalled that
the earher government con-
tribution of the same amount
for the Fund of Funds led to
commitments of as much as
Rs 91.000 crore in the Alter-
nate Investment Funds.

All budgets are political
documents and this one 1s
no different. The largesse to
the middle elass comes days
before the Delhi elections,

an arena where the segment
plays a big role. Several
schemes announced for
Bihar as well was unmis-
takable. They include the
creation of a makhana
board, new airports and
irrigation projects.

The Budpget has lost an
opportunity, however to
make greater changes in the
area of deregulation. The
reforms in customs duty
slabs are welcome as well as
the cuts onlevies on electron-
i component imports, espe-
clally for mobile phones and
glectne vehicles. But it is
here that much greater over-
hauling 15 needed to reduce
the effective duty rates.

smply put, tariff walls
remain too high at a time
when the external environ-
ment is dictating the need
for preater opening up.
Industry needs to plug into
global supply chains while
export prowth is being
threatened by the prospect of
reciprocal levies by the Us
under an aggressive Donald
Trump. The proposed
meome tax bill should come
as a breath of fresh ai; but a
matching reworking of the
customs duty framework is
also needed.

Finance Minster Nirmala
Sitharaman's eighth Budget
may bring good cheer to the
middle class, but it has left
the task of deepening eco-
nomic reforms unfinished
in the critical areas of dere g-
ulation and ease-of-doing
business.
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Delhi decides

A ‘do-or-die’ for AAP, a prestige battle for the BJP and a fight
for survival for Congress—Delhi heads to the polls today

the 2025 Delhi Assembly elections, with voters heading to the polls today and results

expected on February 8. With 1.56 crore voters across 70 constituencies, the polit-
ical atmosphere in the national capital is charged, reflective of the high stakes involved.
The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), led by Arvind Kejriwal, aims for a third consecutive term
while the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Congress vie to reclaim relevance and
power in the capital. The month-long campaign was intense, marked by fiery rhetoric
and personal jabs. The BJP leaders accused AAP of corruption, branding their gov-
ernance as ‘AAP-da’ (disaster). In return, Kejriwal took aim at the BJP, accusing them
of law and order failures and even alleging that the BJP-led Haryana government “mixed
poison” in the Yamuna, framing it as a ‘genocide’ attempt. The Congress, meanwhile,
targeted both AAP and BJP with accusations of corruption and inefficiency. This elec-
tion, like many others, saw a flurry of promises aimed
at wooing voters with tangible benefits. AAP pledged
monthly payments to temple priests, free bus rides,
and extensive schemes for youth and students. Both
BJP and Congress promised subsidised cooking gas
cylinders and financial support for women and unem-
ployed youth. The BJP additionally promised Rs
21,000 for expecting mothers, while Congress offered
Rs 8,500 per month to unemployed youth.
Security for the elections is tight, with over 30,000
police personnel and 220 paramilitary companies
deployed across the city. Nearly 3,000 polling booths
have been marked as sensitive. While assembly elec-
tions are a state matter, the fact that this election is taking place in Delhi, the nation’s
capital with a cosmopolitan character, gives it national significance. A win for AAP
could solidify Kejriwal’s model of governance and offer a template for other states
and bolster its claim in other states, while a victory for BJP might signal a resurgence
of the party in urban governance, reinforcing Modi’s narrative of efficient governance.
For Congress, a good showing could be the much-needed revival signal after a series
of setbacks. As the voters cast their ballots, the outcome of these elections will not
just shape Delhi’s immediate future but could also influence the national political dis-
course. The Delhi elections, while significant, are not an ideal model for other states
to replicate. The city’s unique status as the national capital, with a mix of local and
national issues influencing voter behaviour, creates an electoral landscape unlike any
other. Additionally, the campaign narratives in Delhi tend to be dominated by high-
pitched rhetoric and personality-driven politics rather than substantive policy debates.
This makes the Delhi election an exception rather than a benchmark, highlighting the
need for states to focus on governance models that prioritise long-term development
over short-term electoral gains.

| n a battle of promises, power and prestige, Delhi votes today. The stage is set for
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Labou.rers plant paddy saplings in a field, in Nadia PTI

Imbuing warrior ethos

through strength

ASHOK K MEHTA

In Narendra Modi’s cabinet, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh enjoys the optics
of seniority, but not necessarily the authority that should come with it

n Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s cabinet, Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh is
de jure numero uno. He sits
next to him at meetings and
in Parliament and like most
another minister, regularly
invokes Modis greatness and
vision. The optics of seniority are
excellent. So is his pedigree. He
is a Thakur, dyed-in-the-wool
Sanghi and twice President of BJP.
His political graph starts as
Education Minister to UP, CM
Kalyan Singh. As Education
Minister in 1992, his signal
achievement was ending a region-
al malaise - copying in exams,
sometimes with a knife dug into
the desk.
Like infiltrators across LoC, invig-
ilators feared to cross the red line.
He had an ordinance passed
making copying a non-bailable
offence - the onus of proving
oneself innocent was on the
accused. Fourteen and 15-year-
olds were sent to jail on charges
of copying. The pass percentage
in the UP high school board
examination for Class X in 1991
was 58.03. In 1992, after the anti-
copying law was put in place, it
slipped to 14.7. He lost the 1993
assembly elections.
A great believer in astrology
Singh was ambitious and usual-
ly took his cue from RSS leader-
ship. He rose to become chief
minister of UP, the second
Thakur to do so. As president of
BJP, he was asked to inform
seven times MP, former Finance,
Defence and Foreign Minister
Jaswant Singh that he was no
longer a member of the BJP
(expelled). Jaswant had written
the offending book - Jinnah -
India Partition and
Independence.
Following a stint as Home
Minister, he became defence
minister after Modi had shuffled
around Arun Jaitley, Nirmala
Sitharaman and Manohar
Parrikar as defence minister.
Last month at the Republic Day
NCC rally he revealed he was in
NCC and a physics teacher. His
fondness for Dabang - strength
and power - is well known but his
association with the redoubtable
Raja Bhaiyya of Kunda, famous
for rearing crocodiles in his pond
— is less known.
In the Westminster Parliamentary
system cabinet ministers are
selected by the PM and have to

be elected either directly or
indirectly. But they are not
grilled for confirmation as
ministers by select committees
as in the US presidential sys-
tem.

Otherwise, few would clear the
viva, especially for the Defence
Minister. Last week former Fox
News commentator, Pete
Hegseth former Army
National Guard who was
President Trump’s most
endangered cabinet choice
went through hell before the
Senate Armed Services
Committee for his confirma-
tion. Poor Pete! he was facing
multiple allegations of abuse
including sex and alcohol.
He pledged to never drink
alcohol if confirmed.
Professionally he was well pre-
pared, answering accurate
questions on military equip-
ment like the size of a 9mm
bullet and the number of
rounds in a carbine magazine.
He told his examiners he
would restore ‘warrior ethos’ in
the armed  services.
Americans have much to
worry about as the Chinese are
catching up in technology,
military and economic
prowess. Singh has no similar
worries. India has abandoned
any catch-up with China, its
main enemy. It hopes to make
up the deterrent and capabil-
ity gap through diplomacy as
was evident from the meagre
defence allocations (1.9 per
cent of GDP) in last week’s
budget.

After inflation and foreign
exchange fluctuations, mod-
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THE ARMED
FORCES ARE
EXPECTED

TO EMPLOY
FORCE
MULTIPLIERS
LIKE INVOKING
CHANAKYA,
IMBIBING
ANCIENT MILITARY
CRAFT AND
BECOMING
CONTEMPORARY
THROUGH

THE FUSION

OF PAST,
PRESENT

AND FUTURE

ernisation funds have
decreased. In a tweet, Singh
described the budget as ‘won-
derful’ and congratulated
Sitharaman for fulfilling the
resolve of PM Modi for Viksit
Bharat. No defence minister,
service chief or CDS has ever
put his job on the line, asking
for additional funds. Recently
a French CDS did so. He had
to resign when the Euro 1bn
extra that he demanded was
not provided. Later, President
Macron reinstated him along
with Euro 1bn.

For the last few years,
Sitharaman has ceased men-
tioning defence allocation in
budget presentations. The
armed forces are expected to
employ force multipliers like
invoking Chanakya, imbibing
ancient military craft and
becoming contemporary
through the fusion of past, pre-
sent and future, as reflected by
the new painting on this theme
that replaced the once-in-
1000-year surrender ceremo-
ny painting in the Army
Chief’s annexe. For all his
virtues - injecting Hindutva in
a hitherto secular armed force,
venerating weapons with reli-
gious symbols and motivating
triservice warriors by pledging
mooh tod jawab, Singh has
ceded his area of responsibil-
ity to PMO and NSA. Former
Defence Minister AK Antony
in contrast was the Rock of
Gibraltar, never letting the
NSA or even the PM bypass
him.

So little reform got done.
Singh is an affable team play-
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er guided occasionally by a
Defence Advisor, a retired Lt
General. Recently at a function
of the Directorate of Civilian
Personnel of Naval Head
Quarters, he eulogised the
‘civilian in armed forces: “you
are civilian before you join ser-
vice; in some ways, youre
civilian even while you serve;
and civilian even after you
have retired. Your families are
also civilians”. No mention of
veterans! I envy Singh for his
immaculately starched white
kurta and flowing dhoti which
reminds me of my era of
razor-sharp starched olive
greens.
Last month, Singh went to
Madhya Pradesh accompa-
nied by Army Chief Gen
Dwivedi. At Ujjain they prayed
at the Maha Kaal temple,
Dwivedi kitted like Singh.
Later Singh visited military
institutions in Mhow. At the
Army War College, he began
reading his speech: “COAS,
Gen Umeshji Dwivedi;
Commandant Armed
....pause....kaun sa hai...?”
someone prompted “War”.
Pause...someone repeated
“War”. “Yeah. War College, Lt
Gen JS Shahi...” Singh might
infuse warrior ethos in the
armed forces but as an aspir-
ing politician, will remain the
bridesmaid, never the bride.
(The writer, a retired Major
General, was Commander,
IPKF South, Sri Lanka, and
founder member of the
Defence Planning Staff, cur-
rently the Integrated Defence
Staff. The views are personal)

The digital age and the decline .

of meaningful connections

In a time when relationships are often reduced to fleeting digital interactions, staying
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ASHA IYER KUMAR

connected through phone calls filled with warmth and laughter shows genuine care

here is a remarkable
Ttrait I have observed in

my 92-year-old moth-
er-in-law, a habit that sets her
apart in an age where relation-
ships are often reduced to
fleeting digital exchanges. She
remembers former col-
leagues, distant relatives,
neighbours who once lived
next door. And more than just
remembering them, she stays
in touch.
At an age when many resign
themselves to solitude, she
picks up the phone and calls
people from decades ago.
Not just text messages, voice
notes, or hurried “Hope
youre well” followed by
silence. She calls, she convers-
es, she cares. It is a simple act,
yet in today’s world, it feels
almost extraordinary.
Her phone conversations are
not perfunctory check-ins;
they are rich tapestries of
shared history, laughter, and
updates on each other’s lives.
And the warmth with which
she is received at the other
end of the line is a testament
to the bonds she has nurtured
over the years. She is remem-
bered because she remem-
bers. She is loved because she
has loved.
It makes me wonder: What

il

are we losing in this hyper-
connected yet increasingly
impersonal world?
Relationships today are often
sustained by a string of for-
warded messages, imperson-
al likes on social media, and
hastily typed responses to
keep up appearances. In the
race for efficiency, we have
sacrificed depth.

Consider this: How many
times have we opted to send
a WhatsApp message instead
of calling, simply because it’s
quicker? How often do we
reply with an emoji rather
than words that could convey
something deeper? I suspect
relationships have become
more superficial, and perhaps
we are to blame. It is easier to
type a quick “Happy birth-
day!” than to call and hear the
person’s voice. It is more con-
venient to react to a post than
to ask, “How have you really
been?”

And yet, watching my moth-
er-in-law, I realise that rela-
tionships, like wealth, require
investment. The bonds we
forge and sustain over time
are the greatest savings we
make in life. They are the
human equivalent of a well-
kept treasure-present when
we need warmth, support,
and belonging.

One of the reasons we don't
stay in touch is because we
assume people are busy. They
probably don’t have time to
talk. Or worse, we convince
ourselves that if they really
cared, they would call us too.
And so, we let months slip
into years, waiting for the
other person to make the first
move.

But my mother-in-law does-
n't wait. She doesn't hesitate to
pick up the phone, regardless
of how long it has been. And
what’s more, people respond
to her with the same warmth
and eagerness. It reminds me
that relationships are not
about keeping score; they are
about keeping the connection
alive.

A strong social network isn't
just about having company
for celebrations; it is also
about having shoulders to
lean on in times of need. It is

about knowing that when
life throws its uncertainties at
us, there will be familiar voic-
es to comfort us, guide us, and
remind us that we are not
alone. And yet, many people
find themselves growing lone-
lier with age, not because they
lack family or friends, but
because they did not nurture
those bonds.
What would it take for us to
revive the lost art of staying in
touch? It doesn't take grand
gestures. It doesn’t require
hours of free time.
Sometimes, all it takes is a
simple phone call. A heartfelt
message. A conversation that
goes beyond the surface.
So heres a small invitation:
Think of someone you haven't
spoken to in a while-perhaps
an old schoolmate, a former
colleague, or a distant cousin.
Instead of sending a message,
call them. Ask about their life.
Listen to their stories. Share
something about yours. It
may feel unfamiliar at first,
but you may be surprised at
how quickly the warmth
returns.
(The author is a Dubai-
based columnist and chil-
dren’s writing coach. She has
published six books. Views
are personal)

CANCER CASES RISING RAPIDLY
Madam — Cancer is a major health issue
in Southeast Asia with high rates of inci-
dence and mortality. WHO has reported
that more than 2.3 million people are diag-
nised with cancer each year. It is estimat-
ed that by 2050 there will be an 85 per-
cent increase in the number of new can-
cer cases and deaths in the WHO’s South
East Asia region. It is unfortunate. Among
the new cases, breast, cervix, and lung can-
cer were the most frequently reported.
Economic transitions, lifestyle changes,
and rising obesity prevalence are increas-
ing cancer risk in this region with exist-
ing risk factors such as tobacco and
indoor-outdoor pollution.
Although cancer is a life-threatening dis-
ease, it can be prevented and treated if
detected early. Screening programmes
such as breast self-examination and mam-
mography substantially increase breast
cancer survival. Options such as breast-
conserving surgery and breast reconstruc-
tion surgery should be more available in
the SEA region. Cervical cancer is the sec-
ond most frequent cancer in the SEA
region, caused by high-risk human papil-
lomavirus (HPV), and can be prevented
by vaccination. Tobacco is another major
cause of cancer and preventable deaths
worldwide.
More actions are to be taken as tobacco
and smoking are still the cause of many
deaths in the region. Equal attention
should be paid to less prevalent types of
cancer. Governments need to include can-
cer treatment in national insurance as done
in countries like Indonesia, not restricted
to surgeries but allowing lifelong treat-
ment. There is an urgent need for contin-
ued efforts from clinicians, researchers,
and policymakers to collaborate and find
the most effective strategies to serve can-
cer patients in the best way possible.

P Victor Selvaraj | Tirunelveli

PROMOTE RENEWABLE ENERGY

Madam— India’s need and its policy relat-
ed to power are yet to come close to each
other. The allocation of Rs 20,000 crore is

Retired judges to hoost efficiency

~
The reappointment of retired judges

offers several advantages. Their vast

experience and familiarity with
legal procedures can enhance efficiency,
especially in handling complex matters.
Time-bound assignments ensure focus on
specific case clusters, improving dispos-
al rates without overburdening the reg-
ular bench. Additionally, this reduces the
dependency on fresh judicial appoint-

amere token of its gesture, and it falls too
short of the fund it requires to generate 100
GW of power. In fact, this is the same case
with other segments of renewable energy
also. It needs a lot of political will to do
away with the fossil fuels, as the invest-
ments and commercial interest of the pri-
vate players are huge.
It needs a lot of social commitment
towards the future generations to clear the
climate challenges and pass on a safe earth
to live in. All over the world, the power
of profit is predominating over the safe-
ty of the people to live on this secured
earth. Recurrent costs in nuclear energy
are less, and it makes it the most econom-
ical one. But the amount of safety measures
to be taken up discourages many countries
from thinking of this segment. More than
fear of falling lives, the fear of falling prof-
its to the private players in the field seems
to be dragging the government from going
ahead at a speed it requires. There is a dire
need to extend substantial subsidies and
promote renewable energies, including
nuclear ones.

A G Rajmohan | Anantapur

ments, which often face administrative
delays. However, concerns remain regard-
ing the potential impact on judicial
independence, as government approval
could raise questions about executive
interference. Transparency in the selec-
tion process, clear tenure guidelines and
defined performance metrics are essen-
tial to mitigate these risks. Moreover, the
absence of a concrete framework for
lower courts highlights a critical gap.
Given that the bulk of pending cases lie
at the subordinate level, swift policy for-
mulation for these courts is imperative.
This initiative reflects the judiciary’s
proactive stance in judicial reforms,
recognising that traditional measures are
inadequate for the scale of India’s legal
backlog.

Gopalaswamy J | Chennai

EGGS ESSENTIAL FOR NUTRITION
Madam —According to the data, around
35-40 per cent of children in rural areas
in Maharashtra are underweight, and the
highest rate of malnutrition is found in
North Maharashtra. Lack of access to
nutritious food is one of the major factors
behind malnutrition. With this backdrop,
it is surprising to learn why the state gov-
ernment dropped eggs from the mid-day
meals. Egg is a major source of protein and
its substitute, pulses, are costlier than eggs,
so eggs should remain a core part of mid-
day meals, and if any student does not
want to eat it, he can skip it.
Earlier states like Madhya Pradesh and
Goa also made such decisions, while it
should be noted that a few states in
Southern India have added the number of
eggs given to children to ensure protein
requirements are met. Such drastic deci-
sions could prove detrimental to the
families living below the poverty line.
Bal Govind | Noida
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A DARK CLOUD BEFORE
THE GOLDEN DAWN

Are we past the point of no return, or is
there still hope for a new dawn?

RAJYOGI BRAHMKUMAR NIKUNJ JI

one of us would deny the fact that the whole world is in chaos
Ntoday. The human race is in more pain and suffering than ever

before. The root cause of this is, because three key powers i.e.,
religion, politics and science that run the world have miserably failed to
function by their essential characteristics to look after the wellbeing of
people at large. These powers have deviated from their normal course,
lost their essential traits and degraded to the lowest level, which is quite
visible from the sorry state of affairs across the world.
The power of religion which was meant to show human beings the right-
eous path which is necessary to maintain social harmony has today
become a perpetrator of conflict. It's evident from the facts that religion
has failed to uphold moral values in society which can be seen in the
form of ever-increasing molestation and sexual assault cases at homes,
workplaces, public places and even at schools and colleges that are con-
sidered temples of learning.
The historic Nirbhaya case is still very fresh in the minds of people who
were shattered to see the height of barbarism to which a human can
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go. Today the power of politics is also in a state of crisis. No govern-
ment anywhere in the world can claim that they are free from corrup-
tion. Laws that are made for the benefit of the common public are turn-
ing out to be mere eyewash. People in power go scot-free despite break-
ing several laws, whereas a common man keeps paying penalties on
various occasions for not abiding by the law.

On one side governments talk of clean fuels & make pollution checks
mandatory, and on the other side, they continue to add a greater num-
ber of vehicles to roads each year to please the automotive sector. So,
instead of reducing vehicular traffic by introducing greater modes of pub-
lic transport, the government is making more and more cars accessi-
ble to the public at cheap rates. Is this right? Science, the third key power
that runs the world, emerged as a result of man’s search for a better
life. It harnessed natural resources to channel them into means useful
for human consumption. However, today the scenario is such that the
energy tapped from nature has gone out of human control.

The use of science in violating the laws of nature has become the root
cause of environmental imbalance leading to a rise in natural calamities
which is evident by the recent report by the UN Panel on Climate Change
making it crystal clear that large-scale global warming has triggered the
melting of polar ice caps which is the biggest danger facing humankind.
Modern scientific advancement that was meant to help humans live a
better life has led to a proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, endan-
gering global peace and harmony. So, in short, we can say that three
powers governing the world have gone haywire & they are steering us
to mass destruction. But, what's more surprising is that despite ample
knowledge of this phenomenon, nobody seems inclined to save the sit-
uation. Hence it won’t be exaggerating to say that we have surely come
to the point of no return, because with scarcity of non-renewable nat-
ural resources, spread of diseases, population explosion, social chaos
and nuclear threat accompanied by natural disasters, the world scenario
looks utterly scary. Under such darkness, the common man is bound
to look UP to seek Almighty Supreme’s help as the last resort to safe-
ty. Just imagine, when the world reaches its highest peak of unrest, it
will be a sight that only a few of us would be able to bear because the
kind of destruction that the world has prepared for is bound to shake
the conscience of the most stone-hearted and guilty. Perhaps this impend-
ing destruction and clearing of human conscience is like a silver lining
in the dark cloud which is perhaps the only way to the golden morning
that we human souls have been endlessly waiting for. Remember !! Many
hidden truths are often unobserved, not invisible.

(Writer is a spiritual educator & popular columnist; views are personal)
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A fierce three-way battle

for the capital’s throne

With a closely contested fight and shifting voter sentiments, the Delhi
election results could send ripples across the national political landscape

hilly Delhi, though, the
blitzkrieg of a high-octane
election campaign, not bor-
dering on the sort of “AAP-
da” while going at hammer
and tongs of Tu-Tu-Mai-Mai storm
during a prime-time TV news show, for
claiming Delhi Ki Kursi, has heated the
political cauldron. A strong 1.55 crore
voters of Delhi are basking in the sun-
shine of campaign songs for the Delhi
Assembly Elections 2025: “Bahane
Nahi Badlav Chahiye...” rendered by
BJP against the AAP’s Bhojpuri-laced
tagline “Babua Phir Se CM Hoyihe...
Delhi Ke Badal Dihe Surat, Suhawan,
Khubsurat Ho, A Rajaji..” From all per-
spectives, who will win the ballot bat-
tle?
Will AAP score a hat-trick? Or will the
resurgent Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
relying on Prime Minister Narendra
Modi as its face, hit Mauka (anti-
incumbency) Pe Chauka? Or will the
Grand Old Party deliver the googly of
“Har Jarurat Hogi Puri, Dilli Mein
Congress Hai Jaruri,” an effort to
regain its lost electoral ground in the
triangular contest? The fate of Delhi
will be sealed on February 5 when peo-
ple exercise their franchise. And the D-
day, February 8, when the results will
be announced, will blow the conch of
the new beginning of the 70-member
eighth Vidhan Sabha.
The Phalodi Satta Bazar, which earli-
er showed AAP crossing the majority
mark of 36, has revised its estimates.

The Arvind Kejriwal-led AAP—whose :
mainstay of incorruptibility is being !
challenged by the Congress and BJP, :
which have levelled allegations against :
its top brass leaders—could clock a sig- !
nificantly reduced tally this time :

around.

According to the latest revised esti- :
mates, the BJP—which looks bullish :
after its recent victories in Maharashtra :
and Haryana—may bag around 31 :
seats, a good 5 seats short of the :
majority mark. A projection of a wafer- :
thin margin of victory between the :
AAP-BJP fierce slugfest has made :
party workers and strategists somer- :
sault to pump up their tally amidst the :
Delhi election campaign hitting its last

leg.

and welfare schemes appear to be

tearing apart the atmosphere of the :
city-state. The Delhi Assembly
Elections 2025 appear to be a big free- :
bie face-off. Mahila Samman Yojana, :
Sanjeevani Yojana, Sankal Patra, :

Ayushman Bharat Scheme, Yuva Udaan
Yojana, Pyari Didi Yojana, et al—inno-

cent voters find themselves in an Alice- :

in-Wonderland.
BJP Resurgence

Winning the Delhi assembly poll has :
become an Achilles’ heel for the PM :
Modi-led BJP while the saffron jugger- :
naut swept Delhi’s seven seats in the :
Lok Sabha Elections in 2014, 2019 and
2024. Having last won the Delhi elec- :
tion in 1993, the BJP wants to turn the :
tide this time by dismantling the :
proverbial equation of Modi for PM
and Kejriwal for CM. Riding on the :
cusp of being the only party among the :
three in 2020 to have recorded an
increased vote share, the BJP is leaving :
no stone unturned to repeat this :
achievement in 2025 as well. For the :
BJP, the road to victory runs through :
North and Northwest Delhi. In the

To woo voters, manifestos, guarantees, :

HAVING LAST

i Wazirpur constituency, Prime
i Minister Narendra Modi handed
i over keys to more than 1,650 flats
¢ to slum residents, creating a sig-
i nificant connection with local
¢ voters. Key areas like Chandni
i Chowk, Northwest Delhi, and
i Northeast Delhi have become
i pivotal grounds for the BJP’s
¢ potential resurgence.

i The BJP should prioritize the 38
¢ constituencies where it secured

over 40% of the vote share in
2020. Out of these, the party nar-
rowly lost 17 seats to AAP by less
than five percentage points but
managed to win eight. These
represent easier opportunities to
gain ground. For the remaining
21 seats, the BJP will aim to cap-
italize on anti-incumbency sen-
timents against AAP to sway

AAP of 2025, which might dom-
inate the elections as the C-
Voter survey suggests, looks dif-
ferent from its 2020 avatar. The
Lok Sabha Elections 2024 speaks
volumes that APP, despite an
alliance with Congress, drew
nought in all seven parliamentary

WON THE DELH!
ELECTION IN
1993, THE BJP:
- WANTS TO TURN
THE TIDE THlS voters in its favour.
T”VIE BY AAP Strategy
- DISMANTLING
- THE PROVERBIAL
EQUATION OF
MODI FOR PM
AND KEJRIWAL

FOR CM

seats of Delhi. Kejriwal's AAP
looks lacking in sympathy as
experts opine. Besieged with cor-
ruption charges and stern anti-

i incumbency, AAP has meticu-
i lously evolved strategies to launch
i popular welfare schemes to out-
i weigh the allegations.

i The party leaders are burning the
¢ midnight oil to retain floating
i voters who keep changing alle-
i giance during the Lok Sabha
i polls and assembly elections.
i Kejriwal’s poll manoeuvre is try-
¢ ing hard to win the hearts of Dalit
~and Muslim voters. AAP has
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viscerally attracted voters from
the Purvanchal community—a
key demographic in Delhi hailing
from Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and
Jharkhand that account for
around 40 per cent of the elec-
torate and holds a significant
sway on 27 seats—by connecting
the community on the ground
level as the party, according to
media grapevine, has held around
600 meetings in this context.
Congress Revival

With nothing to lose, Congress,
which went from dominating
Delhi’s electoral landscape from
1998 to 2013 to not having a sin-
gle MLA since, has entered the
poll fray late yet remains deter-
mined to lock horns with AAP
and dislodge the Kejriwal-led
establishment from power, aveng-
ing the campaign that cost the
UPA government heavily over a
decade ago. The results of the
2022 Delhi Municipal polls, in
which Congress won five wards
in the Northeast district areas
that were hit by the riots, buttress
the perception that the minority
community is disillusioned with
AAP.

This electoral scenario could
reinforce the poll fortune of the
BJP, especially the vote bank of
Muslims—21.6 lakh in the
national capital—who have
Congress in their heart and AAP
in mind.

The Muslim voters could play a
key role in six assembly seats:
Babarpur (35 per cent), Okhla (43
per cent), Seelampur (50 per
cent), Matia Mahal (48 per cent),
Mustafabad (36 per cent), and
Ballimaran (38 per cent). In that
sense, if Muslims—accounting
for 12.86 per cent of Delhi’s pop-

ulation—are divided between
Congress and AAP, BJP will have
the upper hand.The Delhi
Elections 2025 is deemed the
cynosure of all states’ eyes.
The domino effect of its results,
which will be declared on
February 8, could rattle the poll
pitch in Bihar, West Bengal,
Assam, Tamil Nadu, Puducherry,
and Kerala, where assembly polls
are slated to take place in 2025-
26. If BJP wins, it will boost the
image of the National Democratic
Alliance, positioning BJP on top
to record a hat-trick after win-
ning Maharashtra and Haryana.
On the other side, the victory of
AAP will zoom out the political
credibility of Arvind Kejriwal as
a principal challenger to PM
Modi. Also, if it loses the poll bat-
tle, the ramifications of which will
give a jolt to Punjab, where AAP
is in power. Trying to make the
high-decibel contest triangular,
Congress has put a concentrated
campaign in the boroughs dom-
inated by Dalits and minorities.
If the grand old party succeeds in
regaining the space it had in
2013—after being relegated to the
third position behind BJP and
AAP, bagging only eight seats—
Congress will muster the courage
to reach the position it held in
2008 when it secured 43 seats
with around 40 per cent of the
votes. So far in the campaign,
there is no Kejriwal wave, nor is
BJP having tailwinds. In the BJP
vs AAP battle, only February 8
will decide who will get the reins
of the Delhi Sultanate.
(The writer is a senior journalist
and currently working with PRP
Group as Content Head; views
are personal)

Budget 2025: Bold reforms and innovations to put startups on growth trajectory

Key measures, including an expanded Credit Guarantee Scheme, higher Mudra loan limits, position India as a powerhouse for entrepreneurship and self-reliance

he Union Budget 2025
I has laid a strong founda-
tion for a transformative
leap in Indias startup and
MSME ecosystem. At a time
when entrepreneurship is fuel-
ing economic growth and job
creation, the government has
introduced a series of strategic
measures aimed at fostering
financial inclusion, innova-
tion, and global competitive-
ness.
A key highlight of this budget
is the enhanced access to cap-
ital. The expansion of the
Credit Guarantee Scheme will
enable MSMEs and startups to
secure funding without collat-
eral, addressing a significant
challenge for emerging busi-
nesses. Additionally, the sub-
stantial increase in the Mudra
loan limit will allow early-stage
entrepreneurs to scale their

. POOJA SINGH

ventures without financial con-
straints. Simplified tax struc-
tures, reduced corporate tax
rates, and streamlined GST
compliance will further ease
cash flow issues, enabling busi-
nesses to reinvest in
growth.Beyond financial
incentives, the budget
embraces a futuristic vision by

integrating infrastructure
development with digital
transformation. The alloca-
tion for plug-and-play indus-
trial parks and logistics hubs
will provide businesses with
ready-to-use infrastructure,
significantly reducing setup
costs and expediting time-to-
market.

The establishment of e-com-
merce export hubs will open
new global opportunities, par-
ticularly benefiting sectors
such as manufacturing,
agritech, and handicrafts.
Furthermore, a renewed focus
on Al-driven automation and
deep-tech innovation ensures
that Indian startups remain
competitive on a global scale.
A crucial aspect of this budget
is its emphasis on regulatory
simplification and skill devel-
opment. By easing compliance

norms, streamlining FDI reg-
ulations, and encouraging pri-
vate sector collaboration in
skilling initiatives, the govern-
ment is fostering an environ-
ment where startups can con-
centrate on scaling rather than
navigating bureaucratic com-
plexities. These measures posi-
tion India as a dynamic start-
up hub, reinforcing the vision
of Atmanirbhar Bharat.

Ankit Kumar, CEO of Skye
Air, lauded the government’s
initiatives, stating, “The Union
Budget 2025 strengthens
Indias startup and MSME
ecosystem with a Rs 10,000
crore fund, ensuring better
access to capital and innova-
tion support. Simplified tax
structures and compliance
reforms will further ease oper-
ations, fostering growth and
scalability. By integrating dig-

ital infrastructure with finan-
cial incentives, the budget
paves the way for startups
and MSME:s to expand, inno-
vate, and compete globally”
The budget also provides a sig-
nificant boost to innovation
and research.

The extension of the period of
incorporation for startups by
five years is expected to

encourage entrepreneurship.
Additionally, the allocation of
Rs 20,000 crore to support pri-
vate-sector-driven research
and infrastructure expansion
at IITs will create a fertile
ground for technological
advancements.

The introduction of the Credit
Guarantee Startup Scheme
(CGSS) and the Customised
Credit Card for Micro
Enterprises (ME-Card) will
improve access to credit for
startups and MSMEs, fueling
growth and development.
Ashish Gupta, CEO of
Fretbox, remarked, “The
Mutual Credit Guarantee
Scheme for MSMEs (MCGS-
MSME) will facilitate collater-
al-free loans, giving a major
boost to the manufacturing
sector. These initiatives will
empower the next generation

of entrepreneurs, researchers,
and innovators, and we look
forward to seeing the tangible
results of these efforts”

By enhancing geospatial data
capabilities, this initiative will
equip businesses with better
insights for logistics, infra-
structure, and resource man-
agement. Saurabh Rai, CEO of
Arahas Technologies, high-
lighted its impact: “Leveraging
Al and advanced computing,
startups can drive innovation
in sectors like agritech, smart
mobility, and climate tech.
The mission’s open data-shar-
ing framework will reduce
dependency on foreign
sources, fostering self-reliance
and accelerating growth”
The budget also prioritizes
boosting exports and manu-
facturing. Dr. Mahesh Gupta,
CMD of Kent RO, praised the

initiatives, saying, “By facilitat-
ing easy access to export cred-
it, cross-border factoring sup-
port, and tackling non-tariff
measures, the government is
addressing critical pain points
for exporters.
The customized credit cards
for MSMEs, fund of funds for
startups, and expanded fund-
of-funds will undoubtedly
improve capital access and
stimulate growth. Enhancing
investment and turnover lim-
its for MSMEs will also provide
amuch-needed boost to their
operational efficiency”
Overall, the Union Budget
2025 signals a bold commit-
ment to making India a glob-
al leader in entrepreneurship,
technology, and innovation.
(The author is seniro techni-
cal writer at Ksolves, views
are personal)



