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There is a symbolism to the location of the meeting between US President Donald Trump and his
Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, that speaks to the broader picture three-and-a-half years
after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Alaska, once part of Russia, was sold to the US in the 19th
century and is an important piece in the countries’ shared history. Geographically, it is the closest
point between Russia and America. But the venue also frames an absence: Ukraine’s President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy will not be present at the meeting, nor will any of the US’s European allies,
who view Putin’s alleged expansionism as a direct threat. A statement by Italy, France, Germany,
Poland and the European Commission welcomed the meeting, while insisting that “the path to
peace in Ukraine cannot be decided without Ukraine”. While Trump has said that “some swapping
of territories to the betterment of both [Russia and Ukraine]” may be necessary to resolve the
conflict, Zelenskyy has insisted that “Ukraine will not gift their land to the occupier”.

For Moscow — unlike its past adventures in Georgia and Crimea — Ukraine has turned out to be
a protracted conflict with severe economic, political and manpower costs. Rather than fortifying
Russia’s standing on the global stage, the conflict has made it more dependent on China. Its actions
have also united much of Europe and led to an expansion of NATO, diminishing rather than
enhancing Russia’s security. Ukraine has received considerable monetary and strategic support
from the West — but the war is taking its toll. The change of guard in Washington has also made
the US’s support more conditional and uncertain. In fact, the drive from the Trump administration
to end the conflict has as much to do with domestic politics as it does with America’s strategic
interests. Throughout his election campaign last year, Trump insisted that the conflict was
avoidable and that he would end the war and ensure a “deal” between the two countries as
president. The continuing conflict hurts Trump with the MAGA base, and his growing frustration
with Putin has been evident in his social media posts, including those that threatened sanctions.

The repercussions of the Ukraine conflict have been felt beyond Europe. Supply chains of
essentials, including food and fuel, were disrupted. New Delhi has consistently been a voice for
peace through dialogue in the region and has welcomed the Alaska meeting. This moral stand is
also practical: India faces an additional 25 per cent tariff from the US, ostensibly because it
purchases Russian oil. However, given the hard stands taken by Moscow and Kyiv, and the absence
of Ukraine and Europe in Alaska, it is important to temper the expectations of Friday’s meeting.
That said, a concrete proposal for a ceasefire and a well-laid-out roadmap to peace could move
the needle significantly.

IN D.C. CRACKDOWN, TRUMP ECHOES DECADES-OLD RACIST CRIME NARRATIVES

U.S. President Donald Trump has taken control of the District of Columbia’s law enforcement and
ordered National Guard troops to deploy onto the streets of the nation’s capital, arguing the
extraordinary moves are in response to an urgent public safety crisis.

Even as district officials questioned the claims underlying his emergency declaration, the
Republican President promised a “historic action to rescue our nation’s capital from crime,
bloodshed, bedlam and squalor and worse.” His rhetoric echoed that used by conservative
politicians going back decades who have denounced American cities, especially those with
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majority non-white populations or led by progressive politicians, as lawless or crime-ridden and
in need of outside intervention.

As District of Columbia National Guard troops arrived at their headquarters on Tuesday, for many
residents, the prospect of federal troops surging into the district’s neighbourhoods represented
an alarming violation of local agency. To some, it echoes uncomfortable historical chapters when
politicians used language to paint historically or predominantly Black cities and neighbourhoods
with racist narratives to shape public opinion and justify aggressive police action.

Protect federal assets

April Goggans, a longtime Washington resident and grassroots organiser, said she was not
surprised by Mr. Trump’s actions. Communities had been preparing for a potential federal
crackdown in the district since the summer of 2020, when Mr. Trump deployed National Guard
troops during racial justice protests after the murder of George Floyd. “We have to be vigilant,”
said Ms. Goggans, who has coordinated protests and local civil liberties educational campaigns for
nearly a decade. She worries about what a surge in law enforcement could mean for residents’
freedoms.

According to White House officials, National Guard troops will be deployed to protect federal
assets in the district and facilitate a safe environment for law enforcement to make arrests. The
administration believes the highly visible presence of law enforcement will deter violent crime.

“The President foreshadowed that if these heavy-handed tactics take root here, they will be rolled
out to other majority-Black and Brown cities, like Chicago, Oakland and Baltimore, across the
country,” said Monica Hopkins, executive director of the American Civil Liberties Union’s D.C.
chapter. “We’ve seen before how federal control of the D.C. National Guard and police can lead to
abuse, intimidation and civil rights violations,” Ms. Hopkins said.

Southern Strategy

Conservative lawmakers have for generations used denigrating language to describe the condition
of major American cities and called for greater law enforcement, often in response to changing
demographics in those cities driven by nonwhite populations relocating in search of work or
safety from racial discrimination and state violence.

President Richard Nixon won the White House in 1968 after campaigning on a “law and order”
agenda to appeal to white voters in northern cities alongside overtures to white Southerners as
part of his “Southern Strategy.” Ronald Reagan similarly won both his presidential elections after
campaigning heavily on law and order politics. Politicians ranging from former New York Mayor
Rudy Giuliani to former President Bill Clinton have cited the need to tamp down crime as a reason
to seize power from cities like Washington for decades.

District of Columbia Mayor Muriel Bowser called Mr. Trump’s takeover of the local police force
“unsettling” but not without precedent. The mayor kept a mostly measured tone during a Monday
news conference following Mr. Trump’s announcement but decried the President’s reasoning as a
“so-called emergency” and said the district’s residents “know that access to our democracy is
tenuous.”
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CHINA’S STAND AGAINST E3 SANCTIONS: DIPLOMACY OVER COERCION

China’s firm opposition to the E3 nations’—Britain, France, and Germany—threat to reimpose UN
sanctions on Iran over its nuclear program, voiced on August 15, 2025, underscores Beijing’s
commitment to diplomacy in a tense geopolitical landscape. The E3’s August 13 letter to the UN,
warning of triggering the “snapback” mechanism by October unless Iran resumes talks, has met
with China’s rebuke, with Foreign Ministry spokesperson Lin Jian arguing that sanctions erode
trust and hinder negotiations, per Al Mayadeen. This clash reveals deeper fault lines in global
nuclear diplomacy.

The E3’s move targets Iran’s alleged breaches of the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), which eased sanctions for nuclear curbs but unravelled after the U.S. withdrawal in 2018.
Iran, backed by China and Russia, accuses the E3 of failing their own obligations, with Foreign
Minister Abbas Araghchi calling sanctions threats baseless, per Vanguard News. China’s stance,
rooted in its role as a JCPOA signatory, emphasizes dialogue to revive talks, aligning with Iran’s
efforts to block snapback through coordination with Beijing and Moscow.

This standoff highlights China’s growing diplomatic clout. By opposing sanctions, Beijing positions
itself as a counterweight to Western pressure, advocating for multilateral solutions while
safeguarding its strategic ties with Iran. Yet, the E3’s resolve, driven by concerns over Iran’s
uranium stockpile—40 times the JCPOA limit, per Yahoo News—signals a hardening European
stance, risking escalation if diplomacy fails.

The path forward demands compromise. The E3 should heed China’s call for renewed talks,
leveraging the Istanbul discussions from July 2025, while Iran must re-engage with the IAEA.
Sanctions may pressure Tehran but risk alienating key players like China, derailing prospects for
a revived JCPOA. In a world wary of nuclear proliferation, dialogue, not coercion, offers the best
hope for stability.

U.S. WARSHIPS IN SOUTH CHINA SEA: A RISKY SIGNAL AMID TENSIONS

On August 13, 2025, the U.S. deployed the USS Higgins, a guided-missile destroyer, and USS
Cincinnati, a littoral combat ship, near Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea, just days after a
collision between Chinese navy and coast guard vessels attempting to block a Philippine patrol
boat. This freedom-of-navigation operation (FONOP), the first near the shoal in over six years,
asserts U.S. commitment to international maritime law but risks escalating tensions in a volatile
region, as reported by AP News and CNN.

The Scarborough Shoal, claimed by China, the Philippines, and Taiwan, is a flashpoint in the South
China Sea, where Vietnam, Malaysia, and Brunei also hold overlapping claims. China’s aggressive
actions, including the August 11 collision that damaged its own coast guard vessel, reflect its
assertive “nine-dash line” claim, rejected by a 2016 international ruling. The U.S., a treaty ally of
the Philippines, signalled support for Manila, with Ambassador MaryKay Carlson condemning
China’s “reckless” manoeuvres. Yet, China’s defence ministry countered, accusing the USS Higgins
of illegally entering its waters, per CNBC.

While the FONOP challenges China’s restrictions, it amplifies risks. The Chinese navy shadowed
the U.S. ships, and a Chinese jet’s dangerous manoeuvres near a Philippine surveillance plane on
the same day highlight the potential for miscalculation. Japan and Australia, voicing support for
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de-escalation, underscore the global stakes, with $3.36 trillion in trade passing through these
waters annually, per Wikipedia.

The U.S. must tread carefully. Strengthening alliances like the Philippines is vital, but provocative
deployments could spiral into conflict. Diplomacy, backed by multilateral pressure, offers a safer
path to uphold freedom of navigation. The South China Sea demands restraint and dialogue, not a
game of naval brinkmanship that could destabilize the region.

WHY IS THERE NO PALESTINE STATE?

The King David Hotel of Jerusalem is one of the landmarks of the contested city. Built with locally
sourced pink limestone and opened in 1931 by Ezra Mosseri, a wealthy Egyptian Jewish banker,
the hotel, overlooking the Old City that is holy for all three Abrahamic faiths, stands as a symbol
of both Israel’s Jewish roots and its bloody history.

From its earliest days under the British Mandate of Palestine, the hotel hosted royalty and
prominent dignitaries. During the Mandate, the British turned the hotel’s southern wing into their
administrative and military offices. On July 22, 1946, members of Irgun, a right-wing Zionist
militia, entered the hotel disguised as Arab workers and waiters. Their mission: plant explosives
in the basement of the main building. The powerful explosion brought down the western half of
the southern wing, killing at least 91 people. The bombing, the deadliest attack carried out by
Zionists against the British, was one of the earliest terrorist attacks in modern West Asia.

The British found it increasingly difficult to continue their rule of Palestine after the Second World
War. Seeking a way out, London turned to the UN, saying it wanted to vacate the Mandate. In 1947,
the UN General Assembly decided to set up a Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which
proposed to divide Palestine into ‘an independent Arab State, an independent Jewish State, and
the City of Jerusalem’. The Jewish Agency accepted the plan, while Arab nations opposed the
partition. On May 14, 1948, on the eve of the expiry of the British Mandate, the Jewish People’s
Council gathered at the Tel Aviv Museum (today known as Independence Hall). David Ben-Gurion,
leader of the Jewish Agency, declared the establishment of the state of Israel from the podium.

Independence, Nakba

The next day, the armies of four countries — Egypt, Syria, Transjordan, and Iraq — entered
Palestine and clashed with the Jewish army, triggering the first Arab-Israeli war. The war
continued for a year, and when a ceasefire was signed, Israel was controlling more territories of
historic Palestine than even the UN plan offered for the Jewish state.

For Israel, it was the ‘war of independence’, but for Palestinians, it was Nakba (catastrophe).
Roughly 7,50,000 Palestinians were violently displaced from their homes and lands by Zionist
militias. Thousands of Palestinians were killed. Hundreds of Arab villages and towns were
depopulated and destroyed. West Asia suddenly looked like a different region. In 1967, during the
Six-Day War, Israel captured the entire Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip from Egypt; the West Bank
and eastern Jerusalem from Jordan; and the Golan Heights from Syria. The UN Partition plan
promised 55% of historical Palestine to the Jewish state; Israel controlled some 75% after the
1948 war, and after the 1967 war, the whole of Palestine came under Israel’s control.
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What is the Green Line?

Palestinians today demand an independent state based on the 1967 border (Green Line) — which
means the whole of the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem. Different Palestinian factions,
including Fatah, which runs the Palestine Authority based in the West Bank, and Hamas, which is
the main force in the Gaza Strip, have either directly or indirectly accepted the 1967 border. Israel,
in the past, had committed itself to the two-state solution, but it has never made its position clear
on the border. In recent years, Israel’s position has further shifted to the right, with its rulers,
including Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, publicly disowning the two-state plan.

After the 1967 war, Israel for years refused to accept Palestinian nationalism. The first Israeli
recognition of Palestinian nationalism came in the 1978 Camp David agreement. Under the
agreement, signed five years after the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Israel agreed to withdraw
completely from the Egyptian Sinai Peninsula. Menachem Begin, the Israeli Prime Minister, also
agreed, under the Framework for Peace in the Middle East agreement, to abolish Israel’s military
rule over the West Bank and Gaza, and establish a Palestinian self-governing authority with
elections and local policing. The Framework Agreement was not immediately implemented. But it
set the agenda for the Israeli-Palestinian peace process.

The outbreak of the first intifada brought Israel under greater pressure and pushed the
momentum in favour of the Palestinians. On November 15, 1988, Yasser Arafat read out a
declaration in Algiers, Algeria, proclaiming the birth of ‘a state of Palestine in our Palestinian
territory with its capital Jerusalem’. Weeks later, at least 100 UN member states, including India,
acknowledged the declaration of the state of Palestine.

Israel faced two major challenges at this juncture. One was the growing difficulties in governing
the Palestinian territories amid continuing protests. The other was the global recognition the
Palestinian leadership was drawing. The Palestine Liberation Organization’s policy was also
undergoing changes. If earlier it called for ‘the liberation’ of the whole of historical Palestine, it
was now sending signals of compromise for a deal with Israel. The peace bid gained momentum
after Yitzhak Rabin, of Labour, became Prime Minister in 1992. Rabin joined secret talks in Oslo
based on the Framework Agreement. On September 9, 1993, both parties exchanged Letters of
Mutual Recognition, signed by Prime Minister Rabin and Chairman Arafat. Four days later, on
September 13, 1993, Rabin and Arafat shook hands in Washington in the presence of U.S.
President Bill Clinton and signed the Oslo Accord I. Rabin was forthright in his message to the
Palestinians. “Let me say to you, the Palestinians: we are destined to live together, on the same
soil in the same land,” he said.

According to the Oslo II Agreement, reached between the Palestinian leadership and Israel in
1995, the West Bank was divided into three areas — A, B, and C. Hebron, Nablus, Ramallah,
Bethlehem and some towns and villages that do not border Israeli settlements are in Area A, which
comprises some 18% of the West Bank. Area B, which comprises around 22% of the territory, is
under Palestinian civil administration, while Israel retains exclusive security control. Area C is the
largest division in the West Bank, comprising some 60% of the territory; itis under full Israeli civil
administration and security control. The Oslo Accords were initial agreements aimed at taking
some preliminary steps towards resolving the Palestine question in five years. But the resolution
never came.
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The permanence of conflict

In the history of Israel and Palestine, there is always a U-turn after a serious push for peace. On
November 4, 1995, Prime Minister Rabin was assassinated by a Jewish extremist. His immediate
successor, Shimon Peres, called for an election hoping that he could mobilise the peace dividend
and take the Oslo process further. But in the 1996 election, Likud returned to power and Mr.
Netanyahu became Prime Minister for the first time.

Mr. Netanyahu initially refused to honour the commitments of the past governments. The rise of
Hamas, which never accepted the Oslo process, and suicide attacks by Palestinian militants,
further complicated the peace process. When the interim five-year period since the Oslo
agreements was over in May 1999, a comprehensive agreement between Israel and Palestine was
still elusive. The Palestinian authority was running parts of the West Bank and Gaza. Israel, instead
of directly ruling over West Bank and Gaza, started controlling territories indirectly, and
continued to build Jewish settlements on Palestinian lands. The status of Jerusalem and the right
of return of Palestinian refugees remained the crux of the problem with no meaningful efforts
from either side to settle the issues.

President Clinton tried to revive the stalled peace process in 2000 in a Camp David summit in
which he hosted both Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barack and Arafat. All key components of the
[sraeli-Palestinian conflict came up for discussions during the summit. But the summit collapsed
as the two sides failed to agree on the status of Jerusalem and the right of return. There were
several attempts to revive peace talks since the failure of the second Camp David negotiations, but
none of them has taken off.

October 7, 2023 and after

Israel’s record shows that it made limited concessions only in the face of external pressure or
Palestinian violence. During the Suez war, Israel was forced to pull out of Sinai amid threats and
pressure tactics from both American President Dwight Eisenhower and Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev in 1956. In the late 1970s, constant pressure from the Carter administration, and also
the growing threat perception from Egypt following the Yom Kippur War prompted Israel to come
to Camp David and finally sign both the Sinai pull-out and Framework Agreements. In 1993, the
Oslo process was triggered by the First Intifada. Ariel Sharon’s Gaza disengagement happened
against the backdrop of the Second Intifada.

During the years that followed the Second Intifada, Israel thought the status quo was manageable.
The Palestinians were a divided lot. The West Bank was run by Fatah and Gaza by Hamas.
Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas lacked the charisma and command of Arafat. The
Palestinian authority was flush with corruption. There was no organised resistance in the West
Bank. There was no international pressure to make peace. And Arabs were ready to sidestep the
Palestine question to make bilateral peace with Israel. The Israelis thought they could continue
the occupation without consequences.

Then came the October 7 attack.

Did the Palestinians achieve anything from the October 7 attack? Initial signs suggest that Hamas’s
attack and Israel’s subsequent war on Gaza have further set back the push for a two-state solution.
But at the same time, the war in Gaza brought the Palestine question back to the centre of West
Asia’s geopolitics. Israel wanted to localise the Palestine question, and Hamas has re-regionalised
it. When Israel launched the war on Gaza, it said it would dismantle Hamas. But after 22 months
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of fighting, Hamas is far from destroyed. Israel, on the other side, faces serious allegations of
genocide and mass starvation, which have prompted more countries in the West, all of them
Israel’s allies, to offer recognition to Palestinian sovereignty.

If anything, October 7 and its aftermath are a reminder that occupation is not a solution. Israel
wants to continue the occupation without consequences. But Palestinian militants seem
determined to keep fighting, with whatever available tactics they have, including the means of
terror.

Unless the Palestine question is addressed, neither Israel nor West Asia is going to enjoy durable
peace and stability. And a lasting and just solution to the Palestine question is either the creation
of a state of Palestine, with all the rights other nation states enjoy, or the acceptance of the
Palestinian people as equal citizens in a single state that’s purged of its apartheid ideology and
architecture. Such a settlement looks remote today. But the alternative is the unsustainable and
untenable path of violence.

AUSTRALIA ‘WILL RECOGNISE’ PALESTINIAN STATE AT UNGA

Australia will recognise a Palestinian state at the UN General Assembly in September, Prime
Minister Anthony Albanese said on Monday.

He said that Australia’s decision was predicated on reassurances from the Palestinian Authority
that there would be “no role for the terrorists of Hamas in any future Palestinian state”.

Just hours earlier, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu criticised international calls to
recognise Palestinian statehood, saying it would “not bring peace, it will bring war”. “To have
European countries and Australia march into that rabbit hole, just like that, fall right into it and
buy this canard is disappointing,” he said.

GRAVEYARD GAZA

The decision by Israel’s Security Cabinet to expand the war and seize control of Gaza City is a direct
affront to mounting international concerns over the appalling humanitarian crisis in the
Palestinian enclave. The world’s leading genocide scholars, along with international and Israeli
human rights organisations, say Israel is committing genocide against Palestinians. Two former
Israeli Prime Ministers have come out against the war, while most former IDF and intelligence
chiefs have called for its end. Global outrage intensified over Israel’s forced starvation, which
caused famine and the deaths of children from malnutrition. Even France, the U.K. and Canada,
some of Israel’s closest allies, have demanded a ceasefire and promised to recognise Palestinian
statehood. Yet, Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s discredited Prime Minister, who is facing an arrest
warrant at the International Criminal Court, has not paid any attention. He has said that there was
no starvation in Gaza even as images of skeletal children have shocked the world. He has gone
against the concerns of the IDF’s top command to secure approval from the Security Cabinet for
his plan to take control of Gaza. This would extend the offensive into the coastal strip stretching
from Gaza City in the north to Khan Younus in the south, where thousands of displaced
Palestinians have now squeezed themselves into tents, makeshift shelters and bombed-out
buildings.

Mr. Netanyahu says that he intends to take full control of Gaza, but does not wish to keep it. He
cannot be trusted. In April 2024, he claimed Israel was “a step away from victory”. In March this
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year, he broke a ceasefire and resumed the assault, and imposed a blockade on Gaza, which
triggered the starvation crisis. Two of his Cabinet colleagues have repeatedly called for Israel to
seize Gaza, expel its Palestinian population and resettle the enclave with Jews. The way Israel has
been conducting the war and its decision to expand the offensive only reinforce the argument that
its intention has always been to take over the enclave, even at the cost of expelling its over two
million residents. Israel is able to pursue this course only because of its military, financial and
political support from the West, particularly the U.S. European governments must move beyond
verbal criticism and adopt concrete measures to hold Israel accountable for its crimes, like they
do with other rogue states. And if U.S. President Donald Trump, who calls himself ‘a man of peace’,
does not want to be complicit in these atrocities, he should demand that Mr. Netanyahu end the
war immediately.

ISRAELI SETTLEMENTS IN WEST BANK, AT HEART OF MIDDLE EAST CONFLICT

[sraeli settlement building, a point of contention at the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, has
come back into focus after Israel’s far-right finance minister revived a plan that would divide the
West Bank and cut it off from East Jerusalem.

— The land is home to Palestinians who seek a future independent state.

— Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu'’s nationalist government has backed settlers, and building
and settler incursions have ramped up since the Hamas attack on Israel in October 2023 triggered
the Gaza war.

— Palestinians have accused heavily armed Israeli settlers of stealing their land and destroying
their olive trees, a symbol of Palestinian identity.

— Palestinians say Israeli forces do not protect them from settler violence. The Israeli military
says soldiers are often dispatched to deal with any trouble.

— Israel says it has historical and biblical ties to the area that it calls it Judea and Samaria, though
most world powers consider all the settlements illegal.

— A 1993 agreement between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), known as
the Oslo Accords, was designed to pave the way for the establishment of a Palestinian state in the
West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza Strip alongside Israel.

— The U.N. and most world powers say settlement building is eroding the viability of that two-
state solution by fragmenting Palestinian territory.

— Israel’s allies, including France, Britain and Canada, have said they may move to recognise
Palestinian statehood in September.

— Israel has expanded and consolidated settlements in the West Bank as it continues its war with
Hamas in the Gaza Strip, according to a UN report that was based on research between November
1, 2023 and October 31, 2024.

— About 700,000 Israeli settlers live among 2.7 million Palestinians in the West Bank and East
Jerusalem, which Israel annexed in a move not recognised by most countries.

— Israel refuses to cede control of the West Bank, a position it says has been reinforced since the
Hamas-led militant attack on its territory, launched from Gaza October 7, 2023.
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Do You Know:

— Standing at the site of the planned settlement in Maale Adumim on Thursday, Smotrich said
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and US President Donald Trump had agreed to the revival of
the E1 development, though there was no immediate confirmation from either.

— The construction on a tract of land east of Jerusalem named E1 has been under consideration
for more than two decades, and is especially controversial because it is one of the last geographic
links between the major West Bank cities of Ramallah and Bethlehem.

— The two cities are 22 kilometers (14 miles) apart by air. But once the E1 settlement project is
completed, it will destroy the possibility of a direct route and will force Palestinians traveling
between cities to continue taking a wide detour several kilometers (miles) out of their way,
passing through multiple checkpoints, a process that adds hours to the journey.

— Development in E1 was long frozen, largely due to U.S. pressure during previous
administrations. On Thursday, Smotrich praised President Donald Trump and U.S. ambassador to
Israel Mike Huckabee as “true friends of Israel as we have never had before.”

— The E1 plan is expected to receive final approval on Aug. 20, capping off 20 years of
bureaucratic wrangling. The planning committee on Aug. 6 rejected all of the petitions to stop the
construction filed by rights groups and activists, according to Peace Now, which tracks settlement
expansion in the West Bank and filed opposition.

HOW GAZA WAR DELAYED IMEC, INDIA’S KEY CONNECTIVITY PLAN

Earlier this week, India’s National Security Council Secretariat hosted envoys and officials from
the United States, UAE, Saudi Arabia, France, Italy, Germany, Israel, Jordan and the European
Union, to discuss progress on the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).

¢ The IMEC was announced during the G20 Summit held in New Delhi in 2023 “to stimulate
economic development through enhanced connectivity and economic integration between Asia,
the Arabian Gulf, and Europe.” The IMEC comprises two corridors — India-Gulf and Gulf-Europe.

o [ts eastern leg will carry container traffic from India’s western ports to the UAE, from where high
speed freight railway will carry goods across the Arabian peninsula (UAE, Saudi Arabia, Jordan)
uptil the port of Haifa in Israel.

» The second leg will see cargo being shipped from Haifa to ports in Greece and Italy, from where
Europe’s well-established train networks will take goods to their final destinations across the
continent.

e Overall, the IMEC is expected to cut shipping time from India to Europe by about 40% when
compared to the Red Sea route. But since being announced, progress has been limited.

* Years of conflict along ideological and geopolitical lines (Qatar-GCC, Iran-Saudi Arabia, Arab
states-Israel) had given way to normalisation agreements and rapprochements that prioritised
regional economic growth. The Arab normalisation with Israel, which Saudi Arabia was set to join,
was yielding enough geo-economic gains for Arab states to overlook the Palestine question and
perhaps even explore minilateral arrangements with Israel (on the lines of the 12U2 with India).
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 This rare geopolitical window allowed India and its Middle Eastern, American, and European
partners to envision a new corridor between India and Europe.

* From the perspective of trade facilitation and accessibility, the IMEC was meant to address
several issues that continue to persist till date, including no corridor-wide tariff standardisation
and low financial integration among corridor partners, lack of corridor-wide insurance, and
widely differing port capacities. The ambitious cross-Saudi/UAE railway meant to transit goods
between the corridor’s sea-legs was also significantly under-developed.

* However, these presented benign modality and sustainability challenges which could be
mitigated through commitment and investment from all stakeholders. Indeed, in September 2023,
participants explicitly agreed to meet within sixty days “to develop and commit to an action plan
with relevant timetables.”

¢ Less than a month later, the Middle East plunged into an unprecedented conflict that continues
till date, and the intended stakeholder meeting never occurred.

* The underlying economic logic of the IMEC remains. However, its challenges have evolved from
reconcilable to fundamental. The single most important issue is Israel’s increasingly unpopular
war on Gaza, which has killed at least 61,000 people thus far.

» The direct downstream impact of Israel’s seemingly endless war is the worsening of even those
challenges which could be mitigated through reconciled trade practices between stakeholders.

* While the western leg of the corridor is unlikely to materialise in the near future, the IMEC’s
eastern leg benefits from the strategic partnerships that India has forged with the Arab states.

Do You Know:

» The economic underpinnings of the IMEC remain firm. The EU is India’s largest trading partner
with bilateral trade in FY 2023-24 at $137.41 billion, and non-oil trade between India, the UAE
and Saudi Arabia has increased significantly in recent years. The IMEC itself was meant to be more
than a trade corridor. Its implementing partners would lay cables for “electricity and digital
connectivity”, pipes for “clean hydrogen export”, to “increase efficiencies, reduce costs, enhance
economic unity, generate jobs, and lower greenhouse gas emissions.”

MYANMAR’S MILITARY TORTURE: A CALL FOR GLOBAL ACCOUNTABILITY

The United Nations’ Independent Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar (IIMM) delivered a
chilling verdict in its August 2025 report: Myanmar’s military is perpetrating “systematic” torture
in detention facilities, with beatings, electric shocks, gang rape, and fingernail removal
documented across nearly 600 eyewitness accounts. This brutality, detailed by Al Jazeera and
Reuters, has claimed lives and targeted children as young as two, often detained as proxies for
their parents. As Myanmar’s civil war rages post-2021 coup, these atrocities demand urgent global
action to hold perpetrators accountable.

The IIMM’s findings, covering July 2024 to June 2025, reveal a horrifying pattern. Detainees
endure sexual slavery, burns with cigarettes, and homophobic slurs, with high-ranking
commanders implicated but unnamed to protect ongoing probes. The report, drawing on 1,300
sources, also notes the military’s aerial attacks on schools and hospitals, exacerbating a
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humanitarian crisis. With nearly 30,000 arrests since the coup, per the Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners, the junta’s crackdown aims to crush dissent but fuels resistance instead.

Myanmar’s military denies these allegations, blaming “terrorists” for unrest, yet ignores over two
dozen UN requests for access, as reported by ABC News. The International Criminal Court’s
warrant request for junta chief Min Aung Hlaing, tied to Rohingya atrocities, signals growing legal
pressure. However, UN budget cuts, slashing the [IMM’s 2025 funding to 73% of its approved
amount, threaten further investigations, per UN News.

The world cannot look away. Nations must back the [IMM’s work, fund witness protection, and
support jurisdictions like the ICC and Argentina, where cases against the junta are advancing.
Myanmar’s people deserve justice, not silence. Global pressure must ensure these crimes, from
torture to ethnic cleansing, face consequences in a court of law.

U.S. TERROR TAG FOR BLA: GEOPOLITICS TRUMPS GRIEVANCES

On August 11, 2025, the U.S. State Department designated the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) and
its Majeed Brigade as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO), upgrading its 2019 Specially
Designated Global Terrorist status. Timed with Pakistan’s army chief Field Marshal Asim Munir’s
U.S. visit and a trade deal eyeing Baluchistan’s oil reserves, the move, hailed by Pakistan as a
“diplomatic win,” raises questions about motives and consequences in a region seething with
unrest.

The BLA, seeking Baluchistan’s independence from Pakistan, has waged a violent campaign since
the early 2000s, targeting security forces, civilians, and Chinese projects like the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC). Its 2025 Jaffar Express hijacking, killing 31 and holding 300 hostages,
cemented its terrorist label, per NDTV. With 580 fatalities in 2024 alone, per The Organization for
World Peace, the BLA's tactics, including suicide bombings, justify international concern. Yet, the
designation ignores underlying Baloch grievances—economic marginalization and military
repression—fuelling the insurgency, as noted by The Hindu.

The U.S. decision aligns with strengthening ties with Pakistan, a counterweight to India’s trade
with Russia, per India Today. Pakistan’s claims of Indian support for the BLA, though unproven,
gain traction with this tag, potentially straining New Delhi-Washington relations. Meanwhile, the
FTO status freezes BLA assets and criminalizes support, but risks alienating Baloch communities
further, as a BLA statement on X vowed to persist despite the label.

Addressing Baluchistan’s unrest requires more than terror tags. Pakistan must tackle root causes
through political dialogue and economic inclusion, while the U.S. should avoid politicizing
designations. Without addressing legitimate grievances, this move may escalate violence rather
than curb it, leaving Baluchistan’s people caught in a geopolitical crossfire.
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[ssuing nuclear threats seems to be an easy way to grab global headlines. A former Russian
president did it twice in recent weeks. Joining him now is Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff, the newly
promoted Field Marshal, Asim Munir. Addressing the Pakistani diaspora in the United States, on
his second visitin under two months, he reportedly declared: “We are a nuclear nation. If we think
we are going down, we'll take half the world down with us.” Incidentally, Munir’s remark came on
the 80th anniversary of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki during the World War II — the last time
nuclear weapons were used in warfare. For now, though, for all his undisguised bombast, Munir
appears to be enjoying a moment in the sun, having lunch with the US President, theatrically
threatening India. New Delhi’s official reaction to what it has described as his “nuclear sabre-
rattling” was to reaffirm its refusal to yield to nuclear blackmail and assert that India would take
all measures necessary to safeguard national security. Yet, given the clearly staged nature of
Munir’s provocations — he also repeated the “jugular vein” remark on Kashmir that he had made
ahead of the Pahalgam attack — delivered on the soil of a nation friendly to India despite the
recent trade-related turbulence, New Delhi would do well to not take them too seriously.

Munir’s tirade does offer a window to understanding the Pakistani military’s inclination towards
economic warfare. He reportedly vowed to target Reliance Industries’ Jamnagar refinery in
Gujarat, the largest single-site refining complex in the world, in the event of a future conflict. He
invoked the Indus Waters Treaty, which New Delhi placed in abeyance after the Pahalgam attack,
threatening missile strikes should India proceed with dam construction. Far from projecting
strength, these remarks present a sorry picture of a Field Marshal straining to cast Pakistan as a
viable rival to India. The reality is different: India’s GDP is roughly 10 times Pakistan’s, and the
gap is widening, not just economically but also in terms of the two countries’ global standing.
Munir’s own analogy likening India to a Mercedes and Pakistan to a dump truck is telling of the
military establishment’s mindset: That, in a conflict, India has far more to lose. Yet, much like three
decades ago, when Rawalpindi invested significant time and effort in nefarious cross-border
activities aimed at destabilisation, India should continue to press ahead with diplomatic
partnerships, accelerate economic reforms, strengthen technological capabilities, and foster
internal unity.

Ultimately, Field Marshal Asim Munir can only become as big for India as India allows him to be.
Pakistan is far more than the folie de grandeur of one man bent on forcing India-Pakistan
hyphenation on the international stage — unsuccessfully. India must keep its eye on the big
picture, and focus on partnerships with nations pivotal to its rise as an economic power.

WHAT WILL BE THE IMPACT OF GOOGLE ANTITRUST CASE?

The story so far:

On August 8, the Supreme Court admitted an appeal filed by Alphabet Inc., the parent company of
Google, against a judgment of the National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT). The
tribunal had earlier upheld, at least in part, the Competition Commission of India’s (CCI) findings
that Google had abused its dominant position in the Android ecosystem to indulge in anti-
competitive practices. Alongside Google’s appeal, the Court also admitted related petitions from
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the CCI itself and the Alliance Digital India Foundation (ADIF), which is a coalition of Indian
startups critical of Big Tech dominance. A Bench led by Justice P.S. Narasimha has listed the matter
for a detailed hearing in November.

What has the CCl accused Google of?

The CCI's investigation into Google began in 2020, sparked by complaints from app developers
and industry groups who alleged that Google was using its market dominance in Android to push
its own services and restrict fair competition.

By 2022, the Commission concluded that Google had engaged in multiple anti-competitive
practices. Chief among them was the mandatory use of the Google Play Billing System (GPBS) for
in-app purchases on the Play Store. This meant that developers had to use Google’s payment
processing system, paying a commission that typically ranged between 15% and 30%, rather than
integrating their own billing solutions.

The regulator also found that Google exempted its own app YouTube from these billing
requirements, giving them a cost advantage over competing services. This, the CCI argued,
distorted the level-playing field and harmed both rival developers and consumers.

In addition, the CCI highlighted that the Android licensing model required smartphone makers to
pre-install Google’s suite of apps — Search, Chrome, YouTube, and others — as a condition for
access to the Google Play Store. According to the Commission, this bundling restricted consumer
choice and suppressed innovation from alternative app providers.

Based on these findings, the CCI imposed a fine of X936.44 crore on Google and issued a set of
behavioural remedies, including directives to decouple Google’s payment system from Play Store
access, ensure transparency in billing data, and refrain from using such data to advantage its own
services.

What is Google’s defence?

Google rejected the CCI’s conclusions, arguing that its practices were designed to enhance user
experience, maintain security, and enable a sustainable business model for the Android
ecosystem.

The company maintained that Android is an open-source operating system, available for free to
device manufacturers, and that Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) are not obligated to
install Google’s proprietary apps if they choose to license the core Android platform without Play
Store access. It argued that pre-installing a set of Google apps was a matter of efficiency and user
convenience, and did not prevent users from downloading competing apps.

On the billing side, Google claimed that GPBS ensured safe and reliable transactions for users,
helping to prevent fraud and reduce payment failures. The commission fees, it said, were
consistent with industry standards and provided developers access to Google’s global
infrastructure, distribution reach, and regular security updates.

Google also argued that exempting certain in-house services from GPBS was not anti-competitive
but a recognition of differences in their business models. It pointed out that many leading Indian
apps like PhonePe, Paytm, and Hotstar had grown successfully on Android, which shows that the
market remained vibrant and competitive.
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What was the NCLAT’s judgment?

In March, the NCLAT delivered its ruling on Google’s appeal against the CCI’'s 2022 order. The
tribunal upheld several of the CCI's findings, agreeing that Google’s mandatory billing policy and
bundling of apps amounted to abuse of dominance. However, it reduced the financial penalty from
X936.44 crore to X216.69 crore, reasoning that the original amount was disproportionate to the
conduct in question. The NCLAT also struck down some of the CCI’s behavioural directions,
holding that certain remedies were either over-broad or lacked sufficient evidentiary basis. In
May 2025, following a review petition, the tribunal reinstated two key directions that Google must
be transparent about its billing data policies, and that it must not use such data to gain a
competitive advantage for its own apps and services.

This partial victory left all parties dissatisfied. Google sought a complete reversal of the findings,
the CCI wanted its original penalties and remedies restored in full, and ADIF argued that the
tribunal had gone too easy on Google.

What’s at stake now?

The case raises fundamental questions about how much control a dominant platform like Android
should have over the devices and services it supports, and to what extent regulators can intervene
in the name of competition.

For consumers, a ruling in favour of the CCI could mean more choice and potentially lower prices.
If developers can bypass GPBS and use cheaper payment systems, they might pass on some of the
savings to users. Greater transparency and restrictions on data use could also enhance privacy
and fairness in app rankings and recommendations. However, industry observers warn that
loosening Google’s control could lead to more fragmentation in Android, with different devices
offering inconsistent user experiences.

For smartphone makers, the verdict could influence licensing costs and product flexibility. If the
Supreme Court upholds the CCI's original remedies, OEMs might gain more leeway to pre-install
competing services or experiment with alternative Android versions without losing access to the
Play Store. This could be especially significant for smaller Indian brands that have struggled to
differentiate themselves in a Google-centric ecosystem.

For Indian startups and app developers, the case represents an opportunity to level the playing
field against a global giant. ADIF has argued that Google’s policies not only limit payment options
but also give it an undue edge in promoting its own apps. A strong pro-CCI ruling could give local
companies better bargaining power and distribution access.

For Google, the stakes go beyond India. The country is one of its largest markets by user base, and
an adverse ruling here could trigger similar regulatory demands in other jurisdictions. It could
also force Google to reconsider its global Android business model, especially if courts require it to
unbundle services or open its billing systems.

What is the road ahead?

The Supreme Court’s hearings in November will likely examine both the legal interpretation of
“abuse of dominance” under the Indian competition law and the economic realities of platform
markets. Whatever the outcome, the decision will set an important precedent for how India
balances innovation, consumer protection, and market fairness in the digital era. With Android
powering over 95% of smartphones in the country, the Court’s ruling will directly influence how
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hundreds of millions of Indians access apps, make payments, and use mobile services in the years
to come.

If the case ends with strong enforcement of the CCI’s original directions, India could emerge as a
leading example of robust digital market regulation outside the EU. On the other hand, if the Court
sides with Google, it will reaffirm the status quo.

ClJ

NOT SUPERIOR TO OTHER SC JUDGES, HAS SAME JUDICIAL POWERS

The Chief Justice of India is not superior to other judges of the Supreme Court and exercises the
same judicial powers as the rest, Chief Justice B R Gavai said on Tuesday.

— The CJI made the observation as a three-judge bench, presided by him and comprising Justices
K Vinod Chandran and N V Anjaria, took up an application by the Enforcement Directorate for
recall of the court’s April 26, 2023 judgment in Ritu Chhabaria vs. Union of India & Ors case.

— A two-judge bench of Justices (retired) Krishna Murari and C T Ravikumar it its 2023 judgment
deprecated the “practice” of investigating agencies filing chargesheet in court even before
completion of probe so as to deny default bail to accused, and said that even in such cases the right
of the accused to default bail will not be extinguished.

— As per the law, the chargesheet has to be filed within 60 days from the date of arrest of the
accused in cases triable by lower courts and 90 days in cases triable by a sessions court. Failure
to file the chargesheet within this period entitles an accused to default bail.

— Days after the April 26 ruling, the ED approached the SC and told a bench presided by then CJI
D Y Chandrachud that the Delhi High Court had granted bail to the accused in a case probed by it
based on the SC judgment in the Ritu Chhabaria case. The agency pointed out that the decision will
have nationwide repercussions. By order dated May 12, 2023, the SC suspended the operation of
the April 26 judgment.

— On Tuesday, C]JI Gavai expressed his displeasure over the one-judge bench, even if that be the
CJI-headed bench, hearing appeals against judgements of any other bench of the SC.

— “The Chief Justice of India is not superior to the other judges. He is the first among the others.
The CJI exercises the same judicial powers as all other judges of this court,” the CJI said.

Do You Know:

— The Chief Justice of India and the other judges of the Supreme Court are appointed by the
President under clause (2) of Article 124 of the Indian Constitution. It is mentioned in Article 124
that appointment by the President is to be done “after consultation” with judges of the Supreme
Court, as the President may “deem necessary”.

SUPREME COURT’S DARSHAN BAIL REVERSAL: JUSTICE OVER STARDOM

On August 14, 2025, the Supreme Court of India delivered a resounding message by cancelling the
bail granted to Kannada actor Darshan Thoogudeepa and six others in the Renukaswamy murder
case. Overturning the Karnataka High Court’s December 2024 decision, Justices J.B. Pardiwala and
R. Mahadevan deemed the earlier ruling “perverse” and riddled with legal flaws, ordering
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Darshan’s immediate arrest. This landmark decision, as reported by The Hindu and Times of India,
reaffirms that no one—not even a celebrity—is above the law.

The case stems from the brutal June 2024 murder of 33-year-old Renukaswamy, allegedly
tortured and killed in a Bengaluru shed for sending obscene messages to Darshan’s associate,
Pavithra Gowda. The High Court’s bail order, criticized for pre-empting trial court evidence
analysis, ignored Darshan'’s alleged role in orchestrating the crime, including paying for false
confessions, per Hindustan Times. The Supreme Court’s intervention, following Karnataka’s
appeal, ensures the trial remains untainted by potential witness tampering, a concern heightened
by Darshan’s earlier jailhouse privileges, like smoking with gangsters, as noted by NDTV.

This ruling restores faith in judicial impartiality. Darshan’s arrest from his wife’s Bengaluru
apartment hours after the verdict, alongside co-accused like Gowda, signals accountability. Yet, it
also highlights systemic issues—VIP treatment in jails and delays in justice, with Renukaswamy’s
family waiting over a year for closure. The Court’s warning against “five-star” prison perks must
spur reforms in custodial oversight.

The case is a wake-up call. India’s judiciary must remain vigilant against influence, whether from
fame or power, while expediting trials to deliver timely justice. Renukaswamy’s father,
Kashinatha, rightly celebrated the verdict as proof that “no one can escape the law.” Let this be a
turning point for equality before justice, ensuring tragedies like this never repeat.

CIVIL AND CRIMINAL CASES: WHAT THEY ARE, HOW THEY DIFFER

In the last two weeks, the Supreme Court has twice intervened in instances in which High Courts
allowed criminal proceedings to continue in what were essentially civil disputes.

— On Wednesday, a Bench of Justices ] B Pardiwala and R Mahadevan set aside a Rajasthan HC
order that had denied pre-arrest bail to a couple in a case involving an unpaid sum for a plywood
consignment.

— On August 4, the same Bench stripped a judge of the Allahabad HC of his criminal roster for
allowing criminal proceedings in a case of an unpaid business transaction. The apex court had
called the HC’s reasoning “shocking” and a “mockery of justice”.

— After the Chief Justice of India intervened, the Bench on August 8 recalled its directive that the
Allahabad HC judge never be assigned a criminal case.

— The distinction between civil and criminal law is fundamental in India’s legal system. They
differ in terms of their purpose, parties involved, and procedure.

— Civil law is designed to resolve disputes between private individuals or organisations. Civil
cases, known as suits, typically involve disagreements over rights and duties of the parties to the
case towards each other.

— The goal is not to punish but to provide a remedy, usually in the form of monetary
compensation (called damages) or a specific action ordered by the court to a party to do or not to
do something (called an injunction).

— Examples of civil cases include property disputes, contract breaches, family law matters like
divorce and child custody, and cases for recovery of money.
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— Criminal law deals with acts that are considered offences against the state or society as a whole.
The objective is to punish the offender and deter others from committing similar crimes.

— The state, represented by a prosecutor, initiates criminal proceedings against the accused. If
found guilty, the accused can face penalties ranging from fines to imprisonment and even death.

— A key distinction between civil and criminal cases is with regards to the burden of proof. In a
civil case, the plaintiff must prove their case on a “preponderance of probabilities”, meaning their
version of events is more likely to be true than the defendant’s.

— In a criminal case, the prosecution has the much higher burden of proving the guilt of the
accused “beyond a reasonable doubt”. This higher standard reflects the serious consequences of
criminal conviction, which can involve the loss of liberty.

— A common perception — one that was noted by the Allahabad HC judge in his subsequently
overruled order — is that civil proceedings are significantly more time-consuming than criminal
trials.

— As of August 14, 2025, 70.17% of criminal trials were disposed of within a year, while only
37.91% of civil suits were resolved in the same timeframe.

— Data from the N]JDG also shows variations depending on the specific type of case. For instance,
while civil suits take an average of 4.91 years for disposal, execution petitions, filed to enforce a
court order in a civil case, take about 3.97 years to conclude.

— Bail applications in criminal cases are decided in about 6.12 months on average. However,
criminal sessions court cases involving allegations of serious criminal offences take an average of
4.65 years, which is comparable to the time taken for civil suits.

Do You Know:

— Before the arrival of the East India Company, the Indian legal system consisted of a patchwork
of laws, administered by kings or village tribunals. Even during the Mughal rule, local
administration of justice was largely ignored, except when it concerned the collection of revenue
or the repression of crimes affecting the stability of the state.

— According to Motilal Setalvad, the first Attorney General of India, the Company’s judicial hold
over India coincided with the cession of Bombay by the Portuguese to the English in 1668.

— Across the rest of India, the laws were a complex array of parliamentary charters, Company
regulations, English Common law, Hindu law, Muslim law, and other regional customs.

— According to author David Skuy, in Macaulay and the Indian Penal Code of 1862 (1998), this
chaotic legal mixture convinced legal thinkers such as Thomas Babington Macaulay that India
needed a uniform set of laws.

— The IPC was enacted in 1860 and came into force on January 1, 1862. It was discontinued on
July 1, 2024. This makes it the longest-surviving common law code in the world.

— The Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), the Bharatiya Nagrik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS), and the
Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam (BSA), passed in Parliament last December, has replaced the Indian
Penal Code (IPC), 1860, the Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC), 1973, and the Indian Evidence Act,
1872 respectively.
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SC QUESTIONS ‘POTENTIALITY OF ABUSE” OF BNS SECTION 152

On August 12, 2025, the Supreme Court of India posed a critical question: can the “potentiality of
abuse” of Section 152 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), which penalizes acts endangering
India’s sovereignty, unity, and integrity, justify declaring it unconstitutional? This query, raised by
Justices Surya Kant and Joymalya Bagchi during a petition by the Foundation of Independent
Journalism and The Wire editor Siddharth Varadarajan, signals a pivotal moment for free speech
in India. The Court’s scrutiny, as reported by The Hindu, challenges a law that risks becoming a
tool to silence dissent.

Section 152, replacing the colonial-era sedition law (Section 124A of the IPC), criminalizes acts
like exciting secession or subversive activities with vague terms like “disaffection” and “visible
representation.” The case stems from an FIR against Varadarajan in Assam for a news article,
raising fears of misuse akin to the 548 sedition arrests between 2015 and 2020, with only 12
convictions, per NCRB data. The Court’s reference to the 1962 Kedar Nath Singh ruling, which
limited sedition to incitement of violence, underscores the need for clear boundaries to protect
legitimate expression.

The government defends Section 152, arguing it targets threats to national integrity, not criticism
of policies. Yet, its broad wording and cognizable, non-bailable nature invite abuse, as seen in
cases like a Tamil Nadu activist charged for protesting industrial projects, per IndiaTomorrow.
The Rajasthan High Court’s 2024 caution against stifling dissent echoes this concern, urging
cautious application.

The Supreme Court’s hearing is a beacon for free speech. Declaring Section 152 unconstitutional
may be a high bar, but striking a balance—perhaps by mandating proof of intent to incite
violence—could curb misuse. India’s democracy thrives on open discourse, not fear of
prosecution. The Court must ensure Section 152 serves justice, not oppression, safeguarding the
right to question without peril.

DOGS AND LAWS

The August 11 Supreme Court order represents the most forceful judicial intervention yet on the
matter of free-roaming dogs. By directing Delhi and its satellites to collect every street dog within
eight weeks, confine them permanently in pounds, and expand shelter capacity at speed, the Court
has signalled its willingness to override administrative lethargy. Delhi records roughly 30,000 dog
bite cases a year and rabies still kills poor urban residents with patchy access to post-exposure
prophylaxis. The Court’s blunt instrument conflicts with the Animal Birth Control Rules 2023,
specifically its doctrine of “capture, neuter, vaccinate, release”, and which forbid municipalities
from permanently relocating healthy dogs or impounding them for long periods except if a dog is
rabid, incurably ill or found to be dangerously aggressive by a veterinarian. The Rules have failed
the test of numbers, however. Urban dog populations have continued to swell despite sporadic
sterilisation drives because 70% coverage, below which reproduction rebounds, has almost
nowhere been reached. The prescription to return dogs to their territories has entrenched packs
in the same high-density neighbourhoods where children play and garbage accumulates. The
Rules also block municipalities from exploring alternative strategies such as long-term
impoundment. Now, if the Rules are intact, municipal officers who confine dogs could be
prosecuted; if they obey the Rules, they risk contempt of court.
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Policymakers should treat this conflict as an opportunity to confront an outdated legal setup. The
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act 1960 was enacted when India’s urban footprint was modest.
Today’s conurbations with dense informal settlements cannot afford such dog populations.
Entrenched ideological positions that romanticise “community dogs” and regard confinement as
oppression take insufficient account of the dense human ecology. A modern statute should clearly
distinguish between sociable dogs that can find homes; aggressive or chronically ill dogs that
require euthanasia; and the large residual category that can live in proper shelters — but none on
public roads. Cities should impose duties on municipalities, specify minimum staffing and
veterinary standards for pounds, and tie fiscal transfers to reductions in morbidity. Urban local
bodies also need steady funding, perhaps under the National Centre for Disease Control, to
bankroll the construction and operation of shelters and to fund large-scale sterilisation teams.
Veterinary education councils should integrate shelter medicine into curricula to ensure a
workforce exists to staff new facilities. Without such support, Delhi risks swapping its dog menace
with underfunded canine slammers at the city’s edge, invisible but also cruel.

e The Bench of Justices ] B Pardiwala and R Mahadevan had earlier expressed concerns
about the growing threat posed to infants, children, and the elderly by unvaccinated street
dogs.

o  With the World Health Organization (WHO) estimating that 99% of human rabies cases
are caused by the bite of infected dogs, India’s National Action Plan for Dog-Mediated
Rabies Elimination by 2030 had proposed strategic mass dog vaccination as the way
forward in 2018. The plan had stated that vaccinating 70% of dogs and sustaining the
effort for three years can eliminate rabies. The WHO also recognises this as a cost-effective
strategy.

e Human-canine conflict is not a novel issue in India...In the present case, the Supreme
Court’s concern is understandable. When there is complete failure on behalf of the state
to address an issue, even the doctrine of separation of powers permits the judiciary to
step in and hold the executive accountable. However, the Court’s August 11 intervention
is legally problematic on multiple counts.”

o “The first major problem with the order is that it was passed in contravention of
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (PCA) Act, 1960 and the PCA (Animal Birth
Control) Rules, 2023, which prohibit the relocation of dogs and provide for the
establishment of scientifically proven and robust animal birth control
programmes across the country.”

o “Second, by ignoring its own jurisprudence on the issue, the Supreme Court has
violated the principle of stare decisis (to stand by things decided). The Supreme
Court has already settled this in Animal Welfare Board of India vs People for
Elimination of Stray Troubles (2024). Reopening the issue in just a little over one
year will dilute the people’s faith in the certainty and finality of decisions of the
apex court.”

o “Third, the Supreme Court’s order violates a core principle of natural justice: Audi
alteram partem (hear the other side).”
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SC JUNKS PLEA AGAINST HC BAN ON FEEDING PIGEONS; JAIN MONK WARNS OF STIR

On August 11, 2025, the Supreme Court of India upheld the Bombay High Court’s ban on feeding
pigeons at Mumbai’s kabutarkhanas, dismissing a plea by animal enthusiasts, including Pallavi
Sachin Patil, who challenged the order. Justices ].K. Maheshwari and Vijay Bishnoi refused to
intervene, citing “parallel indulgence” as improper and directing petitioners to seek modifications
from the High Court, per Hindustan Times. This ruling prioritizes public health over cultural and
religious sentiments, but it also sparks a broader debate about balancing human welfare with
compassion for urban wildlife.

The Bombay High Court’s July 2024 order, which directed the Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation (BMC) to file FIRs against illegal pigeon feeders, was driven by evidence of health
hazards. Pigeon droppings and feathers can trigger asthma, hypersensitivity pneumonitis, and
lung fibrosis—irreversible conditions, as BMC’s medical evidence showed, per LiveLaw. With 44
kabutarkhanas across Mumbai, the city has seen 64 fines totaling ¥32,000 and three FIRs in
August alone, reflecting strict enforcement, per Mid-Day. Yet, petitioners, including members of
the Jain community, argue that feeding pigeons is a pious tradition, with 51 feeding spots
operating for decades, and propose bird towers for coexistence, per The Indian Express.

The Supreme Court’s stance avoids undermining the High Court’s ongoing proceedings, set to
continue with an expert panel’s input on August 13. However, the ruling risks alienating
communities who see feeding as an act of faith, especially after protests at Dadar kabutarkhana,
where hundreds clashed with police, per BBC News. The BMC’s consideration of staggered feeding
hours, as suggested by PETA India, offers a potential compromise, but implementation remains
uncertain.

This decision underscores a hard truth: public health must take precedence in crowded urban
spaces. Yet, Mumbai must explore humane alternatives, like regulated feeding zones, to honor
cultural practices without compromising safety. The High Court’s expert panel must deliver
science-based solutions swiftly, ensuring neither human health nor community sentiments are
sacrificed in this delicate balance.

SUPREME COURT’S CHALLENGE TO ARMY: WHY NOT WOMEN IN COUNTER-TERROR
ROLES?

On August 11, 2025, the Supreme Court of India, led by Justices Dipankar Datta and Manmohan,
posed a piercing question: why can’t the Indian Army deploy women officers in counter-terrorism
and counter-insurgency operations during emergencies, when their counterparts in the Air Force
undertake high-risk missions behind enemy lines? This query, raised while striking down the
Army’s discriminatory policy limiting women’s appointments in the Judge Advocate General (JAG)
branch, challenges deep-seated gender biases and demands a reckoning for equality in the armed
forces.

The Court highlighted the proven capabilities of women like Captain Ojaswita Shree, who serves
in the elite Parachute Air Defence Unit, Major Dwipannita Kalita of the airborne medical unit, and
Flight Lieutenant Shivangi Singh, a Rafale jet pilot. These officers handle complex tasks, from
commanding convoys in militant-prone areas to operating in combat zones, yet the Army’s
argument—that women are unfit for counter-insurgency roles like the Rashtriya Rifles or Assam
Rifles—lacks legislative backing, as noted in The Hindu. The bench emphasized that a gender-
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neutral, merit-based selection process would enhance efficiency, not hinder it, as seen in the Air
Force’s inclusion of women in combat roles.

This ruling exposes a contradiction: while women officers have earned accolades in UN
peacekeeping missions and led convoys through volatile regions like Leh and Srinagar, the Army
clings to outdated notions of combat roles. The 2020 Babita Puniya verdict, mandating permanent
commissions for women, already debunked such stereotypes, yet resistance persists. With 75
petitions from women officers alleging discrimination pending before the Court, per The Hindu,
systemic change is overdue.

The Army must align with the Court’s vision of equality, deploying women in operational roles
based on merit, not gender. Training and infrastructure must evolve to support this shift, while
public campaigns can celebrate trailblazers like Colonel Sofiya Qureshi, who led Operation
Sindoor’s briefing. The Supreme Court’s question isn’t just a challenge—it's a mandate for a
stronger, fairer military. The Army must answer with action, not excuses.

CEREMONIAL HEADS

The Supreme Court of India’s strong censure of Tamil Nadu Governor R.N. Ravi in April seems to
have done little to slow down the collision course that many Governors have been on with the
respective State governments. Not only did the Court rule against the Governor casting a de-facto
veto on 10 Bills relating to universities passed by the State legislature but it also specified
timelines for the Governor’s response to Bills. Importantly, it declared infructuous any
Presidential intervention based on the Governor’s recommendation. Last week, Mr. Ravi had
referred the Kalaignar University Bill to the President instead of giving it his assent. In Kerala,
Governor Rajendra Vishwanath Arlekar has kicked off yet another controversy after directing
State-run universities to observe a ‘Partition horrors day’ on August 14, drawing criticism about
possible ideological and communal motives. His predecessor, Arif Mohammed Khan, had also
locked horns with the government, sitting on and practically vetoing Bills especially relating to
universities. The Court’s line has been de-facto challenged by the President, but through a
reference.

State-owned universities have become the key battlegrounds in the Governor-State government
conflicts. They are among the few institutions over which the Governor has a direct say. As
scholars point out, the office of the Governor was a colonial mechanism of control over provinces
that may be ruled by Indian parties. That the universities had British Governors as their
ceremonial heads, or rather Chancellors, was to bring colonial prestige and ensure their autonomy
and importance. India’s early national-level leaders retained the Governor as a central appointee
to guard against separatist tendencies. It appears that legislation in many States retained the role
of Governors as Chancellors of State-run universities to give them the same colonial veneer and
aura. Even a Tamil Nadu Bill that had sought to minimise the Governor’s role in Vice-Chancellor
appointments did not seek to remove the Governor as Chancellor of the university. In Kerala and
Tamil Nadu, the Governors are central proxies with a hostile political and ideological agenda.
Meanwhile, draft UGC regulations seek to divest State governments of their role in the selection
of the Vice-Chancellor, vesting all powers in the Chancellor. But the thrust of the National
Education Policy 2020 has been towards greater autonomy for educational institutions.
Universities are expected to raise funds and be accountable for spending. A university head’s role
is expected to be not just academic and administrative but also that of a business manager,
cheerleader and fundraiser. It may make sense to have professionals become the ceremonial as

well as executive heads of universities, replacing Governors.
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AID AND ADVICE

The Union Ministry of Home Affairs’ assertion to the J&K High Court that the Lieutenant Governor
(LG) can nominate five Assembly members without the “aid and advice” of the elected government
overrides democratic accountability. Consequential decisions such as nominating members who
have voting rights in an elected assembly must flow from democratic mandate, not administrative
discretion. The High Court’s constitutional question could not be more direct: do the 2023
amendments to the J&K Reorganisation Act, allowing the LG to nominate five Assembly members
“which have the potential of converting the minority government into a majority government and
vice-versa,” violate the Constitution’s basic structure? Rather than addressing this, the Ministry
delves into legal technicalities. Its submission argues that nominations fall outside the elected
government’s remit, seemingly invoking the K. Lakshminarayanan vs The Union of India
precedent from Puducherry while claiming the “sanctioned strength” includes elected and
nominated members. It even references Section 12 of the 1963 Union Territories Act (voting
procedures) as justification for bypassing democratic consultation. When five nominated
members could determine government stability in a 119-member Assembly, the issue transcends
statutory definitions of “sanctioned strength”. The real question is whether any legal framework
allowing appointed officials to potentially overturn the people’s electoral verdict violates the
democratic essence of the Constitution.

The amendments inserted Sections 15A and 15B into the 2019 Act, allowing the LG to nominate
two Kashmiri migrants (including one woman) and one from the Pakistan-occupied J&K
community, besides the existing power to nominate two women, if inadequately represented in
the elected Assembly. This effectively creates five nominated seats. The High Court’s framing of
this issue acknowledges the stakes involved: this could “convert minority government into
majority government and vice-versa”, potentially subverting the electoral process. This concern
is not unsubstantiated — in 2021, three years after Lakshminarayanan, Puducherry saw
nominated members and defecting elected MLAs contributing to the collapse of the Congress-led
government. Also, J&K’s trajectory to Union Territory, without consultation with elected
representatives, makes democratic accountability even more crucial. The unfulfilled promise of
Statehood restoration, acknowledged by the Supreme Court and despite overwhelming support
in J&K, reinforces that current arrangements should strengthen democratic governance. The
Ministry’s argument that nominations exist “outside the realm of the business of the elected
government” also contradicts evolving Supreme Court jurisprudence. In the Delhi services cases
of 2018 and 2023, it ruled that the LG should act on elected governments’ aid and advice, with
discretionary powers treated as exceptions. Seen in this light, the Ministry’s arguments do not
hold water.

GOVT. REFRAINS FROM SPECIFYING VALID IDS FOR CITIZENSHIP

The Union Home Ministry did not specify the “categories of valid documents” required for people
to prove citizenship in India, while responding to a question in the Lok Sabha on Tuesday.
Citizenship is governed by the Citizenship Act, 1955 and its rules, the Ministry said.

The special intensive revision (SIR) of electoral rolls is presently under way in Bihar, with birth
certificates among the 11 documents listed by the Election Commission that can be furnished for
inclusion in the voter rolls.
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The Ministry was responding to a question by Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist)
member Sudama Prasad, who asked for the “details of categories of valid documents that are
required for people to prove citizenship in India”, and the “total number of birth certificates issued
nationwide during the last 25 years and whether the Government received reports about low
coverage of issuance of birth and death certificates vis-a-vis number of births and deaths by the
State Government and the list of top 10 States”.

“The citizenship of India is governed under the provisions of the Citizenship Act, 1955, and rules
made thereunder,” Minister of State for Home Nityanand Rai said in a written reply.

Without specifying the admissible documents, the reply said that citizenship “can be acquired by
birth (Section 3), by descent (Section 4), by registration (Section 5), by naturalisation (Section 6)
or by incorporation of territory (Section 7) of the Citizenship Act, 1955. The eligibility criteria for
acquisition and determination of citizenship is as per the provisions of the Citizenship Act, 1955”.

On August 5, the Ministry said the Citizenship Act requires the Centre to compulsorily register
every Indian citizen and issue national ID cards to them.

SC ORDERING EC TO PUBLISH DETAILS OF 65 LAKH DELETED VOTERS DURING BIHAR SIR
IS WELCOME

The Supreme Court’s directive to the Election Commission to be transparent on the Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls in Bihar is significant and welcome. The Court asked the
EC to publish detailed district-wise lists of the 65 lakh voters whose names had been omitted from
the draft electoral roll published on August 1. These lists must specify the precise reason for each
deletion, be it death, migration, or duplication, and be both physically available at local
administrative offices and searchable online. The Court mandated that news of these deletions be
widely publicised in Bihar through both vernacular and English newspapers, as well as electronic
and social media. Amid the confusion and apprehensions unleashed by the SIR exercise in Bihar,
the Court’s intervention is reassuring.

The SC order recognises the complexity of the exercise, both in scale and due to its constricted
timelines in the poll-bound state. At the same time, it sends a message that the EC’s conduct is
being watched. For Bihar’s migrant workers, Dalits, small farmers, daily wagers and poor, the
demand for relatively difficult to procure documents from those who do not feature in the 2003
electoral roll, is an onerous one. As this newspaper has highlighted in a series of ground reports,
the shifting of the burden of proof on to the vulnerable voter in what has morphed into a
citizenship test has sparked widespread fears of disenfranchisement. The EC’s refusal to accept
the Court’s suggestion to consider Aadhaar, Voter ID and ration card as proof underlines the
challenge. But the Court’s insistence on full transparency on the deletions in the face of the EC’s
resistance is heartening.

The SC has not stayed or stopped the SIR process in Bihar, recognising the EC’s constitutional
mandate and authority, but it has instituted a check: “The powers (to do so) are prima facie
traceable, so we do not wish to interdict... but your manner has to be reasonable, has to give
certain comfort to citizens. Should not strain a person to become eligible,” it said. Article 324 of
the Constitution gives the EC the powers of superintendence, direction and control of elections.
However, it cannot hide behind that Article and those powers and view transparency as an
inconvenience. The EC’s conduct of the SIR in Bihar sets a template — the exercise will be
conducted across states. Going ahead, the SC’s intervention draws some much-needed red lines.
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THE ECI’S LACK OF TRANSPARENCY IS WORRYING

On June 24, the Election Commission of India (ECI) announced the commencement of the Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls of Bihar, entailing the verification of nearly 8 crore
voters. This drastic step was taken in secrecy, with no prior public information or consultation.
The ECI also declared that the SIR exercise would be extended to the entire country. Lack of
transparency has continued to characterise the exercise on the ground, raising concerns about the
credibility of the process.

Several concerns

The names of 65 lakh voters have been deleted in Bihar’s draft voter list published after the first
phase of the SIR — an average deletion of about 27,000 voters per constituency. In a State where
most seats are won by a slender margin, this number exceeds the winning margin in two-thirds
of seatsin the 2020 elections. This scale of deletions could potentially swing the electoral outcome
in most Assembly constituencies.

As per the ECI, 22 lakh voters were found to be dead, 36 lakh had permanently shifted from Bihar
or were not found, and 7 lakh were enrolled in multiple places. If names are being deleted on this
scale, they must be made public to enable meaningful oversight and safeguard electoral integrity.
Unfortunately, the ECI has failed to provide the full list of deleted names along with the reasons.
In its press release, the ECI has claimed that booth-level lists of deletions have been shared with
political parties, but these do not indicate the reasons for deletion. This resistance to disclosure
makes itimpossible for parties and people to verify whether the deletions are justified or if eligible
voters have been disenfranchised. Lack of relevant granular data is a cause for alarm in a context
where deletion of names — often disproportionately affecting marginalised communities — can
directly impact electoral outcomes and erode trust in the system.

Undertaking an SIR across the country is not a routine administrative decision. People have a right
to know what triggered the ECI to suddenly undertake this mammoth exercise involving nearly
100 crore voters of the country. Was there evidence of large-scale discrepancies or grave
inaccuracies in the electoral rolls that could undermine the integrity of elections? What were the
factors that prompted the ECI to begin the country-wide SIR from poll-bound Bihar in such a
tearing hurry, during monsoons when many parts are flooded?

In its affidavit submitted to the Supreme Court, the ECI stated that several parties had raised
concerns about inaccuracies in voter lists and upon an independent appraisal of the matter, the
Commission was of the view that a nation-wide SIR was needed. Strangely, however, the 800-page
ECI affidavit does not contain the “independent appraisal” on the basis of which the Commission
is set to ask every voter in the country to prove their eligibility to vote. In a democracy, citizens
have the right to know not just the decisions taken by public authorities, but also why a decision
impacting them was made. By not sharing the methodology and findings of the independent
appraisal, the ECI is violating people’s fundamental right to information. Without evidence, the
rationale for the SIR is unclear, raising the spectre of arbitrariness and possible pressures
influencing the decision to undertake the exercise.

Although the ECI has wide latitude in conducting roll revisions for ensuring accurate voter lists,
its decision to exempt only those registered in the 2003 Bihar electoral rolls from stringent
requirements of producing proof of citizenship has triggered a debate. The ECI’s rationale is that
the last intensive revision in the State was carried out in 2003 and all those who made it to the list
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would have satisfied the eligibility criteria, including that of being an Indian citizen. A natural
question that arises is, did the ECI ask voters to produce documents in 2003 to prove citizenship?

Many people, including former Election Commissioners, have said that the ECI has never before
asked every voter in a State to prove their citizenship though production of prescribed documents
such as passports and birth certificates of self/parent(s) to ascertain place and date of birth. In
fact, the ECI’s insistence on production of documents to prove citizenship has led to suspicion that
the SIR is a move to bring the National Register of Citizens through the backdoor.

The ECI's defence has been that the current exercise mirrors what was done in 2003.
Unfortunately, the records which would put this controversy to rest — orders and guidelines of
the intensive revision of electoral rolls carried outin 2003 in Bihar — are missing from the public
domain. The relevant documents are not available on the ECI website, nor were they annexed with
the affidavit filed in Court by the ECI. As per reports, when journalists explicitly asked for copies
of these records, officials of the ECI claimed that they could not be traced.

The risks of opaqueness

The significance of ensuring transparency in the SIR of voter lists cannot be overstated, since
failing to prove one’s citizenship could result in repercussions far graver than the mere loss of
voting rights. Election officers have wide powers, including referring cases of suspected foreign
nationals to competent authorities under the Citizenship Act, 1955.

Lack of transparency in the SIR process in Bihar has real and potentially grave implications for
electoral democracy. Such disenfranchisement not only undermines the legitimacy of elections
but also weakens faith in institutions that are meant to safeguard the democratic process.

WHAT HAPPENS TO ‘MISSING NAMES’ ON BIHAR SIR LIST?

The story so far:

The Election Commission (EC) has completed the first phase of the special intensive revision (SIR)
of electoral rolls in Bihar by publishing the draft voter list on August 1. However, 65 lakh names
have been removed from this list for various reasons, and the fate of lakhs who have been included
on the draft list without submitting verification documents is also up in the air. As poll officials
scrutinise forms and conduct inquiries on claims and objections in preparation for the publication
of the final list on September 30, the Supreme Court is hearing objections to the SIR process filed
by Opposition parties and civil society groups, with the next hearing set for August 12.

What happened in the first phase of SIR?

In the month after the EC launched the Bihar SIR process on June 24, booth-level officers (BLOs)
carried out house visits, distributing pre-printed enumeration forms. Voters not included on the
2003 electoral rolls were required to submit documents proving the date and place of birth of
themselves and their parents. As it became clear that many voters could not provide any of the
EC’s 11 approved documents — which did not include more commonly available documents such
as Aadhaar, voter ID cards, or ration cards — the EC issued an advertisement on July 6, urging
people to submit their forms before the deadline even if they could not provide supporting
documents, leaving it to the Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) to process the forms on the
basis of local investigations or other evidence. All those who submitted their forms before the
deadline were included on the draft roll published on August 1.
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Who are the ‘missing names’ in the draft?

The existing electoral rolls just before the SIR process began contained the names of 7.89 crore
registered voters. The draft rolls published on August 1, however, only contain 7.24 crore names,
indicating a dip of more than 65 lakh. The ECI accounted for these 65 lakh “missing names” by
explaining that 22.34 lakh people on the earlier list were found to be deceased, 36.28 lakh have
migrated permanently to another State, or are untraceable, and 7.01 lakh are duplicate voters who
have been found registered in multiple locations. Patna saw the highest number of such cases,
with 3.95 lakh voters notincluded on the draftlist. On July 13, the EC said a large number of people
from Nepal, Bangladesh, and Myanmar were found during the house-to-house verification
exercise and that they would not be included in the final electoral roll. The Hindu analysed the
deleted names by comparing the draft roll with a list published by the EC in January 2025, which
shows a drop of 56 lakh names, including 31 lakh fewer women voters and 25 lakh fewer men,
which is unusual given that majority of migration outside the State is by men. Analysis indicated
that more deletions may have occurred in districts with larger Muslim populations as per 2011
Census.

How can names be added or deleted?

Claims and objections to the draft roll can be filed throughout August to correct wrongful
inclusions or exclusions. One week into the process, the EC has received 7,252 such claims and
objections from individuals. Political parties have claimed that their ground workers too have filed
similar claims to correct errors in the draft roll but the EC has denied it. In a plea to the Supreme
Court, poll watchdog Association for Democratic Reforms said the full list of names removed from
the draft rolls, along with specific reasons for removal, has not been provided to all political
parties. EROs are to conduct inquiries on claims and dispose of them within seven days of filing.
Each ERO is also expected to display the list of claims daily so that objections can be raised by the
public.

What will happen to those who submitted their forms without documents?

The SIR order seems to leave such cases to the discretion of the EROs and Assistant Electoral
Registration Officers (AEROs) who will scrutinise the eligibility of electors based on documents
submitted and field reports provided by BLOs. “In case ERO/AERO doubts the eligibility of the
proposed elector (due to non-submission of requisite documents or otherwise), he/she will start
a suo moto inquiry and issue notice to such proposed elector, as to why his/her name should not
be deleted,” the order says. “Based on field inquiry, documentation or otherwise, ERO/AERO shall
decide on inclusion of such proposed electors in the final rolls. In each such case, ERO/AERO shall
pass a speaking order,” it adds. No name can be deleted from the draftroll without such a speaking
order, the EC said.

BOOTH AGENTS CONTEST EC CLAIM OF ‘NO OBJECTIONS’

Even as the Election Commission (EC) maintains that no claims and objections have been filed by
political parties over names wrongfully included or excluded on the draft electoral list in Bihar,
political workers, including booth-level agents (BLAs), say they have filed many such complaints.

In fact, party workers say that when they flag the deletion of names of eligible voters through
these complaints, the Electoral Registration Officers (ERO) tell them to ask voters to instead file
Form 6, which is meant for first-time voter registrations.
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According to data furnished by the EC on Saturday, zero claims have been filed by over 1.6 lakh
BLAs appointed by political parties, while 7,252 claims have been filed by individual voters.
However, the Form 6 applications are pouring in, with 43,123 having been filed so far.

According to the Rules of Electoral Registration 1960, Form 7 has to be filed to challenge addition
of names or seek deletion of names, Form 6 for first time registration, and Form 8 for changes in
the particulars of a voter in the draft rolls.

The BLAs from Opposition parties have said that their claims and objections filed on plain paper
were counter-signed by the EROs and Booth-level Officers (BLOs) as receipts, but the EC has not
registered these as complaints.

Unclear format

A senior EC official in Delhi, who did not wish to be named, said no claims and objections can be
accepted if they are not in proper format.

It was not clear whether there is a specific format or form which the BLA is expected to use to
raise claims and objections, though the Handbook on Electoral Registration does give BLAs a
specific format to seek the addition and deletion of names.

“I'have filed a complaint regarding the deletion of 20 names in the Bahadurpur Assembly segment
in Darbhanga with the BLO, who is supposed to forward it to the District Magistrate,” Amit Kumar
Paswan, a BLA of the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist), told The Hindu.

Mr. Paswan said the BLO had counter-signed his complaint as a receipt in duplicate, and his party
later forwarded it to the District Magistrate as well. A copy seen by The Hindu shows that the
complaint was written on plain paper and not in any specified format or form or with the party
letterhead.

‘EC pushing Form 6’

Similarly, Rashtriya Janata Dal leader Mukund Singh, who is leading a team filing claims and
objections after the SIR, said that her party has filed many complaints. She was clueless about why
they were not being registered in the EC data though they have been counter-signed as receipts
by the officials responsible.

R]D spokesperson Mritunjay Tiwari, however, accused the EC of trying to “spread confusion”,
saying that if a voter’s name if deleted then there is no specific provision to challenge it and Form
6 is the only recourse available to get back into the electoral list.

“EC is running away from its responsibility. It is saying no party has filed complaints, but the fact
is that many complaints have been filed,” he added.

In a statement on Saturday, the CPI(ML) also said that despite filing complaints with district and
State officials, the “complaints” column in the EC’s daily bulletins fail to record these numbers. It
added that people whose names have been deleted are being forced by EC officials to get their
names restored by filling Form 6, which is meant for new voters.
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HOW INCLUSIVE IS EC’S SPECIAL REVISION EXERCISE?

This document analyzes the inclusivity challenges of the Election Commission's Special Intensive
Revision (SIR) exercise of electoral rolls in Bihar, which requires specific documents for voter
verification.

Key Findings
Low Awareness and Document Possession:
e Only 36% of respondents were aware of the SIR exercise or required documents
e More than half lack birth certificates
o Atleast40% don't have domicile or caste certificates
e About 5% have none of the 11 mandated documents
Birth Certificate Availability Varies by State:
e Madhya Pradesh: Only 11% have birth certificates
e Assam and Kerala: 36-38%
e Delhi and West Bengal: 44-49%
Even in better-performing states, at least half lack this document

o Parental Documentation Requirements:

Those born after 1987 need citizenship proof of at least one parent

Those born after 2003 need proof for both parents

Two-thirds lack parents' birth certificates
o Similar proportions lack parents' SSC or caste certificates
Vulnerable Populations Most Affected:
o Three-fourths of undocumented citizens are from lower economic strata
e Over 25% are from Scheduled Castes
e  Over 40% are from Other Backward Classes
e Slightly more women than men lack documents
Main Concerns

The study, conducted by Lokniti-CSDS across six states, warns that the current SIR framework
could lead to mass disenfranchisement. While Aadhaar cards are nearly universal, they were
excluded from acceptable documents. The authors argue that in a diverse country like India,
varying state capacities for record-keeping and document accessibility could result in legitimate

voters being excluded from electoral rolls, particularly affecting marginalized communities.
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The document calls for a more inclusive approach that addresses systemic barriers rather than
creating additional complications for voter registration.

SIR OF BIHAR’S ELECTORAL ROLLS AND ITS POLITICAL RIPPLE EFFECTS

The Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of the electoral rolls in Bihar has raised concerns about
possible disenfranchisement of migrant voters. Bihar, along with Uttar Pradesh, is a key source of
outmigrants, and people from these two States are relocating in large numbers. This mobility is
visible across the country. While it was evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, there is little data
to document it. The last Census was in 2011. The 2027 Census will capture these migration
patterns of the last 15 years, but there are proxy data sets and recent sample surveys that give
insights into where people are going and from where.

The Election Commission of India (ECI) is clear that one of the objectives of the SIR is to eliminate
migrants who have relocated out of the State from Bihar’s electoral rolls. The concerns regarding
migrant voting rights is misplaced, for the simple reason that they are supposed to be voters
where they have migrated to — where they are ordinarily residents. The Bihar SIR is an
experiment in determining whether one can vote, and where one can vote; whether one is a
citizen, and where one is a resident. This experiment in both demographic accounting and
engineering will have many political implications, far beyond Bihar.

Changing the demographic composition of constituencies is one way of influencing electoral
outcomes. A citizen from Bihar voting in Bihar and voting in Maharashtra or Kerala will have
different implications for the national political map. By enforcing the law on residency and voting,
the ECI is trying to fast-track the political implication of population shifts.

People move from where there are more of them to where there are fewer; and they move from
places of poor economic opportunity to places with better opportunity. Though the 2011 Census
captures the direction and the quantum of this movement, the proxy data from recent years
supports this — this is how we can make sense, certainly directionally, though not necessarily in
absolute numbers, of where people are arriving and where they are leaving from.

The first clue comes from unreserved train travel, according to a paper by the Economic Advisory
Council to the Prime Minister (EAC-PM). A regression analysis in the paper shows a strong
correlation between unreserved train travel and the migrant population. Such travel is common
between neighbouring States, as people from border districts often use this mode to cross the
border with a strong possibility of returning to their homes the same day. Therefore, unreserved
train travel between States that do not share a border becomes a stronger proxy for migration.
About 50% of travellers with unreserved tickets originate within Maharashtra, followed by 12.3%
from Gujarat and 5.4% from Karnataka — both neighbouring States. The two non-neighbouring
States among the top five points of origin are Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, each accounting for over
7%, which clearly shows the direction of migrants from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh to Maharashtra.

Another measure is the ratio of savings account balances to current account balances. A current
account, typically operated by businesses, offers features that a savings account does not. The
districts with low savings-to-current account ratios are typically cities with high levels of
economic activity which attract migrants. In Mumbai (0.56), Delhi (2.24), and Bengaluru (2.21),
the ratio was much lower compared with the national median (3.72).

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
29


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

= 91 9334622397
D ream IAS :91 7004749538

Learning made simple... n WWW'VOUtUbe'Com/C/DreamIAS www.dreamias.co.in

In contrast, cities with relatively higher savings-to-current account ratios are seen as having
limited economic activity. For instance, many districts in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar have a higher
ratio, indicating possible outmigration. Many southern capitals such as Chennai, Bengaluru, and
Hyderabad, as well as industrial hubs such as Tiruppur and Coimbatore, indicate possible in-
migration.

A study by the State Planning Commission of Tamil Nadu, conducted in November-December
2024, surveyed migrant workers in Chennai and three neighbouring districts and found that 35%
of them were from Bihar, 20% from Odisha and 16% from the northeast.

Another dataset reflecting this trend comes from an analysis of migrant labourers who returned
to their hometowns from Tamil Nadu in trains during the pandemic lockdown. The analysis,
published on the IIM Bangalore website, shows that most (30%) passengers leaving Tamil Nadu
were bound for Bihar.

These migrant populations turn permanent residents of their host States through a gradual
process, but the residency rule enforcement could possibly accelerate the process. The political
character and electoral dynamics respond to the changing composition of the population. In Delhi
and Mumbai, migrants from the Hindi belt are now a decisive political constituency, and parties
respond accordingly. In the U.S. and the U.K, politicians of Indian origin emerged on the national
stage corresponding to the rise of their population in the country. Bihar SIR’s politics will ripple
far beyond the borders of the State.

CROSSING A LINE

Police in several Bharatiya Janata Party (B]JP)-ruled States are trying to identify undocumented
Bangladeshi immigrants by their language: Bengali. This approach has led to some comical errors,
such as the Delhi police listing “Bangladeshi” as a language — a massive leap in linguistics.
However, in most cases, this has become a tragic and farcical exercise. Several documented
instances have shown Indian citizens being pushed across the border into Bangladesh. This has
caused significant hardship for the families involved and embarrassment to the government. Some
individuals have been repatriated to their families in West Bengal after intervention by the State
government or courts. This “pushback” of suspected Bangladeshis is a part of a larger effort to
bypass the due process of law, which is often lengthy and rigorous. The rounding up of Bengali
speakers has sparked a debate in West Bengal, where the ruling party, the Trinamool Congress,
has called it an “attack on Bengali identity” and launched a language movement.

The targeting of Bengali migrants has immediate consequences for their livelihoods. Fearing
detention and forced relocation to Bangladesh — a country to which they may have no connection
— many migrant workers from West Bengal have left their jobs. In one particular case, Delhi police
detained Bengali speakers who had been granted Indian citizenship under a well-known land
exchange treaty with Bangladesh signed by the Narendra Modi government. Bengali is India’s
second-largest language by number of speakers. The State of West Bengal is both a source and a
destination for migrant workers. The divisions being created over language and identity could
easily escalate into conflict and violence. Even for the BJP, this exercise makes little political sense
and may be counterproductive ahead of the 2026 Assembly elections in West Bengal. The migrant
workers from West Bengal who are being harassed in other States do not belong to a single
community. BJP leaders in West Bengal are already facing criticism over the issue and are setting
up camps to assist citizens with the Citizenship (Amendment) Act in various constituencies across
the State. The issue of Bangladeshi citizens entering and working in India is not new. For decades,
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people from the neighbouring country have entered India for political and social reasons,
including better economic opportunities. The boundaries of India are a creation of colonialism
and a violent history of political conflicts. While sovereign borders must be protected, the central
government must ensure that law enforcement does not become counterproductive and lead to
the harassment of its citizens.

LANGUAGE LESSONS

Tamil Nadu and Karnataka are planning to implement a two-language formula for school
education, as opposed to the push for a three-language policy in the National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020. Both States are inclined towards primacy for local languages, Tamil and Kannada,
respectively, and then English in school education. Tamil Nadu has already unveiled its State
Education Policy (SEP) while a commission has submitted its recommendations for Karnataka’s
SEP. Tamil Nadu has merely reiterated its existing two-language policy, but Karnataka is set to
discontinue its three-language policy. The commission has proposed that Kannada or the child’s
mother tongue should be the medium of instruction up to Class 5, and preferably till Class 12.
Kannada or whatever is the mother tongue and English will be the two compulsory languages. If
implemented, this will replace the model that includes Hindi as a third compulsory language.
Other recommendations include moving away from NCERT textbooks and developing a
Karnataka-specific curriculum and bilingual teaching methods. The Tamil Nadu SEP, which was
announced by Chief Minister M.K. Stalin recently, makes Tamil compulsory up to Class 10 across
all boards. The NEP proposes a third language which should be Hindi or another Indian language,
seen as an attempt to impose Hindi.

The Tamil Nadu SEP also commits to promote critical thinking, digital literacy, climate education,
and social justice. Apart from a STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, Mathematics)
approach, the State also wants to offer special support for tribal students, first-generation
learners, and students with disabilities. The government has pledged more support for public
education. In fact, uniform high quality public education should be the biggest priority of school
education policy for all States and the Centre. The Centre’s ill-advised focus on language turns
unproductive and controversial even though it does not insist on promoting Hindi on paper. The
three-language policy is also in disregard for the demand for English language learning, and as a
medium of instruction across States, including in the Hindi-speaking regions, and Gujarat and
Maharashtra. Education policies have been a major driver of the development outcomes in Tamil
Nadu and Karnataka, and any attempt to forcibly alter them by central policies would do no good
to anyone. Tamil Nadu is fighting for the release of 2,152 crore in education funds from the
Centre that is rightfully its. There is no harm in learning Hindi or any other language, but when
perceived as a political project of domination, its promotion causes resistance. The Centre must
give up its language obduracy and focus on several critical challenges in school education. It must
work with State governments to tackle them.

AS HOUSES PASS SPORTS GOVERNANCE BILL, RECALLING BCCI OPPOSITION TO RTI

Rajya Sabha cleared the National Sports Governance Bill, 2025, on Tuesday, a day after its passage
in Lok Sabha.

— Under the provisions of the Bill, only a sports body that receives financial assistance from the
state qualifies as a “public authority” under the Right to Information Act, 2005. This effectively
excludes the BCCI because it does not receive any direct financial aid from the government.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
31


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

= 91 9334622397
D ream IAS :91 7004749538

Learning made simple... n WWW'VOUtUbe'Com/C/DreamIAS www.dreamias.co.in

— The proposed law will provide for the recognition of national sports bodies and regulate their
functioning, and will align sports governance in India with the Olympic and Paralympic Charters,
and with international best practices.

— The aim is to bring transparency and accountability in national sports federations, and open up
hosting, collaboration, and funding opportunities. Since cricket will soon be an Olympic sport, itis
necessary for the government to also bring BCCI under the proposed law.

— A subsequent amendment to the draft, however, said that a recognised sports organisation
“receiving grants or any other financial assistance” from the government shall be considered a
public authority only “with respect to utilisation of such grants or any other financial assistance”.

— The BCCI has for long argued that it is a private, autonomous body and not a “public authority”.
Indeed, it is not a sports federation under the Union Sports Ministry; legally, it is an autonomous
charitable society registered under the Tamil Nadu Societies Registration Act, 1975.

— In its 275th Report (2018) titled ‘Legal Framework: BCCI vis-a-vis Right to Information Act,
2005, the Law Commission of India recommended that BCCI should be classified as a public
authority, pointing to the significant indirect financial assistance it had received from the
government over the years.

— The Report noted that between 1997 and 2007, the board had received tax exemptions to the
tune of more than Rs 2,100 crore due to its legal status as a charitable institution. The foregoing
of this revenue amounted to indirect funding for the board, the Commission argued.

— The reportalso cited examples of state governments providing land to state cricket associations
at highly subsidised rates; for example, in Himachal Pradesh, the land for a stadium was
reportedly leased for Re 1 per month.

— The Supreme Court has noted that the BCCI performs “public functions” that are akin to those
of a state body. In a 2015 judgment, the court noted that it selects the teams that represent India,
uses national colours and symbols, and exercises a monopoly over the sport with the “tacit
concurrence” of the government.

— A committee led by Justice R M Lodha, which was appointed by the Supreme Court in 2015 to
recommend reforms in cricket, described the functioning of the BCCI as a “closed door and back-
room affair”, and said that the “legislature must seriously consider bringing BCCI within the
purview of the RTI Act”.

— Bringing the BCCI under the RTI Act would mean that any citizen of India could seek
information covering not just financial matters, but the entire gamut of the board’s operations.

— The public would be able to demand information on the criteria for team selection, details of
contracts awarded for broadcasting and infrastructure, the process of appointment of officials and
coaches, and the minutes of BCCI meetings. This would force the board to justify its decisions to
the public at large, and not just to its constituent members.

Do You Know:
— Parliament on Tuesday also passed a new income tax Bill to replace the six-decade-old Income

Tax Act, 1961.
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— The National Anti-Doping (Amendment) Bill, which reinforces NADA’s autonomy as required
by the World Anti-Doping Agency, was also passed by the Parliament.

— Piloting the Income Tax Bill, 2025, in Rajya Sabha, Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
said it does not impose any new tax rate and only simplifies the language, which is required for
understanding the complex income tax laws.

— The new Bill removes redundant provisions and archaic language and reduces the number of
Sections from 819 in the Income Tax Act of 1961 to 536 and the number of chapters from 47 to
23.

— The Lok Sabha passed the Indian Ports Bill 2025 and the Mines and Minerals (Development
and Regulation) Amendment Bill 2025 by voice vote.

— The Indian Ports Bill 2025 intends to establish and empower State Maritime Boards for
effective management of ports other than major ports besides establishing the Maritime State
Development Council for fostering structured growth and development of the port sector.

— The Mines and Minerals (Development and Regulation) Amendment Bill 2025 seeks to widen
the scope and territorial domain of the National Mineral Exploration Trust to enable the use of the
funds accrued to it within India, including offshore areas, and outside India for the exploration
and development of mines and minerals.

ENERGY LINK BOOST: INDIA INDUCTS S KOREA-BUILT LPG CARRIER SAHYADRI

A day before the 79th Independence day, the Shipping Ministry inducted Sahyadri, a very large
gas carrier (VLGC), which will transport LPG between the Persian Gulf and India, securing a vital
energy lifeline.

— The vessel, named after the mountain range along India’s western coast, is now part of the fleet
of state-run Shipping Corporation of India Ltd. It is after a gap of eight years that an Indian public
sector unit has acquired a VLGC.

— The hoisting was carried out atop the vessel at Hamad port in Qatar on Thursday in the
presence of the Indian crew of the ship, who were there to take charge of it.

— Officials said the acquisition is a step towards building a self-reliant, globally competitive
shipping sector and reducing dependence on foreign tonnage for strategic cargo.

— Sahyadri meets stringent international safety and environmental standards, said a ministry
note.

— “The South Korea built 225-metre-long, 36-metre-wide carrier can transport up to 82,000 cubic
metres of LPG. The induction raises SCI’s deadweight tonnage to 5.2 million and its owned fleet to
57 vessels, including crude and product tankers, bulk carriers, container ships, gas carriers and
offshore vessels,” it said.

— The acquisition is the first under a July agreement to purchase two VLGCs of the same capacity.
The second vessel, to be renamed Shivalik, will join later this financial year.
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FIGURE OF SPEECH

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 12th consecutive Independence Day address from the Red Fort
was notable not only for highlighting national security and self-reliance but also for laying stress
on a communally coloured demographic threat to the country. While showering praise on the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, Mr. Modi repeated its refrain by saying that the seeds of a new
crisis were being sown. The launch of a High-Powered Demography Mission, to address what he
described as “a deliberate conspiracy” to alter the demography of the country, is little more than
a thinly disguised effort to polarise the country on religious lines by pointing to the different rates
of growth in population among different communities and to the “infiltration” of undocumented
migrants from the neighbouring countries. However, the speech also dwelt on substantive issues
with a considerable focus on self-reliance in all fields including the economy, defence and
technology, and youth empowerment. Mr. Modi also presented an account of the developments in
India’s national security and developmental landscape in the last year, and previewed what to
anticipate ahead.

Mr. Modi lauded the armed forces for Operation Sindoor, which, he said, showcased the
effectiveness of India’s defence capabilities and indigenous weaponry. He also used the occasion
to warn India’s adversaries, particularly Pakistan, underscoring the policy of zero tolerance
toward terrorism and cross-border attacks. Recent successes in the combat against the Maoist
insurgency also found a mention. As in a plan announced by Mr. Modi, Mission Sudarshan Chakra,
a fully indigenous defence system, will be developed and deployed by 2035. The details were
scarce, but he described it as “a powerful weapon system” which “will not only neutralise the
enemy’s attack but will also hit back at the enemy many times more”. Speaking amid rapid changes
in global power equations, Mr. Modi’s Independence Day message was also aimed at the United
States, which has announced tariffs as high as 50% on many Indian products. While promising to
focus on revving up the domestic economy, Mr. Modi showed an awareness of the challenges that
the Indian economy is facing. The next generation GST reforms would be rolled out by Deepavali
2025, which would reduce the tax burden on core goods and services and boost business. On the
one hand, Mr. Modi is trying to cultivate his ideological ecosystem while on the other, he is trying
to tackle the material challenges facing the nation. The success of one, however, can only come at
the cost of the other.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE PM’S INDEPENDENCE DAY SPEECH

— The 79th Independence Day celebrations started off with Prime Minister Narendra Modi’'s 103-
minute address — the longest I-Day speech by any Indian PM till date.

— This year, the Prime Minister also broke Indira Gandhi’s record by delivering 12 consecutive
speeches from the ramparts of Red Fort to stand next only to Jawaharlal Nehru who delivered 17
Independence Day addresses in a row.

— Mission Sudarshan Chakra: During the Independence Day Speech, Prime Minister Modi
announced the launch of Mission Sudarshan Chakra.

It is learnt to be an advanced, multi-tiered air defence system, aimed at creating a nationwide
security shield to thwart enemy attacks across domains and strengthen the country’s deterrent
and offensive capabilities.

All public places will be covered by the expanded nationwide security shield by 2035.
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— Demography Mission: A High-Powered Demography Mission will be launched to study the
population change in the region.

— Reform Task Force: A dedicated Reform Task Force will be created to drive next-generation
reforms. Its mandate includes accelerating economic growth, cutting red tape, and modernising
governance.

— PM Viksit Bharat Rozgar Yojana: PM Modi launched Pradhan Mantri Viksit Bharat Rojgar
Yojana for the youths of India. Under this Rs 1 lakh-crore scheme, the government will provide Rs
15,000 to the youths securing jobs in private companies.

— Tenfold rise in nuclear energy by 2047: Modi said India is rapidly working on 10 new nuclear
reactors and has pledged to increase its nuclear energy capacity tenfold by 2047.

EXPRESS VIEW ON MEAT BANS ON INDEPENDENCE DAY: WITHDRAW THEM

The proposed imposition of meat-sale bans by civic bodies in Maharashtra — from Kalyan
Dombivli to Malegaon to Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar, Jalgaon and Nagpur — on August 15 strikes
a jarring note. Citing a 1988 government order as precedent, officials have framed it as a routine
measure to maintain “public order”. But the curbing of personal liberty in the name of decorum,
even for a single day, selectively targets communities, threatens livelihoods — and goes against
the spirit of celebration of freedom.

Not just opposition parties like the Shiv Sena (UBT), even Deputy Chief Minister Ajit Pawar has
questioned the rationale behind the prohibitions (even if he has controversially upheld their
necessity on religious occasions): “While it is important to keep public sentiments and faith in
mind on certain occasions like Ashadhi Ekadashi or Mahavir Jayanti ... there are no reasons why
there should be a ban on meat and non-vegetarian food on Maharashtra Day, Independence Day,
Republic Day.” CM Devendra Fadnavis has backed his deputy and said his government is “not
interested in (knowing) who eats what.” Unfortunately, however, the imposition of vegetarianism
by state diktat is not a Maharashtra-only phenomenon. In Telangana, for instance, the Greater
Hyderabad Municipal Corporation (GHMC) has announced a two-day closure of meat shops, on
both Independence Day and Janmashtami (August 16). During the annual Kanwar Yatra or
Navratri, in states such as Uttar Pradesh, bans on the sale of meat have become a routine assertion
of a state-backed majoritarian impulse, couched as deference to “public sentiments”. They are an
infringement, as Hyderabad MP Asaduddin Owaisi has termed it, responding to the GHMC'’s
decision, of the “people’s right to liberty, privacy, livelihood, culture, nutrition and religion”.

That such bans continue to find official favour points to a deeper discomfort with diversity —
cultural, religious or culinary — and a political and administrative imagination that is
homogenising, and sees the idea of India as a monolith. As India’s industrial and commercial
nucleus, Maharashtra, especially Mumbai, has long been a bastion of pluralism, sustained by a
tapestry of faiths, languages, cuisines, traditions, commerce and aspirations — moving forward
not despite, but because of, its diversity. Recent rollbacks by the Fadnavis government in
Maharashtra — from caste disclosures on exam hall tickets to the eggless midday meal policy —
show that discriminatory decisions can, and should, be reversed before they cause damage. In the
same spirit, the meat bans must be withdrawn immediately.
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POST-OPERATION SINDOOR PERFORMANCE, TALKS ON IN ARMED FORCES TO UP
RETENTION OF AGNIVEERS

The Armed Forces are discussing a reassessment of the Agnipath scheme, keeping in mind the
requirement for an ideal ratio between technically proficient and trained manpower and a
reduced age profile of soldiers in the military, The Indian Express has learnt.

— The services have been periodically reviewing the scheme — for recruitment of soldiers,
airmen and sailors for a limited period of four years — ever since it was introduced in 2022.

— While there have been discussions between the services and the Department of Military Affairs
on possible tweaks, no major changes have been cleared so far.

— However, according to sources, following Operation Sindoor in May, there have been
discussions on increasing the retention of Agniveers, based on factors such as training, experience
and expertise acquired by them in their four years.

— The first batch of Agniveers will complete their four years by 2026-end, and a decision on
making changes to the scheme is likely to take place around that time.

— According to current rules, at the end of the four-year tenure, up to 25% of the Agniveers can
join the services, subject to merit and organisational requirements.

— According to sources, discussions are underway in the Army to increase this retention
percentage — with the number varying in different departments.

— While there are increasing efforts to procure and induct a range of new generation military
platforms, equipment and modern technologies in the Armed Forces after Operation Sindoor,
much of the discussions stem from the requirement of a bigger manpower trained to use them.

— In the Army, for instance, most of such specialised training is done after Agniveers join their
respective units after the initial six months of training at their regimental centres.

— Earlier this year, Army Chief General Upendra Dwivedi had said that efforts to align Agniveers’
leave policies with those of regular soldiers and to harmonise benefits in case of casualties were
also being considered.

— He also mentioned the requirement for technically skilled recruits and spoke about the
possibility of increasing the upper age limit from 21 to 23 years.

Do You Know:

— Agnipath was aimed at recruiting personnel below officer ranks — soldiers, airmen, and sailors
who are not commissioned officers — to the Indian Armed Forces for a period of four years.

— At the end of this tenure, upto 25% of these recruits, the so called ‘Agniveers’, can join the
services on a permanent commission (another 15 years), subject to merit and organisational
requirements.

— Aspirants between the ages of 17.5 years and 23 years are eligible to apply (the upper age limit
was increased from 21), and the recruitment standards remain the same as with regular service,
prior to Agnipath.
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— The scheme was announced in June 2022, after military recruitment was paused for two years
due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

— Agniveers draw a basic salary of Rs 30,000-Rs 40,000 per month, and are entitled to other risk
and hardship allowances.

— They contribute 30% of their monthly emoluments to the Seva Nidhi fund, which the
government matches. At the end of their service, they receive approximately Rs 11.71 lakhs (with
interest) as a lump sum severance package from this fund, which is exempt from income tax.

— If they die on duty, their family receives a lump sum of Rs 1 crore (including the Seva Nidhi
package), and full pay for the period which the soldier could not serve. In case of disability, an
Agniveer can receive upto Rs 44 lakh as compensation, depending on the percentage of disability
suffered which is attributed to, or aggravated by military service.

— Unlike soldiers in regular service, Agniveers do not draw pensions post-retirement. Only the
25% of Agniveers who get absorbed into the forces after four years will receive pensionary
benefits, although the initial four years of service will not be considered for these.

CBSE PLANS OPEN-BOOK EXAMS: THIS IS HOW THE FORMAT HAS FARED

The Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) will introduce open-book assessments (OBE)
in Class 9 from 2026-27, after a pilot study showed strong “teacher support” for the idea.

— The CBSE Governing Body cleared the planin June. Held in November-December 2023, the pilot
was conducted for English, Mathematics and Science in Classes 9 and 10, and for English,
Mathematics and Biology in Classes 11 and 12. The move has put the spotlight on OBEs and the
debate over their place in India’s classrooms.

— An open-book exam allows students to use approved resources like textbooks, class notes, or
other specified material during an assessment, rather than mainly testing memory.

— The challenge lies in knowing where to look, making sense of the material, and applying it to
the problem at hand. In a science paper, for instance, the facts might be in front of you, but the real
test is linking them together to reach a conclusion. These exams evaluate whether students can
interpret ideas effectively, instead of just repeating them.

— Open-book exams have been around for decades. In fact, Hong Kong introduced them as early
as 1953.

— Despite early experiments, OBEs remain rare in high-stakes school exams. Most secondary
boards and standardised tests — such as the UK’s GCSEs or the US SATs — still require closed-
book answers.

— The Covid-19 pandemic changed that temporarily. As universities shifted online, many
introduced open-book, open-note or even open-web exams. Many students struggled initially —
not because of the subject matter, but because they were not familiar with the format.

— The open-book examination is not a new concept in India. In 2014, CBSE launched the Open
Text-Based Assessment (OTBA) to steer students away from rote learning. It applied to Class 9 for
Hindi, English, Mathematics, Science and Social Science, and to Class 11 final exams for subjects
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like Economics, Biology and Geography. Students were given reference material four months in
advance.

— Butby 2017-18, CBSE dropped the initiative, concluding it had not succeeded in developing the
“critical abilities” it was meant to promote.

— The CBSE approval to the OBE is part of a larger shift in the way schools approach assessment.
While the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 does not name open-book tests, it calls for
moving away from rote memorisation and towards competency-based learning. The goal is for
students to grasp concepts, understand processes, and explain how they apply them.

Do You Know:

— Open-book formats have a stronger presence in collegiate education. The All India Council for
Technical Education (AICTE) approved their use in engineering colleges in 2019 after an expert
panel’s recommendation. During the pandemic, Delhi University, Jamia Millia Islamia, Jawaharlal
Nehru University and Aligarh Muslim University used OBEs, while IIT Delhi, IIT Indore and IIT
Bombay ran them online.

— Delhi University’s first OBE took place in August 2020; the last was in March 2022. The
university returned to physical exams in January 2022 but allowed one more round for students
admitted in November 2021. More recently, Kerala’s higher education reforms commission has
proposed using the format only for internal or practical exams.

THE CEDING OF ACADEMIC FREEDOM IN UNIVERSITIES

Everyone engaged in higher education recognises that academic freedom is primary because
universities are the places for raising doubts and asking questions about everything. Exploring
ideas, debating issues and thinking independently are essential in the quest for excellence.

After all, knowledge develops only if we question existing knowledge. This means that students
must have the freedom to ask questions just as faculty must have the freedom to question received
wisdom in their respective disciplines. Indeed, universities, as institutions, must have the freedom
to raise questions, express opinions or articulate criticisms in the wider context of economic,
social and political spheres.

In fact, the development of knowledge is central to university education. Students enter the world
of higher education to learn. Understanding existing knowledge is a first step. The ability to ask
relevant questions, a capacity to critique conventional wisdoms, and the confidence to resist the
authority of the spoken — even printed — word are the next successive steps. Of course, learning
is a continuous process that never stops. Thus, it is for universities to decide what is taught to
students, which must not be controlled from elsewhere.

There should be no restrictions on who is invited to address a student audience. Circumscribing
this space, in any way, can only stifle learning, which, in turn, can hurt economic and social
progress.

The world of research needs similar freedoms. It is for universities to decide their research
priorities. It is for faculty members to decide their research agenda. Of course, financial support
for research must be based on peer review without preference or prejudice. Dissenting opinions
or unorthodox thinking, irrespective of disciplines, should be encouraged for that is how
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knowledge develops. In fact, fundamental research needs far more in terms of not only freedoms
but also resources and time. Such an environment is essential for brilliant scholars or thinkers to
surface, blossom and flourish.

The disturbing reality in India

The unfolding reality in India is disturbing. Curricula are regulated and straitjacketed. Readings
are prescribed. Indeed, what is excluded or what is included in prescribed reading lists is decided
elsewhere, not necessarily by the teachers. Some readings are explicitly excluded. Promising
research, which departs from the mainstream, particularly in social sciences or humanities, is
stifled. Research funding is controlled, directly or indirectly, by the central government through
its research councils and departments. In this milieu, fundamental research in universities in India
is rare if not impossible. It is no accident that our universities have not produced any Nobel
laureates.

Even the freedom for students and teachers to organise discussions or debates on campus, which
are perceived as critical of the Bharatiya Janata Party or its governments at the Centre and in
States where it rules, is circumscribed everywhere, often by administrative fiat or penal action.
Freedoms are curbed further, as social media posts sometimes lead to disciplinary action by
universities or legal action by governments.

At many central Universities, if a faculty member applies for duty leave to participate in a
conference abroad, he/she has to provide a written undertaking which says: “I will not participate
in any anti-Government activities...while I am abroad whether on official duty or a personal visit,
[ shall be subject to all the provisions of Government Servants Conduct Rules including those
relating to connection with the press and criticism of Government...Further I understand that...
any breach of these provisions whether committed in India or abroad shall render me equally
liable to disciplinary action.”

Such intrusion, in different forms, is now being extended to private universities. Dissenting or
critical voices of students or faculty members are silenced with disciplinary action. In some cases,
it goes much further, essentially because risk averse promoters fall in line, since they do not wish
to displease or antagonise the central government, or the State governments where their
universities are located.

Autonomy and accountability

Just as important, the autonomy of university spaces is also sacrosanct in the wider context of
political democracy, where universities perform an important role in addition to imparting higher
education. In the economy, they are a source of ideas for science, technology, research and
development, innovation, and economic or social policies. In society, they are the conscience-
keepers as public intellectuals, from among the faculty, who engage with the public domain,
informing citizens in their columns or lectures. In the polity, their evaluation or assessment of the
performance of governments fosters accountability.

Of course, this autonomy must have a corresponding accountability. But it is essential for
governments to recognise that the provision of resources to universities does not endow them
with a right to exercise control.

The resources are public money for public universities, which are accountable to students and
society through institutional mechanisms that exist or can be created. For this purpose, it is
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imperative that structures of governance in universities are appropriate for, and conducive to,
accountability. Good governance is necessary but not sufficient. There must also be checks and
balances in the public domain.

Rankings of universities perform an important role in this context. Such rankings, despite their
limitations, provide students, their parents and society at large, such an institutional mechanism
for accountability.

[tis absolutely essential that regulatory structures provide complete autonomy — administrative,
financial and academic — to universities. Liberation from the shackles of the University Grants
Commission is a necessary condition.

The existing parliamentary or legislative acts that created our universities also have many
constraints and fetters. Thus, as an approach, it would be far better to reform regulatory
structures, provide autonomy to universities and ensure accountability through systems — rather
than interventions or controls — to create an environment that encourages freedom of thought
and is conducive to learning.

The quest for uniformity is the worst enemy of thinking, creativity, understanding and knowledge,
which can thrive only in open societies. One-size-fits-all is a flawed presumption. Indeed, diversity
and differentiation are an integral part of the quest for excellence in higher education.

Governments and their quest to control

Academic freedom in universities is circumscribed not only in India but also in countries such as
Argentina, Hungary and Tiirkiye which have democratically elected governments.

Of course, academic freedom is highly restricted in countries that are ruled by dictators in Africa
and Asia. It is also curbed in countries that have one-party rule, for example, China, Russia and
Vietnam. China is somewhat different. Even if the freedom for academics — especially in the social
sciences and humanities — to write or to speak in the public domain is highly restricted, there is
no compromise, driven by preference or prejudice, in the quality of academic appointments at
leading universities and research institutions.

The real surprise is the United States, where academic freedom in universities has been sacrosanct
for more than a century. The federal government of U.S. President Donald Trump is slashing
research grants and imposing curbs on its leading public universities. If this continues, the leading
edge of American universities in education, research, science, technology and innovation is bound
to erode.

Governments seek to control universities essentially because they are worried about criticism or
dissent. Just as important, there is a sense of discomfiture, if not insecurity, since universities,
empowered by academic freedom, ask questions that are perceived as difficult. Of course, in some
countries, governments just want ideological conformity. Most universities cede their
autonomous space because they are largely dependent on government grants to support their
teaching and research. The reasons why academics, as individuals, are often silenced are because
of fear or compromise, while a few are willing to trade their beliefs for rewards.

The moral of the story is simple. The absence of academic freedom in universities will inevitably
harm the teaching-learning process just as it will stifle thinking and creativity in research.
Students and teachers will obviously be the worse-off. Ultimately, however, the economy, society

and polity will be the losers.
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HOW CAN SC/ST SCHOLARSHIPS BE EXPANDED?

The story so far:

Ahead of the upcoming financial cycle spanning FY 2026-27 to FY 2030-31, the Union government
is considering revising the parental income limit for eligibility in availing post and pre-matric
scholarships administered to students from marginalised castes and tribes.

What will be the new limit?

These scholarships require eligible candidates to have parental annual income below 2.5 lakh.
The Ministry of Tribal Affairs is looking to raise parental income limit to 4.5 lakh for post and
pre-matric ST scholarships, and the Social Justice Ministry is discussing revising the limits for post
and pre-matric scholarships for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Other Backward Castes (OBCs), and
Denotified Tribes (DNTSs). In addition, discussions are also on to raise the parental income limit of
college and school scholarships for OBCs, and DNTs.

What are these scholarships?

The post and pre-matric scholarships for SCs, Scheduled Tribes (STs), and OBCs, are run as central
sponsored schemes by the government. This means that it is funded by both the Union and State
governments on a 60:40 ratio (Union: States), except for in northeast States where the ratio is
90:10.

The post-matric scholarships for SCs, STs, and OBCs, require the student to be an Indian national,
studying at the post-matric stage, that is, after 10th grade. Pre-matric scholarships are mostly
available to students of grades IX and X, but for SCs pre-matric scholarships are available from
grades 1 to X, if their parent or guardian is involved in a “unclean or hazardous” occupation. Both
post and pre-matric scholarships require students’ annual parental income to be below 2.5 lakh
to become eligible.

In the ongoing fiscal year’s budget estimates, centrally sponsored scholarship schemes for SCs,
OBCs, Extremely Backward Classes (EBCs), and DNTs accounted for 66.7% of the Social Justice
Department’s 313,611 crore allocation.

In the Tribal Affairs Ministry, centrally sponsored scholarship schemes for ST students accounted
for about 18.6% of the department’s X14,925.81 crore allocation for FY 2025-26.

How many avail of the scholarships?

According to available government data, tabled in Parliament and submitted before House panels,
the number of beneficiaries for post and pre-matric scholarships across socio-economic groups
has been falling. This showed that from 2020-21 to 2024-25, there was a 30.63% drop in the
number of beneficiaries for pre-matric scholarships for SCs. In the same time period, beneficiaries
for SC post-matric scholarships dropped by 4.22%, according to data tabled in Parliament this
week.

Data from earlier this year further showed that for pre-matric scholarships for OBCs, EBCs, and
DNTs, the beneficiaries dropped from 58.62 lakh in 2021-22 to a little over 20.25 lakh in 2023-24.
A similar drop was seen in post-matric scholarships for these sections in the same time period,
reducing from 43.34 lakh beneficiaries to 38.42 lakh. For STs, there was a drop of 4.63 lakh
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beneficiaries in this time period for pre matric scholarships, and a drop of 3.52 lakh beneficiaries
for post-matric scholarships.

What have House panels said about these scholarships as well as eligibility criteria?

In a report on schemes for OBCs run by the Social Justice Ministry, the Parliamentary Committee
on Welfare of OBCs earlier this year recommended a “suitable rise” in the income limit from 2.5
lakh that is currently set for scholarships for OBC students. While the panel asked the government
to double the income limit for beneficiaries of pre- and post-matric scholarships for OBCs, it has
asked for “suitable rise” in the income limits for beneficiaries of top-class scholarships for school
and college education.

The panel also said it was puzzling why the pre-matric scholarship for OBCs was only being
offered for Class IX and X, recommending that the scholarship start covering students from Class
V onwards.

A separate House panel, which was set up to oversee the working of the Tribal Affairs and Social
Justice ministries this March, noted the same about post- and pre-matric scholarships for ST
students, recommending that the parental income limits be revised for these schemes.

These House panels have stressed the importance of these scholarships, and observed that the
existing parental income limit was too low, adding that this was preventing many families who
need the scholarships from getting access to it. They have suggested that the parental income limit
be raised for these scholarships so that the coverage can be extended to as many beneficiaries that
need it.

WHAT IS TELANGANA’S KALESHWARAM PROJECT?

The story so far:

The Kaleshwaram Lift Irrigation Project (KLIP), billed as the lifeline of Telangana by the previous
Bharat Rashtra Samithi (BRS) government, is mired in controversies over the manner in which it
has been executed. A barrage forming a major component of the project suffered damages within
three years of its inauguration, while two others constructed upstream developed cracks resulting
in the charge that the KLIP was a colossal waste of public money.

What is the KLIP?

The KLIP is a multi-purpose irrigation project on the Godavari river in Kaleshwaram of
Bhupalpally in Telangana. Billed as the world’s largest multi-stage irrigation project,
Kaleshwaram’s upstream influence is at the confluence of Pranahita and Godavari. It utilises a
canal network of more than 1,800 km. The project was conceived by the BRS government, headed
by K. Chandrasekhar Rao, to provide irrigation facilities to over 16 lakh acres in 13 districts of
Telangana, besides stabilising the existing ayacut. It aims at storing and distributing 240 thousand
million cubic feet (tmc ft) of Godavari water of which 169 tmc ft is proposed to be allocated for
irrigation, 30 tmc ft for drinking water to Hyderabad, 16 tmc ft for miscellaneous and industrial
uses and another 10 tmc ft for drinking water to villages en route.

Where was it built?

The government has constructed barrages across Godavari at Ramadugu, Medigadda, Sundilla and
Annaram. The water is stored there to cater to drinking water and irrigation needs. The project
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was conceived at a cost of 71,000 crore initially. The cost escalated to close to over X1 lakh crore
over a period of time. Finishing works is likely to take few more thousands of crores.

What is the controversy?

The project has been mired in controversies right from the beginning as the then government
shifted the location from Tummidihatti to Medigadda even after reportedly receiving hydrology
clearance for the former location. The shifting of the site was made on the pretext of non-
availability of water at Tummidihatti, but an inquiry revealed that the Central Water Commission
had estimated the water availability at Tummidihatti to be over 200 tmc ft.

A major allegation that has surfaced in the construction of the project was that the barrages were
constructed on permeable foundations rather than strong foundations that can withstand the
inflow of heavy quantum of water. The shifting of location, from Tumidihatti to Medigadda, too
came under criticism as almost 30% of the works at Pranahita Chevella Sujala Sravanti (PCSS)
project, started in united Andhra Pradesh in 2008, at Tummidihatti costing over 11,000 crore
were completed by then. Another major charge against the BRS Government was that the decision
to go ahead with the project was taken solely by Mr. Chandrasekhar Rao. It was alleged that he
had not obtained the consent of the State Cabinet before launching work on the project.

The faults in the Kaleshwaram project were exposed during the BRS regime when the piers of the
Sundilla barrage sunk, substantiating the claims that the barrage was constructed on permeable
foundation. Two other barrages, Annaram and Sundilla, too developed cracks as the government
impounded and stored huge quantities of water against technical advice.

Was an inquiry ordered?

The constitution of a judicial commission to probe the lapses in the Kaleshwaram project was an
election promise of the Congress. Subsequently, Chief Minister A. Revanth Reddy constituted a
one-man judicial commission headed by Justice Pinaki Chandra Ghose for a thorough inquiry into
the process. Justice Ghose examined over 110 witnesses during the course of his 15 month inquiry
and those examined included former CM K. Chandrasekhar Rao, former Ministers T. Harish Rao
(Irrigation) and Eatala Rajender (Finance) of BRS government, the latter especially for releasing
funds adopting a “negligentand indifferent attitude”. The judicial commission submitted its report
on July 31, and subsequently the Telangana government decided to take up a discussion on the
Kaleshwaram project in the legislature during the monsoon session. The government plans to
explain the lapses to the people in detail and to elicit views of all political parties, including the
BRS, on the future course of action.

How has the BRS reacted?

The BRS on its part appears to be guarded in its response to the accusations. Mr. Harish Rao,
however, defended the project claiming that the project received approvals from several statutory
bodies, including the CWC. It also had the approval of the Cabinet, the papers of which have not
been revealed by the government. The project was also ratified by the Assembly when Chief
Minister Chandrasekhar Rao had made a power point presentation, the first of its kind, on the
Kaleshwaram project, elaborating on its salient features.
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RAIN AND FLASH FLOODS IN J&K

At least 65 people have been killed after torrential rain triggered a flash flood at a remote village
in Jammu & Kashmir’s Kishtwar district on Thursday. The incident took place at Chasoti, the last
motorable village on the way to the Machail Mata temple. More than 50 people are missing.

— While experts hesitate to attribute a single extreme weather event solely to climate change,
they point out that flash floods and wildfires are becoming more frequent and intense due to the
global rise in temperatures and changes in weather patterns.

— InJ&K as elsewhere, the incidence of extreme weather events has increased with rising average
temperatures, leading to the deaths of thousands of people in recent years.

— Between 2010 and 2022, J&K witnessed 2,863 extreme weather events in which 552 deaths
were reported, according to a 2024 study, ‘Extreme weather events induced mortalities in Jammu
and Kashmir, India during 2010-2022’, published in Mausam, the quarterly journal of the India
Meteorological Department (IMD).

— Other frequent extreme weather events included flash floods (triggered by intense rainfall over
a very short duration) and landslides, which occurred 168 and 186 times respectively.

— While there were just 42 instances of heavy snow (when a station receives more than 30 cm of
snowfall in 24 hours) during this period, they killed 182 people, the heaviest toll extracted by any
extreme weather event.

— The analysis also showed that the largest number of deaths due to flash floods occurred in
Kishtwar (where Thursday’s disaster occurred), Anantnag, Ganderbal, and Doda.

— Although several factors contribute to the occurrence of extreme weather events in J&K, the
three significant drivers behind these events are rising temperatures, the changing pattern of
Western Disturbances, and the region’s topography.

— J&K is located in the western Himalayas, a region that has experienced a two-fold increase in
temperature compared to the Indian subcontinent as a whole post-2000.

— Due to this, the western Himalayas have witnessed increased mean and extreme precipitation.
This is because warmer temperatures allow the atmosphere to hold more water vapour — for
every 1-degree-Celsius rise in average temperature, the atmosphere can hold about 7% more
moisture.

— Also, increased temperatures have shrunk glaciers in the region, resulting in an increase in the
number of glacial lakes. Their water, when released, can cause major flooding in downstream
areas.

— Experts suggest that J&K could be witnessing more flash floods and rain due to global warming-
induced changes in the nature of western disturbances.

— These are east-moving rain-bearing wind systems that originate beyond Afghanistan and Iran,
and pick up moisture from the Mediterranean Sea, Black Sea, Caspian Sea and Arabian Sea.
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— While western disturbances are most common during the boreal winter months (December to
March), they have now begun to impact weather outside the winter season. This has increased the
risk of floods and heavy rain in India’s Himalayan states.

— J&K’s hilly terrain makes it more vulnerable to extreme weather events.

Do You Know:

— GLOFs are disaster events caused by the abrupt discharge of water from glacial lakes — large
bodies of water that sit in front of, on top of, or beneath a melting glacier. As a glacier withdraws,
itleaves behind a depression that gets filled with meltwater, thereby forming a lake.

— Incorporating local geology and hydrology into planning can significantly reduce vulnerability,
ensuring infrastructure remains functional even during severe events. Additionally, promoting
sustainable land-use practices, such as afforestation and slope stabilisation, can help prevent soil
erosion and landslides that often accompany heavy rains.

— Constructing strategically placed reservoirs and rainwater harvesting systems can regulate
water flow and reduce flood peaks. Implementing early warning systems powered by advanced
weather forecasting technologies enables communities to prepare just in time, saving lives and
minimising property damage.

— Governments should prioritise community-based disaster preparedness programmes,
including education campaigns that inform residents about risks and safety procedures. Training
local populations to respond effectively during floods can significantly enhance resilience, turning
vulnerable communities into active participants in disaster mitigation.

— On a broader scale, adopting climate-smart agricultural practices can help farmers adapt to
unpredictable weather patterns. This includes shifting to flood-tolerant crops, adjusting planting
schedules, and promoting soil conservation methods. Such measures reduce economic losses and
ensure food security despite increasing climatic uncertainties.

— Only through coordinated action at all levels — global, national, and local — can the Himalayan
region safeguard its people, heritage, and ecosystems from the increasing threat posed by climate
change.

WHAT ARE THE NEW RULES ON CHEMICALLY CONTAMINATED SITES?

The story so far:

The Environment Ministry has notified new rules under the Environment Protection Act that lays
out a process for addressing sites with chemical contamination. Called the Environment
Protection (Management of Contaminated Sites) Rules, 2025, they give a legal structure to a
process of addressing chemical contamination, that until now was missing despite several such
sites already identified across the country.

What are contaminated sites?

Contaminated sites, according to the Central Pollution Control Board, are those where hazardous
and other wastes were dumped historically, and which has most likely resulted in contamination
of soil, groundwater and surface water that pose a risk to human health and the environment.
Some of the sites were developed when there was no regulation on management of hazardous
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wastes. In some instances, polluters responsible for contamination have either closed down their
operations or the cost of remediation is beyond their capacity. These may include landfills, dumps,
waste storage and treatment sites, spill-sites, and chemical waste handling and storage sites.
There are 103 such sites identified across the country. Only in seven sites has remedial operation
commenced, which involves cleaning the contaminated soil, groundwater, surface water and
sediments by adopting appropriate technologies.

Why were these rules necessary?

The Environment Ministry had, in 2010, initiated a Capacity Building Program for Industrial
Pollution Management Project to formulate the National Program for Remediation of Polluted
Sites. This consisted of three broad tasks — creating an inventory of probable contaminated sites;
developing a guidance document for assessment and remediation of contaminated sites; and
developing a legal, institutional and financial framework for the remediation of contaminated
sites. While the first two steps have been in place, the last step, regarding a legal codification,
remained unfulfilled. The rules that were made public on July 25 were part of this legal
codification process.

Under these rules, the district administration would prepare half-yearly reports on “suspected
contaminated sites.” A State board, or a ‘reference organisation’ would examine these sites and
provide a “preliminary assessment” within 90 days of being thus informed. Following these, it
would have another three months to make a detailed survey and finalise if these sites were indeed
‘contaminated.” This would involve establishing the levels of suspected hazardous chemicals —
there are currently 189 marked ones under the provisions of the Hazardous and Other Wastes
(Management and Transboundary Movement) Rules, 2016. If these sites exceed safe levels, the
location of these sites would be publicised and restrictions placed on accessing it. Then, the
‘reference organisation’, which would basically be a body of experts, would be tasked with
specifying a remediation plan. The State board would also have 90 days to identify the person(s)
responsible for the contamination. Those deemed responsible would have to pay for the cost of
remediation of the site, else the Centre and the State would arrange for the costs of clean-up. “Any
criminal liability, if it is proved that such contamination caused loss of life or damage would be
under the provisions of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (2023),” an official told The Hindu.

Are there any exemptions?

Contamination resulting from radioactive waste, mining operations, pollution of the sea by oil,
and solid waste from dump sites would not be dealt with under the provisions of these laws as
they are governed by a separate legislation. Another major omission from the rules is the lack of
a defined timeline whereby once a contaminated site is identified, a deadline is set by which it
must be returned to safe levels.

ALL ABOUT DHIRIO, GOA’S TRADITIONAL BULL FIGHTS, WHICH MLAS WANT LEGALISED

During a discussion in the state Assembly last week, legislators across party lines demanded the
legalisation of bull fighting in Goa. The MLAs said that bull fighting, locally referred to as dhirio or
dhiri, is an integral part of Goa’s cultural fabric.

— In the book Goa, Cradle of My Dreams (1988) Nora Secco de Souza described Goan bull fighting
as a “less complicated” and “less colourful affair” than its Spanish counterpart “for there are no
flamboyant matadors [in dhiri]”.
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— These bull fights have traditionally been held in paddy fields and football grounds of Goa, with
village shepherds bringing in their animals.

— Dhiri was a “part and parcel of every Church fest” and villagers from miles around would gather
to witness the popular sport in which “two thorough-bred bulls fight each other”.

— The bull that gets pushed out of the arena first or turns and runs away loses the fight, unlike in
Spain where the animal has to die for the fight to end. A fight can be over in a few minutes or
stretch for more than an hour.

— “It is a straight fight till one bull falls or flees. Often a bull is seriously injured,” said one bull
owner who was previously involved in the practice. Bulls can even be gored to death at times.
Agitated bulls may also charge at spectators, causing grievous injuries.

— The bulls often had names such as (Mike) Tyson and Rambo (the famous Sylvester Stallone
character), and had a devoted fan following, Gracias said.

— In September 1996, Xavier Fernandes from Cana-Benaulim was Killed by a “violent” bull at a
fight organised at Ambaji-Fatorda. After the incident, the NGO People for Animals filed a petition
in the High Court of Bombay at Goa contending that bull fights were occurring illegally in
contravention to the provisions of the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act, 1960.

— The High Court subsequentlly found bullfights to be illegal and said they “cannot be permitted
to be organised”. The Court directed the state to take immediate steps to ban “all types of animal
fights including bull fights and ‘dhirios’ in the state of Goa.”

— In 2021, a contempt petition was filed in the High Court, alleging that bull fights were taking
place despite orders of the court. In April this year, a bull died during a bullfight in a paddy field
in Betalbatim. In January, a spectator was gored to death at a bull fight near Benaulim.

— Supporters and bull fight aficionados argue that bull fights are a traditional “sport of Goa”.

— “There is no cruelty. It is a sport where the strength of bulls is put to test. It is like boxing. It can
be regulated. The horns of bulls can be capped, but a ban goes against the tradition,” Francis, a
resident of Taleigao, told The Indian Express.

— In 2023, AAP MLA from Benaulim, Venzy Viegas sought an amendment to the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals Act to exclude dhirio, along the lines of a similar legislation passed by Tamil
Nadu, which excludes the traditional sport of jallikattu from the ambit of the law.

Do You Know:

— A five-judge Bench of the Supreme Court on May 18, 2023 upheld the amendments made by
the legislatures of Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, and Karnataka to The Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (PCA) Act, 1960, allowing bull-taming sports like jallikattu, kambala, and bullock-cart
races.

— The five-judge Bench overruled the view taken by a two-judge Bench of the court in its 2014
ruling in ‘Welfare Board of India v. A. Nagaraja’, banning such sports including jallikattu.

— Jallikattu, also known as eruthazhuvuthal, is a bull-taming sport traditionally played in Tamil
Nadu as part of the Pongal harvest festival. The festival is a celebration of nature, and thanksgiving
for a bountiful harvest, of which cattle-worship is part.
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— In 2017, Tamil Nadu amended the PCA Act to allow jallikattu in the state. The amending Act
sought to preserve the cultural heritage of Tamil Nadu, and to ensure the survival and well-being
of the native breeds of bulls.

ASIATIC LION PAIR ADAPTING WELL, VIZAG ZOO OPTIMISTIC ABOUT CUBS

This World Lion Day (August 10), the Indira Gandhi Zoological Park (IGZP) in Visakhapatnam is
optimistic aboutits number of Asiatic lions, currently two, going up in the near future. Zoo officials
say its Asiatic lion pair — 12-year-old male Patwad and 4.5-year-old female Kumari, also known
as Maheswari — are ready to breed and bring cubs into the world.

e Zoo curator G Mangamma says the lion and lioness, brought to IGZP in 2019 and 2023,
respectively have adapted well to each other. Lions typically reach their reproductive maturity
between three and four years of age.

« Asiatic lions are a vulnerable species. Unlike their African counterparts, Asiatic lions are slightly
smaller in size, with a less prominent mane in males and a distinctive fold of skin along their belly.

¢ They are mostly confined to Gir forest in Gujarat, with a few living under specialised
conservation breeding programmes in zoological parks like the one in Visakhapatnam.

» The Vizag zoo has an adoption programme for animals. The zoo encourages wildlife enthusiasts
to adopt animals of their choice.

Do You Know:

« As per the latest official figures of the 16th Lion Census, the total population of Asiatic Lions,
primarily found in the Gir Forests of Gujarat — the last abode of the species in the world — has
been estimated at 891. According to Gujarat government records, the first lion census was
conducted by the Nawab of Junagadh in 1936.

¢ In 1965, the Gir forest was declared a sanctuary, and since then, the Gujarat Forest Department
has been regularly conducting lion censuses every five years.

» The lions have colonised at least three new areas — Barda wildlife sanctuary, Jetpur and Babra-
Jasdan — in the last five years.

e Listed in Schedule I and IV of the Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972, in Appendix I of CITES.

* The most striking morphological character, which is always seen in Asiatic lions and rarely in
African lions, is a longitudinal fold of skin running along its belly.

* Project Lion was announced in August 2020 to secure the future of Asiatic lions through
comprehensive, long-term conservation efforts. August 10 is observed as World Lion Day annually
to raise awareness of the rapidly diminishing lion population and the critical need for their
conservation.

IN SEARCH OF THE ELUSIVE AND THREATENED FISHING CAT

In the wild, India has 15 species belonging to the cat family. Much attention has been given to our
large cats, the lions and tigers. Not much is known of the smaller wild cats - the caracal, the rusty
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spotted cat, the fishing cat, etc. These smaller, more secretive cats deserve due recognition, as they
navigate a world increasingly full of threats far larger than themselves.

Wetlands in India are home to the fishing cat, which grows to twice the size of the domestic cat,
weighs seven to 12 kg, and has a greyish brown fur lined with black spots. In its territory, this cat
is often the apex predator, meaning no other creature preys on it. Wetlands are vibrant
ecosystems characterised by waterlogged soil like that found in river floodplains, mangroves, and
swamps.

Some unusual adaptations enable the fishing cat to get by in wet surroundings. Partially webbed
paws, a dense water-resistant coat and the ability to swim while fully submerged in water indicate
aquatic leanings. Protruding claws, which cannot be fully retracted, help the cat with gripping
slippery mud and fish. The cats’ diet is primarily fish, although rodents, chickens, and other small
animals are always welcome.

The fishing cat spends 50% of its hunting time standing, sitting or crouching near the edge of
water. Barely 5% of hunting time is spent submerged in water. In shallow water, the cat keeps
moving slowly, pausing to flush a fish out with its paws before grabbing it with the mouth.

Populations of the fishing cat are found in scattered pockets: the terai region of the Himalayas,
some marshes of Western India, the Sundarbans, along the East coast, and in Sri Lanka.

Wildlife surveys for keeping track of the patchy populations of this elusive nocturnal cat utilise
camera traps set near the water’s edge. An elaborate count has been conducted by Tiasa Adhya of
the Fishing Cat Project and a network of collaborators (see fishingcat.org) in the Chilka lake, where
there is an abundance of fish and limited conflict with humans. Extrapolating their results gives
us an estimate of about 750 fishing cats in the 1,100 sq. km expanse of the lagoon (see: Endangered
Species Research, 54, 1, 2024).

This healthy number contrasts with the cats’ rapidly dwindling numbers in the Sundarbans.
Fishing cats were thought to have died out in Rajasthan until sightings in the Keoladeo National
Park earlier this year.

The decline is largely on account of habitat loss. It has been estimated that 30-40% of India’s
wetlands have been lost or severely degraded in the last four decades. Protecting wetland
ecosystems is therefore crucial for the fishing cat. Human encroachment has also severely affected
them. Many people see them as predators of fish ponds and chicken coops, and an alarming
number of revenge Kills by humans have been documented. Community-based conservation
programmes appear to hold the key to reducing this animosity.

This year, the Wildlife Institute of India in Dehradun has initiated a project to track fishing cats in
the estuaries of the Godavari river within the Coringa Wildlife Sanctuary near Kakinada in Andhra
Pradesh.

Using GPS collars with GIS integration, precise location data of collared cats will be collected.
Continuous data from the collars will provide insights on preferred habitats, movement, and
where they encounter human settlements. All these will be useful for designing strategies to boost
fishing cat populations.
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ONLY UNITED ACTION CAN STOP THE HYACINTH’S INVASION

Every monsoon, a quiet menace surges across India’s waterways, turning glistening rivers,
backwaters and lakes into green deserts. This threat is the water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes),
an innocuous-looking aquatic plant which has delicate lilac flowers that belies its destructive
power. Nowhere is its impact more pervasive than in Kerala — a State renowned for its intricate
network of backwaters and the famed Vembanad Lake.

Introduced in India during colonial rule as an ornamental plant, the water hyacinth’s prodigious
growth has since overwhelmed the very ecosystems and communities it decorates. Today, it is
estimated that over 2,00,000 hectares of inland waters nationwide have been smothered by this
weed, disrupting the lives and livelihoods of countless Indians.

Crisis in Kerala

Farmers and fishermen are among the hardest hit. For paddy cultivators along the Kuttanad
region of Kerala — known as the ‘rice bowl of Kerala’ — water hyacinth mats block irrigation
channels, impede water flow, and choke fields, driving up the costs and efforts required to sustain
agriculture. Fishermen find their traditional trade impossible as the dense mats strangle fish
nurseries, undermine native fish populations, block access, and even damage nets and boats.

Worse, water hyacinth devastates aquatic biodiversity. By preventing sunlight and oxygen from
penetrating the water’s surface, these floating jungles suffocate everything below. Aquatic flora
and fauna, already fighting pollution and over-extraction, are now forced to contend with
ecological asphyxiation, unravelling entire food webs. The weed’s unchecked proliferation is a
direct threat to ecotourism as well. Vembanad Lake, a Ramsar-recognised wetland of international
importance and a lifeline for lakhs of people, is emblematic of this crisis, with tourism and
transport now at risk.

Yet, the hidden danger of the water hyacinth extends beyond livelihoods and biodiversity. As the
plant rapidly accumulates and then decays, it releases methane — a greenhouse gas over 25 times
more potent than carbon dioxide at trapping heat.

Experiments that must be scaled up

Recognising the need for solutions, innovators and communities across India have experimented
with turning this ‘pest’ into a resource. In Odisha, imaginative women'’s self-help groups skilfully
weave water hyacinth into handicrafts, baskets and furniture. In Assam and West Bengal, it has
been transformed into paper and biogas production.

These experiments, though promising, remain isolated in scope and scale. What is urgently
required is policy support, financial incentives and a robust value chain to scale them up.

Despite the creativity at the grass-roots, what is missing is a coordinated policy thrust in the
effective management of the hyacinth menace. Currently, responsibility is diffused across multiple
government departments — agriculture, fisheries, environment, irrigation — often leading to
piecemeal and short-term efforts. The situation demands a single-point accountability mechanism
and a national policy with region-specific implementation strategies. There is a need for
coordinated removal drives using scientific methods and mechanisation with appropriate
technology suited to local conditions in places such as Kerala where labour is not easily available.
Innovators need to be incentivised and private sector partnerships established for value addition.
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Research into viable products (crafts, biofuels, compost textiles) also needs to be promoted and
disseminated.

Solving the water hyacinth crisis is a mammoth task, but it is by no means insurmountable.
Recently, Jain university in Kochi organised a brainstorming workshop under its Future Kerala
Mission, bringing together experts, grass-roots practitioners, policymakers and businesses to
reimagine water hyacinth as a bearer of sustainable livelihoods — rather than just viewing itas a
pest.

The University has since decided to launch an awareness campaign and to release a discussion
paper, inviting inputs that incorporate scientific and local knowledge systems. By fusing academic
research, policy engagement, and community experience, the University hopes to spur a shift from
sporadic experiments to systematic, sustainable solutions.

Need for united action

India’s rivers and lakes are too precious to be stifled by neglect — or by a single invasive plant.
The water hyacinth menace calls for urgency, accountability and united action. Let every
community, government department, entrepreneur and citizen recognise that this is not just an
ecological problem buta crucible for rural livelihoods, food security, climate resilience and a green
economy.

Let us, together, drain the swamp — not just of water hyacinth, but of the inertia that allows such
a menace to flourish. The time for action is now.

CLEAR THE MYTHS, RECOGNISE ORGAN DONATION AS A LIFELINE

Organ transplantation is one of modern medicine’s greatest triumphs. A miracle of 20th century
medicine, organ transplants are the gold standard treatment for terminal and irreversible organ
failure. Yet, in India, more than half a million lives are lost every year for lack of a suitable donor
organ.

This is despite the number of transplants performed every year, from 4,990 in 2013 to 18,378 in
2023. However, this number includes only 1,099 deceased organ donors after brain death. The
Indian organ donation rate per million population is only 0.8, which is much lower than the
highest rate of over 45 per million population in Spain and the United States. As I have often said,
losing a fellow Indian due to the lack of an organ for transplant is a preventable fatality we cannot,
and must not accept.

Helping families to overcome their fears

The reasons for this gap between demand and supply include deep-seated myths and
misconceptions that discourage families from consenting to donation after a patient’s death. To
change this situation, we must launch sustained education and awareness campaigns.

Many families believe that donating one’s organs disfigures the body, preventing proper funeral
rites. Families worry about the deceased person’s physical integrity being affected or of violating
religious traditions. In reality, organ retrieval is performed with the utmost respect and care,
ensuring that the donor’s appearance is preserved for viewing and final ceremonies. Health-care
teams work within the framework of cultural practices, and leaders across faiths have publicly
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affirmed that organ donation is an act of compassion aligned with spiritual values espoused in all
religions.

Another widespread myth is the fear that some families harbour that hospital staff might
prematurely declare brain death just to harvest organs. This is a complete falsehood as a
declaration of brain death requires strict adherence to a structured legal and clinical framework
established under the Transplantation of Human Organs and Tissues Act, 1994. This involves
strict medical criteria, a multidisciplinary board of experts, defined clinical assessments repeated
after a stipulated interval, and thorough documentation on prescribed forms. The procedure is
robust, transparent and ethically sound to ensure an unbiased confirmation of irreversible
neurological death, an upholding of ethical standards, and the enabling of timely organ retrieval
for transplantation.

The issue of age and health

Age and health status often give rise to another misunderstanding — that only young accident
victims can donate organs. While certain organs perform best when recovered from younger
donors, many organs and tissues, such as the kidneys, liver segments, the lungs, and the corneas
can come from older donors or those who die of natural causes. Every contribution counts, with
even donations of bone, skin and heart valves able to save or dramatically improve lives.

Addressing these myths requires a sustained focus. Audio-visual campaigns on television and
social media can reach younger audiences. Using real donor families and transplant recipients in
communication can show how transplants save real lives. Community workshops, led by trained
counsellors, can provide safe spaces for questions and discussions, directly addressing concerns
about funeral rites, medical protocols, and donor eligibility.

Donation awareness must be instilled in schools and colleges from a young age. By integrating
organ donation education into the life sciences and ethics curriculum, we can nurture a culture of
giving. Peer-to-peer education empowers students to take ownership of the message, fostering
empathy and debunking myths through relatable storytelling.

Health-care professionals themselves must also become champions of organ donation. Regular
training sessions can equip physicians, nurses and other health-care staff with the knowledge and
the skills to initiate compassionate conversations with families of potential donors. At Apollo
Hospitals, we have dedicated transplant coordination teams who guide families through the
complex decision-making process with sensitivity and clarity.

Steps to ensure public confidence

[ strongly believe that India needs a collective national will to bridge the massive gap between
organ supply and demand. The push given to organ donation on this day must be sustained going
forward through policy reforms and grass-roots engagement. One promising policy proposal is
presumed consent, adopted in countries in Europe such as Spain and Croatia, with significant
success. Under this system, every adult is considered an organ donor unless they register an
objection. Alongside presumed consent, robust family support systems and grievance redress
mechanisms are vital to ensure public confidence and ethical oversight.

Organ donation is not just a medical procedure. It is a profound act of charity. And to donate one’s
organs so that others may live is perhaps the noblest legacy one can leave.
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The time to actis now. Every eligible adult must register as a donor, and every family must pledge
to respect their decision. For patients with end-stage disease where an organ transplant is the
only treatment, organ donation is a lifeline. By busting myths and with an unwavering
commitment, we can ensure that no Indian loses their life for want of an organ. Today, on World
Organ Donation Day (August 13 every year), let us all pledge to embrace this cause as a shared
responsibility.

JUSTICE AND EQUALITY

When decisions are based on the principle of natural justice, they serve a particular social purpose
or aim to right a specific wrong. The National Organ and Tissue Transplant Organization’s
(NOTTO) recent advisory, stating that women patients and relatives of deceased donors awaiting
transplants will get priority as beneficiaries, walks the path of rewriting a gender trope. There is
a gender skew as NOTTO’s decadal data (2013-23) indicates. As per NOTTO, in 2023, women
constituted 63% of all living donor transplants, and yet they comprised between 24% (for heart)
and 47% (lung) as beneficiaries of organs for transplantation. In kidney transplants, women were
only 37% of the beneficiaries in 2023, while for liver, women’s share was 30%. For pancreas
transplant, women totalled up to 26% of total beneficiaries. Analysis in the British Medical Journal
showed that in the past five years, women contributed to 36,038 of the 56,509 living organ
donations in India, and benefited from transplantation in only 17,041 cases. NOTTO, in its
advisory, said the recommendation was an attempt to address the gender imbalance among organ
transplant recipients; to make provisions for additional points in the allocation criteria for women
patients in the waiting.

While certainly laudable in what it sets out to do, this move could well be beset with procedural
hassles. Currently, organ allotment protocols do not allow for prioritising any one recipient over
another, except on grounds of health. There are, therefore, no provisions to prioritise women
and/or near relatives of previous donors. Since the NOTTO advisory, questions have also been
raised about whom the definition of ‘near relatives’ should include, and if all families involved in
donating cadaveric organs for transplantation (since 1995) would be considered beneficiaries.
The primary fear among implementers seems to be that this might become another backdoor way
to facilitate out-of-turn allotments, particularly as organ harvesting rackets continue to be busted
in India. However, it makes little sense to throw the baby out with the bathwater, particularly
when operating with the intent to be more inclusive, in a society shaped by patriarchal norms. It
is crucial that NOTTO makes this a participative process, taking along various agencies involved
in implementation. While it is important to ensure proper implementation under the
Transplantation of Human Organs Act, and widen access to the limited pool of organs, above all, it
is imperative that the principle of not denying anyone whose need for an organ is the greatest,
based on health parameters, is always adhered to.

WASTEWATER SURVEILLANCE, KEY TOOL TO SPY ON DISEASES, WILL NOW COVER MORE,
CATCH MORE

A key public health tool that is crucial to monitor infectious diseases, and identify outbreak trends
early, is being strengthened to cover more areas and identify more infections.

— Wastewater surveillance, which is currently used for polio and Covid-19, is now being deployed
to monitor more commonly reported symptoms caused by several pathogens, such as fever,
diarrhoea, acute encephalitis syndrome (inflammation of the brain), and respiratory distress.
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— Such an expansion has significant public health implications since it is being done with the aim
of detecting potential outbreaks early, as well as identifying unusual patterns that may indicate a
public health concern.

— The surveillance will also study patterns of antimicrobial resistance — a global public health
threat — that results in the drugs becoming less effective, making it difficult to treat infections.

— At present, tracking changes in the susceptibility of different pathogens to available
antimicrobials is being done through a network of 60 hospitals across the country.

— While antimicrobial resistance surveillance through a hospital network can provide important
trends on which drug continues to work for which disease, it cannot track resistance patterns in
the community. Wastewater surveillance, on the other hand, can capture these patterns — even
in those who might not go to a hospital for treatment.

— The enhanced surveillance will be carried out through the ICMR’s (Indian Council of Medical
Research) flagship national network of Viral Research and Diagnostic Laboratories: specialised
facilities that focus on the diagnosis, research and surveillance of viral diseases.

— Wastewater surveillance proved to be an effective tool in tracking Covid-19. A study from
Mumbai shows that the pathogen was detected in wastewater up to three weeks before clinical
diagnosis of cases.

— Another study from Pune showed that silent waves of Covid-19 after the Omicron wave could
be detected in wastewater. The XBB variant was detected 130-253 days before it was clinically
identified in patients.

Do You Know:

— Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is a condition in which bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites no
longer respond to antimicrobial medicines, which include antibiotics, antivirals, antifungals and
antiparasitics.

— As a result, infections become difficult or impossible to treat, increasing the risk of disease
spread, severe illness, disability and death. It is the result of evolution of microbes in a situation
where there is a misuse or overuse of antibiotics.

— According to World Health Organisation- Antibiotic resistance occurs when bacteria change in
response to the use of antibiotics. Bacteria, not humans, become antibiotic resistant. These
bacteria may then infect humans and are harder to treat than non-resistant bacteria.

— Antimicrobial resistance is a broader term, encompassing resistance to drugs to treat infections
caused by other microbes as well, such as parasites (e.g. malaria), viruses (e.g. HIV) and fungi (e.g.
Candida).

— According to WHO— “ Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is one of the top global public health
and development threats. It is estimated that bacterial AMR was directly responsible for 1.27
million global deaths in 2019 and contributed to 4.95 million deaths.”
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BRINGING THEM HOME

The recent repatriation of the Piprahwa relics, which were excavated in 1898 from a stupa in Uttar
Pradesh, marked an important episode in India’s cultural diplomacy efforts. Considered to be
physical remnants associated with Lord Buddha’s mortal remains and his early followers, they
were taken away in the colonial era and resurfaced for auction by Sotheby’s in Hong Kong in May.
At this point, the Indian government intervened to halt the auction and repatriate the relics. These
artifacts now reside in the National Museum, providing people the opportunity to engage directly
with an irreplaceable piece of India’s and Buddhism’s heritage. Notably, India’s coordinated
diplomatic effort, involving multiple ministries and its missions abroad, could persuade Sotheby’s
to postpone and eventually cancel the auction. The Godrej Industries Group’s ability to acquire
the relics through a negotiated arrangement with Sotheby’s also reflects an innovative public-
private partnership. Thus, the collaboration enabled the repatriation as well as the setting of a
good precedent for future recoveries, combining private sector resources with state authority.
The episode also raised awareness worldwide about India’s role as a steward of Buddhist heritage.

However, the case has also revealed certain structural deficiencies in the framework within which
India operates to recover and safeguard its cultural assets. The relics, excavated during British
administration, originally had a fragmented ownership, resulting in a complex legal status that
vexed repatriation claims a century later. India’s reactive posture in the episode also reflected
gaps in the existing legal, administrative, and preventive infrastructure to manage heritage. That
the auction was publicly announced and scheduled before India intervened is revealing. The case
also exposed the absence of robust international legal frameworks designed to prevent the sale of
culturally sensitive objects. While India used existing national laws and international negotiations
effectively in this instance, it also banked on diplomatic pressure, which is not a scalable solution.
To address these gaps, the country needs a centralised, digitised registry of cultural assets
(domestic and overseas) integrated with international customs and auction houses for real-time
monitoring, proactive tracking, and to receive early alerts of potential sales. The government
could also spearhead or actively participate in international efforts to develop binding norms to
keep sacred relics from being commercialised. Scaling up public-private partnerships is equally
imperative, together with encouraging the involvement of diverse stakeholders, including
philanthropic foundations and heritage trusts, to mobilise additional resources and expertise for
recovery and conservation.

SHORT NEWS

E1 AREA SETTLEMENT PROJECT

— Israeli far-right Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich announced work would start on a long-
delayed revival of the E1 development, east of occupied East Jerusalem.

— The construction on a tract of land east of Jerusalem named E1 has been under consideration
for more than two decades, and is especially controversial because it is one of the last geographic
links between the major West Bank cities of Ramallah and Bethlehem.

— The two cities are 22 kilometers (14 miles) apart by air. But once the E1 settlement project is
completed, it will destroy the possibility of a direct route.
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— Development in E1 was long frozen, largely due to U.S. pressure during previous
administrations.

FREEING AN UNDERTRIAL BASED ON LENGTH OF SENTENCE: WHAT LAW SAYS

What if an undertrial prisoner has spent more time in jail than the maximum punishment for the
offence that he has allegedly committed? Will they be automatically released from prison?

Titled ‘Maximum period for which an under trial prisoner can be detained’, section 436-A Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC), 1973.states that an undertrial prisoner cannot be held in prison for a
period exceeding the maximum period of punishment for his offence. Release in such a
circumstance is a statutory obligation, and thus automatic. The section also states that a person
who has spent at least half of the maximum period of imprisonment specified for his particular
offence may be released, provided the offence does not carry the penalty of death. In this situation,
however, the release of the undertrial is not automatic but subject to the court’s discretion after
it hears the public prosecutor.

Section 436-A was inserted in the CrPC in 2006, due to concerns that many undertrials were being
detained for periods well beyond the maximum stipulated for their offence.

NASIK FARMERS REJOICE AFTER THE INDIA-UK FREE TRADE AGREEMENT (FTA)

The India-UK Free Trade Agreement (FTA) has brought significant benefits to small and marginal
farmers in Maharashtra, particularly in Nashik, known as India's grape capital. The FTA allows
Indian grapes to enter the UK duty-free, enhancing their competitiveness against exports from
countries like South Africa and Chile. This is expected to boost farmers' incomes by at least 15%,
improve living standards, and increase export volumes. Maharashtra, a major grape producer,
exported over 3 lakh metric tonnes valued at $400 million in 2023-24, with the UK as a key market.
The agreement also opens opportunities for other horticultural products like pomegranates,
mangoes, and citrus fruits. Collective farming, led by organizations like Sahyadri Farms, which
supports 14,000 farmers and holds a 17% market share in grape exports, has empowered these
farmers by improving quality, bargaining power, and global market access. This collective
approach ensures better standards and competitiveness, promising prosperity for small farmers
with land holdings of 1-6 acres.

‘AT HOME’ INVITE TO INDEPENDENCE DAY GUESTS

— An invitation kit has been sent for this year by Rashtrapati Bhawan for the ‘At Home’ which
was held on August 15 marking the 79th Independence Day.

— The invitation kits have been put together by the National Institute of Design, Ahmedabad, in
collaboration with over 100 artisans, mostly women, from the four states.

— The invitee box is woven from sikki grass, a lesser known traditional craft from Bihar and a
cloth bag with a hand-painted Madhubani tag to holds it.

— Inside the box is a bamboo frame carrying an invite and four other paintings, showcasing
popular artforms from West Bengal, Odisha and Jharkhand, besides Bihar.
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— The four paintings include Tikuli art, an 800-year-old folk painting style from Patna;
Pattachitra, which is practised by the Patua community of Medinipur, Bengal; Talapatra Chitra,
the palm leaf scrolls of Odisha; and Paitkar painting, an old tribal scroll tradition from Jharkhand’s
Amadubi village.

INTERNATIONAL DAY OF THE WORLD’S INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

— The International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples is observed on August 9 every year.
This date was adopted in December 1994 by UN General Assembly.

— The theme of this year is “Indigenous Peoples and Al: Defending Rights, Shaping Futures”.

— UNESCO marks the celebration of the Day by sharing information on projects and activities that
are relevant to the annual theme.

SABHASAAR

— A new artificial intelligence (AI)-powered tool named SabhaSaar has been rolled out in Tripura
on Independence Day, August 15.

— This Al-tool will automatically generate minutes of meetings of gram sabhas, the primary body
of the Panchayati Raj system, consisting of all registered voters of a gram panchayat.

— ‘SabhaSaar’ leverages the power of Al to generate structured minutes of meetings from gram
sabha videos and audio recordings.

— Panchayat officials can use their e-GramSwaraj login credentials to upload video/audio
recordings on ‘SabhaSaar’.

— A source said ‘SabhaSaar’ is built on Bhashini, an Al-powered language translation platform
launched by the government to bridge literacy, language, and digital divides.

ASSAM’S NEW ARMS LICENCE PORTAL

— Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma announced the launch of an online portal through
which “indigenous citizens” living in “vulnerable and remote areas” can apply for arms licences.

— In May, the Assam cabinet had approved a ‘Special Scheme for Grant of Arms Licenses to
Original Inhabitants and Indigenous Indian Citizens in Vulnerable and Remote Areas of Assam’
with the rationale that possession of firearms would enable “indigenous citizens” to protect
themselves from “demographic and security challenges.”

— The eligibility criteria for the grant of licences through this portal are that the applicant must
be “an indigenous citizen from Assam” and must be at least 21 years old.

— Applicant must reside in a “vulnerable and remote area,” must not have a criminal background
or pending cases, must be “physically and mentally fit,” and must have a training certificate under
the Arms Rules, 2016.
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— The acquisition of arms in India is governed by Arms Rules, 2016 framed under the Arms Act,
1959. Schedule I of the Arms Rules provides a list of prohibited, restricted and permitted arms
and ammunition.

— Those in the prohibited and restricted categories are directly governed by the Union Ministry
of Home Affairs. Licences for arms and ammunition in the permissible category are governed by
State governments.

SHRESTH

— Union Health Ministry has launched SHRESTH - State Health Regulatory Excellence Index, a
first-of-its-kind national initiative to benchmark and strengthen state drug regulatory systems
through a transparent, data-driven framework.

— It aims to drive improvements in the performance of state drug regulatory authorities across
India, ensuring drug safety and quality standards are consistently met.

— Dr. Rajeev Singh Raghuvanshi, Drug Controller General of India, stated that SHRESTH will have
27 indices for Manufacturing States across five key themes: Human Resources, Infrastructure,
Licensing Activities, Surveillance Activities and Responsiveness and 23 indices for Primarily
Distribution States.

ISRO TO LAUNCH 6,500-KG US-MADE COMMUNICATION SATELLITE THIS YEAR

After marking a humble beginning in the Indian space programme with a tiny rocket supplied by
the United States, ISRO would launch a 6,500 kg communication satellite built by the US in the
next couple of months, the chairman of the space agency, V Narayanan said on Sunday. Following
the historic launch of NASA-ISRO Synthetic Aperture Radar (NISAR) mission onboard a GSLV-F16
rocket on July 30, ISRO would be launching another satellite for the United States, he said at an
event near Chennai.

FIRST-EVER FREIGHT TRAIN ARRIVES IN VALLEY, MARKS NEW ERA OF LOGISTICAL,
ECONOMIC GROWTH

In yet another boost to Jammu and Kashmir’s transportation network, the Indian Railways on
Saturday ran a freight train for the first time from Rupnagar in Punjab to Anantnag in Kashmir.
The freight train, carrying cement, reached Anantnag Goods Shed in the Kashmir Valley on
Saturday around 12 noon, marking a major milestone in connecting the Kashmir region to the
national freight network. The goods train comes two months after the successful launch of
passenger operations on the complete stretch of 272-km Udhampur-Srinagar-Baramula Rail Link
(USBRL), or Kashmir line, in June this year.

FRENCH SUBMERSIBLE NAUTILE

— Two Indian aquanauts - Cdr (Retd) Jatinder Pal Singh and R Ramesh - have taken dives to
depths of nearly 4,000 metres and 5,000 metres in the Atlantic Ocean on board the French
submersible Nautile.

— The Nautile gave the Indian team more than a seat — it gave them first-hand exposure to

mission protocols, vessel handling, and recovery operations.
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— This is the deepest an Indian has ever gone underwater. Until now, most submarine dives
involving Indians were limited to 500 metres, with the previous record — 670 metres — held by
one of the aquanauts, Cdr (Retd) Jatinder Pal Singh.

— The August 4 and 5 dives saw Singh reach 5,002 metres and R Ramesh touch 4,025 metres.
During the missions, an Indian flag was unfurled alongside a French one.

— Itis part of the preparation for Samudrayaan, India’s first manned deep-sea mission that aims
to send three aquanauts to 6,000 metres by 2027 in the indigenously developed Matsya6000
submersible.

— Only five countries — the USA, Russia, China, France, and Japan — have so far carried out
successful crewed deep-ocean missions; India is set to join this exclusive club.

FIRST PRIVATE SATELLITE NETWORK

— A private consortium of four space start-ups led by Bengaluru-based PixxelSpace has won the
bid to build and operate the country’s first fully-indigenous commercial earth observation (EO)
satellite constellation.

— The consortium will invest over Rs 1,200 crore to deploy 12 high-resolution satellites.

— The satellite will be equipped with panchromatic, multispectral, hyperspectral and microwave
synthetic aperture radar (SAR) sensors.

— Itis based on the Earth Observation satellite public-private partnership (EO-PPP) model, where
the government provides strategic, technical and policy support while the private consortium
takes charge of manufacturing, launches, operations and commercialisation.

FOUR NEW CHIP PLANTS

— The Union Cabinet has cleared four new semiconductor assembly and testing plants under its
India Semiconductor Mission, which have a total financial outlay of Rs 4,594 crore.

— Two of these plants will come up in Odisha, and one each in Punjab and Andhra Pradesh.

— The new locations for the chip plants mark a break from a majority of the facilities which have
been approved for construction in Gujarat. Of the 10 plants now approved, four are in Gujarat.

SECOND PART OF THE FIFTH SESSION (INC-5.2)

— The second part of the fifth session of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee to develop
an international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine
environment (INC-5.2) took place from 5 to 14 August 2025 at the Palais des Nations in Geneva,
Switzerland.

— A new draft on the plastics treaty was shared on 13th August on the penultimate day of the
global negotiations.

— The draft has left out provisions on plastic production cuts, chemicals of concerns, and no clear
definition of plastics, threatening to derail consensus on an agreement.
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— This leg of negotiations collapsed yet again, and the chair of negotiations decided to adjourn
the session to resume it at a later date.

EQUATOR PRIZE 2025

— The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) announced the ten winners of the
Equator Prize 2025.

— It was launched in 2002 to honour Indigenous and local communities using nature-based
solutions.

— The theme of this year is “Nature for Climate Action,” with a special focus on youth- and women-
led climate action

— One of the winners is Bibifathima Swa Sahaya Sangha (Bibifathima Self Help Group) from
Karnataka, India.

— According to the UNDP, this women-led initiative supports over 5,000 farmers across 30
villages through millet-based multi-cropping, seed banks, and solar-powered processing.

RABIES

— Recently, the Supreme Court asked the Delhi government, civic bodies and authorities of Noida,
Gurugram and Ghaziabad to relocate stray dogs from the streets to dedicated shelters amidst
rising cases of dog bites.

— Rabies is a viral disease that can infect any mammal, not just dogs. While dogs account for the
majority of human rabies cases many other animals are possible carriers. These include cats,
cattle, horses, goats, ferrets, bats, raccoons, skunks, foxes, coyotes, and monkeys.

— Wild mammals are significant transmission sources, especially bats and certain wild carnivores
like raccoons and foxes. Domestic pets can contract rabies from wild animals and transmit it to
humans. Birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish cannot contract or spread rabies.

— Survival from a rabies infection is extremely rare, according to doctors. Once symptoms appear,
rabies is considered one of the deadliest infections known, with a nearly 100% fatality rate.

— Dog bites are dangerous due to the bacteria harboured in the animal’s mouth, which can cause
serious infection, including staphylococcus, pasteurella, and capnocytophaga, once the skin is
broken.

— If post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) — a series of rabies vaccines begun before the onset of
symptoms — is not received, the outcome is fatal.

PRIMARY AMOEBIC MENINGOENCEPHALITIS (PAM)

— Kerala’s health department has sounded an alert in Kozhikode district after three back to back
cases of the rare primary amoebic meningoencephalitis (PAM) were reported in the region.

— Amoebic meningoencephalitis is caused by Naegleria fowleri, known as the “brain-eating
amoeba”.
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— Itis a free-living amoeba found in warm, fresh water and soil, and infects people when it enters
the body through the nose.

— The first case of PAM in India was reported in 1971, and the first case in Kerala was reported
in 2016. From 2016 to 2023, the state had only eight cases. Last year, Kerala had 36 positive cases
and nine deaths.

— One of the reasons for the spike in cases in Kerala has been increased testing for acute
encephalitis syndrome (AES) - a condition that can be caused by various diseases, including
amoebic meningoencephaliti.

— Acute Encephalitis Syndrome is an inflammation of the brain, usually due to an infection. AES
affects central nervous system, mostly in children and young adults.

— It starts with high fever, then hampers neurological functions causing mental disorientation,
seizure, confusion, delirium, coma.

ANTIBODY-DEPENDENT ENHANCEMENT IN DENGUE

Dengue is a major global health challenge caused by any of four DENV serotypes (DENV1 to
DENV4). It is the most common vector-borne viral disease, with half of the world’s population at
risk, especially in Southeast Asia, Africa, and the Americas. According to one large study in 2013,
the economic burden of dengue in Southeast Asia is higher than that of 17 other conditions,
including Japanese encephalitis, upper respiratory infections, and hepatitis B.

And yet developing a universally effective vaccine has proven difficult thanks to the complex
immune mechanisms involved. In DENV cases, the initial immunity after the first infection (a.k.a.
primary immunity) paradoxically increases the risk of severe disease rather than conferring
protection when a person is infected a second time with a different serotype of the virus. This
phenomenon, called antibody-dependent enhancement, occurs when non-neutralising antibodies
bind to partially immature virus particles, facilitating their entry into immune cells and worsening
the infection. All severe dengue cases requiring hospitalisation result from such second infections.

Since vaccines mimic natural infections, the risk of antibody-dependent enhancement after the
first dose is the main challenge for dengue vaccines, which is why they are usually recommended
only for individuals with prior exposure to the virus and avoided in dengue-naive people.

After exposure to atleast two different DENV serotypes, a person develops true protection, known
as “secondary immunity,” against future disease.

Currently, two primary dengue vaccines are licensed (in some countries): Dengvaxia and
QDENGA. These shots are most effective for individuals who have already been exposed to dengue
at least once before vaccination. Laboratory confirmation of a previous dengue infection is
required for vaccination with Dengvaxia.

ASIAN SURFING CHAMPIONSHIPS 2025

— Ramesh Budihal won the bronze medal in the open men’s event at the Asian Surfing
Championships 2025 on the beaches of Mahabalipuram in Tamil Nadu.
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— This marks the first individual medal won by any Indian surfer at the continental
championships.

— The Republic of Korea’s Kanoa Heejae (15.17) took the open men’s gold while Indonesia’s Pajar
Ariyana (14.57) won the silver medal in Mahabalipuram.

15th Junior National Women'’s Hockey Championship

— Jharkhand was crowned as the champions of the 15th Hockey India Junior Women National
Championship 2025 after they defeated Haryana 2-1 in the final division ‘A’ in Kakinada, Andhra
Pradesh.
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On August 7, 2025, U.S. President Donald Trump demanded the immediate resignation of Intel
CEO Lip-Bu Tan, branding him “highly conflicted” over alleged ties to Chinese firms, as posted on
Truth Social. This unprecedented intervention, following Senator Tom Cotton’s letter questioning
Tan’s investments, sent Intel’s stock tumbling 3%, per CNN. While Trump’s subsequent meeting
with Tan on August 11, described as “very interesting,” softened his stance, the episode raises
serious concerns about political overreach into corporate governance and its impact on America’s
tech leadership.

Tan, appointed Intel’s CEO in March 2025, faces scrutiny for his venture capital firm’s investments
in Chinese tech companies, some reportedly linked to the military, as noted by Reuters. His prior
role at Cadence Design Systems, which paid $140 million to settle export control violations, fuelled
suspicions. Yet, Tan’s memo to employees, asserting he’s “always operated within the highestlegal
and ethical standards,” and Intel’s commitment to U.S. interests, suggest the accusations may be
overstated, per CNBC. Bernstein analyst Stacy Rasgon argues Tan isn’t conflicted, but his China
ties create an “increasingly bad look” under Trump’s administration.

Trump’s demand, followed by a proposed U.S. stake in Intel, per @chicagotribune on X, aligns with
his America First agenda but risks destabilizing a chipmaker critical to national security. Intel, a
CHIPS Act beneficiary with $8 billion in grants, is struggling to regain its edge against Nvidia and
TSMC. Ousting Tan could derail its turnaround, as investors fear, per The Hindu.

This saga underscores a dangerous precedent. Presidents dictating corporate leadership
threatens innovation and autonomy. The U.S. must address security concerns through oversight,
not ultimatums, while supporting Intel’s revival. Tan'’s fate hinges on facts, not political theatre—
America’s tech future depends on it.

TRUMP’S NVIDIA DEAL: NATIONAL SECURITY OR SHAKEDOWN?

In August 2025, President Donald Trump struck an unprecedented deal with Nvidia and AMD,
securing a 15% cut of their Al chip sales to China in exchange for export licenses for Nvidia’s H20
and AMD’s MI308 chips. Announced after a White House meeting with Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang,
this “little deal,” as Trump called it, has sparked fierce debate over its legality and impact on
national security, per Reuters. While it reopens China’s lucrative market, it raises troubling
questions about governance and geopolitics.

The deal reverses Trump’s own April 2025 ban on H20 exports, which cost Nvidia $4.5 billion in
Q1, per Yahoo Finance. Trump dismissed the H20 as “obsolete,” arguing it poses minimal security
risks, a view echoed by Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, per CNBC. Yet, critics, including
bipartisan lawmakers, warn that even scaled-down chips could bolster China’s Al capabilities,
with Saif Khan noting their potential to power “frontier-scale Al supercomputers,” per Reuters.
The arrangement, yielding up to $3 billion for the U.S., per The New York Times, is seen by some
as a “shakedown,” potentially violating the U.S. Constitution’s export tax ban, per Fortune.

China’s market, 13% of Nvidia’s 2024 sales, is critical, but the deal risks incentivizing Beijing to
favour domestic chips like Huawei’s, as Yahoo Finance suggests. Huang’s argument—that U.S. tech
must dominate globally to maintain leadership—clashes with fears of empowering a rival. Posts
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on X, like @Surmountlnvest, call it a “terrifying precedent” for CEOs, signalling government
overreach into corporate decisions.

This deal demands scrutiny. If legal, it must be transparent, with clear national security
safeguards. Congress should probe its constitutionality and ensure export controls prioritize
strategic interests over revenue. Trump'’s transactional approach may yield short-term gains, but
long-term tech supremacy and stability hang in the balance.

18 YEARS LATER, S&P UPGRADES INDIA’S SOVEREIGN RATING, SAYS US TARIFFS IMPACT
‘MANAGEABLE

S&P Global Ratings on Thursday upgraded its assessment of India to BBB from BBB-, with a stable
outlook, saying India is “among the best performing economies in the world”.

— The upgrade by the American rating agency - the world’s largest - comes 18 years after it had
last raised its India assessment in January 2007 to BBB- in the rating scale.

— S&P rates countries based on its assessment of five key areas: institutional, economic, external,
fiscal, and monetary. BBB rating indicates “adequate capacity to meet financial commitments, but
more subject to adverse economic conditions”, as per the rating scale of the agency.

— The S&P analysts took a far more sanguine view of the 25 per cent tariff on India that US
President Donald Trump had announced first, and later doubled to 50 per cent because of New
Delhi’s import of Russian arms and energy. While some economists estimated the tariffs to pull
growth down by up to 50 basis points, S&P analysts said the effect on the Indian economy will be
“manageable”.

— The government has over the last several years aggressively pursued the three global agencies
— S&P, Moody’s Ratings, and Fitch Ratings —for higher ratings that, in its opinion, better reflect
the country’s fundamentals

— While still at the lowest investment-grade rung, the upgrade brings India one step closer to the
coveted ‘A’ category of ratings, which is an indicator of higher creditworthiness to investors
globally.

— The rating upgrade will lead to more foreign capital inflows into India and be a “major positive

rub on currency exchange rate”. “This can also cause the overall borrowing costs for the
government as well as private sector to go down.”

— While India’s GDP growth has edged lower recently — the 6.5 per cent rate recorded in 2024-
25 was the lowest in four years, with growth in the current fiscal also seen at the same level, as
per the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) — S&P said the economic expansion was now “normalising
toward a more sustainable level with good momentum”.

— On the inflation front, S&P said the RBI's record of inflation management had been burnished
by headline retail inflation staying broadly within the 2-6 per cent target range. According to S&P,
the combined fiscal deficit of the Central and state governments is seen at 7.3 per cent of GDP in
2025-26, which it expects to decline to 6.6 per cent by 2028-29.

— Even as the fiscal deficit declines, the quality of government expenditure is seen improving,
continuing the trend of the last half decade over which the funds allocated for creation of new

infrastructure has increased.
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— As per Union Budget 2025-26, the Centre has targeted a capital expenditure of Rs 11.21 lakh
crore for the current fiscal, up from the Rs 3.36 lakh crore spent in 2019-20.

— In terms of debt, S&P expects India’s net Central plus state debt to decline to 78 per cent of GDP
by 2028-29 from 83 per cent in 2024-25, bringing it closer to pre-pandemic levels.

— The Centre has targeted a reduction in its debt-to-GDP ratio to 49-51 per cent by 2030-31 from
57.1 per cent in 2024-25. States do not have a debt target. Rating agencies view government debt
on a consolidated basis - Centre plus states.

Do You Know:

—The upgrade of India’s rating to BBB from BBB (-) by S&P is significant for two reasons. First: [t
was long overdue. On several forums, it has been argued that India deserves a higher rating given
its consistent high level performance on all scores before and after the pandemic.

— Second: The timing is appropriate. It vindicates the view that India is one of the best performing
large economies in the world. And this has been the story for the last three to four years.

— The main areas of delight have been the following. First, India’s growth has been stable and the
path for the year is well placed.

— Second, fiscal consolidation has been carried out quite aggressively. The fact that there was no
large scale largesse during the pandemic has made it easier.

— Third, inflation has largely been under control which is important as it guarantees stability.
Fourth, monetary policy has been streamlined and has effectively navigated the growth-inflation
trade-off.

— Fifth, the external sector has been an epitome of resilience as seen in the strong balance of
payments and the buildup of forex reserves.

INDIA’S LAST-MINUTE PULLOUT FROM RCEP OFFERS CUES TO WHY THE US TRADE TALKS
HAVE HIT A WALL

India’s last-minute decision in November 2019 to withdraw from joining the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), a mega-regional pact and the most expansive
regional trade agreement that India had ever negotiated, was triggered by a belated rethink in
New Delhi policy circles.

¢ The build-up to RCEP, and the last minute jettisoning of the deal by New Delhi, seems to be
coming full circle. As the India-US trade talks head into a wall with the 50 per cent tariff looming
in the horizon, the dairy and agri sectors, and the issue of GM crops, are proving to be red lines
that New Delhi is clear it will not breach, given the political cost of this decision.

« While the negotiations for the deal have been constructive and there was a clear sense by end-
June in New Delhi that an agreement was close, events have spiralled into a tailspin since then.
“Diplomatic and non-trade issues” that cropped up have effectively pushed the deal aground, as
reported by The Indian Express.

¢ Meanwhile US President Donald Trump has ratcheted up the pressure, primarily because India
appears to be staying firm on issues rather than caving in, as a number of other countries have
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done to bag a headline tariff deal. While that frustration in Washington DC has played a part in the
talks heading downhill, diplomatic issues such as India’s rebuttal of some claims made by Trump
have contributed to the downward spiral in relations.

* Now with the 50 per cent tariffs on India’s exports to the US a reality, at least as things stand
today, the real cost of the tariff impact from India’s perspective can be tangibly calculated. The
uncertainty so far was proving to be a bigger problem than the tariffs themselves. More than the
loss of competitiveness, the high tariffs could dent the positioning of India as a viable China plus-
one-alternative, which has already helped New Delhi emerge as a competitive player in high-value
assembly such as mobile handsets.

* The imposition of higher tariffs on India is part of Trump’s negotiating playbook, which has
consistently followed a pattern: keep throwing in a big tariff number to unsettle the other side
and then gain leverage on the negotiating table.

» Clearly, a decision has been taken in New Delhi to weather the tariff impact, while continuing
backchannel negotiations. Also, these secondary tariffs, while being imposed under the guise of
Russian oil purchases funding the Ukraine war, seem to be less about Russia and more about
India.

¢ In terms of impact on India, while the US is the country’s largest export destination, nearly a
quarter of the Indian exports, including pharmaceuticals and sectors such as electronic goods,
have a concessional duty impact while entering America at this point in time.

¢ Given India’s hard redlines on agri trade and dairy, New Delhi was prepared to offer something
in return. Like Japan did with concessions on rice, even as it walked away with a favourable deal
for its auto sector. India has indicated its willingness to offer concessions on high-value purchases
that the US is keen to package as part of its tariff-setting exercise and has said it is open to
purchasing three big-ticket items from the US: defence equipment, natural gas imports and
nuclear reactors.

» On specific sectors such as auto, India has communicated its openness to a quota system that
progressively opens up market access in that sector over a span of multiple years, like it did in the
UK deal signed last week.

Do You Know:

¢ US President Donald Trump may have doubled the tariffs on India to 50 per cent, but New Delhi
is not alarmed or unduly perturbed; rather the government seems to be prepared to wait it out
for the next few weeks or more — deal with his increasing frustration by remaining calm.

* Simultaneously, it has taken an unequivocal call that Trump cannot tell India not to trade with
Russia or distance itself from BRICS.

INDIA DOES NOT HAVE THE ECONOMIC LEVERAGE VIS A VIS THE US THAT CHINA DOES

Between December 2022 and July 2025, China accounted for about 47 per cent of all crude oil and
44 per cent of the coal exported by Russia, as against India’s corresponding purchase shares of 38
per cent and 20 per cent. Despite that, US President Donald Trump has slapped India with a 25
per cent “penalty” for buying Russian energy. This rate, to be effective from August 27, would take
the total tariff on Indian goods imported into the US to 50 per cent. China has not only escaped
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such punishment, but has actually seen a lowering of the duty on its goods from 145 to 30 per cent
since May 12. On Monday, Trump extended his trade truce with China for a further 90-day period
till November 10. At the same time, his Treasury Secretary, Scott Bessent, has threatened
additional “secondary tariffs” on India if the outcome of Trump’s Friday meeting with Russian
President Vladimir Putin isn’t favourable.

This blatantly divergent treatment, further eroding the credibility of the current Western
sanctions regime, has significantly to do with relative economic leverage — China is seen to
possess much more of it. The most visible demonstration of that was when, in early April, it
imposed export restrictions on rare earth elements and magnets that are indispensable, whether
for auto, aerospace, defence, semiconductor, renewable energy or consumer electronics
manufacturing. China could use its virtual global monopoly over the mining and processing of
these critical minerals to bring Trump to the negotiating table. Rare earths apart, China also
played the trump card of being a massive buyer of US agricultural produce — from soyabean,
cotton and coarse grains to beef, pork and poultry meat — sharply reducing the imports of these
to signal its capacity for retaliation in any unilateral trade war.

On the face of it, India does not have that sort of economic leverage. Barring, say, pharmaceutical
products, much of what it exports to the US — readymade garments, gems and jewellery, frozen
shrimps, basmati rice or even steel and aluminium — aren’t items for which there are no
alternative suppliers. Nor are Indian imports of California almonds comparable to the humongous
quantities of Midwest US soyabean and corn that China was, until recently, sourcing to feed its
swine and poultry birds. Given how much it stands to lose in any prolonged trade war — the
worst-affected industries are also the most employment-intensive — the best approach for India
to adopt is strategic patience. What the Indian foreign policy establishment and its trade
negotiators should emphasise is the country’s importance to global economic and regional
stability, which aligns with the US’s own long-term interests.

WILL INDIA CAVE IN TO U.S. PRESSURE ON RUSSIAN OIL?

The story so far:

On August 6, U.S. President Donald Trump announced a whopping 25% penalty tariff on Indian
goods for India’s import of Russian oil. This was on top of the 25% reciprocal tariffs announced
on July 31 after Indian and U.S. negotiators failed to reach a Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

How has India responded to the tariffs?

India has so far not announced any overt action against the U.S. for its tariffs. The 25% reciprocal
tariffs went into effect on August 7, and the impact will unfold in the upcoming weeks. Already,
reports suggest garment exporters are facing trouble with U.S. importers suspending orders,
given that U.S. tariffs on Asian competitors in Vietnam, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are
much lower. Mr. Trump’s penalty tariffs, meanwhile, will go into effect on August 27, and New
Delhi is hopeful that there will be some change in position.

As a result, India’s response has been carried in three statements. On August 4, the Ministry of
External Affairs (MEA) issued a release criticising both the U.S. and the European Union for
“targeting” India over Russian oil imports, pointing out that they both continue to trade with
Russia. While the U.S. procures critical minerals, chemicals and nuclear trade components, the EU
countries continue to buy oil and LNG from Russia. On August 6, the MEA called the U.S. actions
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“extremely unfortunate” and “unfair, unjustified and unreasonable”, vowing to protect India’s
national interests. On August 7, Prime Minister Modi said that he was ready to pay a price
“personally” to protect the interests of India’s farmers, fishermen and livestock, and dairy keepers.
This was an indication that India-U.S. trade talks had broken down over market access to the
agricultural sector. Between giving in on market access or giving up Russian oil, India appears to
be facing two ‘impossible’ choices.

Can the tariffs be stopped?

Mr. Trump has announced that he will meet Russian President Vladimir Putin on August 15 in
Alaska, which incidentally will be the first Putin trip to the U.S. since 2015 when he travelled to
the UN for a summit. According to reports, Mr. Putin has offered to stop the war in exchange for
keeping territories the Russian forces control, but it is unclear if this would be acceptable to
Ukraine and European countries. If there is a deal, India may receive a roll back of the Russian oil
penalties, and the MEA issued a statement Saturday welcoming and “endorsing” plans for the
Trump-Putin Summit. In his executive order of August 6, Mr. Trump has given himself
“modification authority”, if Russia were to “take significant steps” to end the Ukraine war and
security threats to the U.S.

In addition, a U.S. team of FTA negotiators are scheduled to visit Delhi on August 25. If India makes
certain concessions on trade and market access, a mini-trade deal could go a long way in reducing
the U.S. tariffs.

How much Russian oil does India procure?

Prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, India imported very little oil from Russia.
Ural oil, considered “heavy” crude and priced too high as Russia had European buyers, consisted
only 1% of India’s basket of sellers. After the EU began to sanction Russia, and committed to
zeroing out all energy purchases from Russia, the price of Ural dropped, and India, as well as China
and others, began to pick up more Russian oil.

By May 2023, India was importing two million plus barrels of Russian crude per day (bpd), making
up between 35-40% of India’s basket. Russia has been its largest supplier since. However, India-
Russia energy ties go beyond this trade. After the Modi-Putin summit in Sochi in May 2018, and
Mr. Putin’s visit to India for the annual summit that year, the India-Russia joint statement
recorded investments of over $5 billion by an Indian consortium of PSUs in Vankorneft and Taas-
Yuryakh Neftegazodobycha in Russia. Russian oil major Rosneft picked up a 49% stake in Essar
Oil for $12.9 billion. The new entity was renamed Nayara Energy, and it included Essar’s Vadinar
refinery in Gujarat — 49% stake went to a consortium, and Essar retained 2%. Vadinar refinery,
along with other private refiners like Reliance, began to reprocess Russian oil and export it to
other countries over the next few years. Mr. Trump called this, “selling it on the open markets for
big profits”. None of this violated any sanctions, and despite requests from Western countries, the
government continued to purchase oil from Russia, saving India about $13 billion by 2024 and a
further $3.8 billion in 2025, according to estimates by the ICRA.

Experts say it will be difficult for the government to give in to U.S. pressure this time, economically
as well as politically and diplomatically. The Indian government would lose face domestically, and
risk damaging ties with an all-important friend, Russia. For the moment, Kpler reports that the
price of Ural has dropped after demand has reduced from Indian companies, but experts say it is
unlikely to completely stop Russian imports, even as India broadens its non-Russian intake
through the U.S., Iraq, Kuwait, UAE and Saudi Arabia.
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What happened with oil imports from Iran?

India’s refusal to stop importing Russian oil was a shift from 2018, when Mr. Trump had
demanded India’s compliance in “zeroing out” oil from Iran and Venezuela. After initially
maintaining that India would not bow to such diktats, the government caved in by May 2019, and
stopped all its direct oil purchases from both Iran and Venezuela, incurring heavy losses, as the
oil was both “sweet” for its refineries and priced competitively.

What does this mean for foreign policy?

Since 1999, after the U.S. placed sanctions on India for nuclear tests, Delhi and Washington have
worked tirelessly to change relations between them. They have built trust for a quarter of a
century through a civil nuclear deal, military and defence cooperation, counter-terror
cooperation, technology partnerships and the Quad grouping in the Indo-Pacific. Experts in both
countries say that besides hurting Indian trade, Mr. Trump’s actions will damage the India-U.S.
relationship in several other areas. At the same time, Delhi’s moves to shore up strategic
autonomy and independence are significant. National Security Adviser Ajit Doval travelled to
Moscow last week to prepare for Mr. Putin’s visit to India, and External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar is expected to follow later in the month.

Mr. Modi will travel to Japan and then to China for the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)
summit and a bilateral meeting with President Xi Jinping, on his first such visit since the 2020 LAC
(Line of Actual Control) military clashes. Moreover, Delhi is due to host the Quad summit this
November, and much will depend on whether Mr. Modi and Mr. Trump can restore ties by then.

U.S. CRITICISM OF INDIA FOR TRADE WITH RUSSIA IS FACTUAL BUT ILLOGICAL

Last week, U.S. President Donald Trump signed an order imposing a 25% tariff on Indian goods.
The tariff is set to take effect in some weeks and will be in addition to a separate 25% tariff which
entered into force last week. Earlier, Mr. Trump had cited India’s high dependence on Russia for
cheap crude imports as a major reason for his tariff threats. He had also expressed displeasure
over India’s dependence on Russia for military supplies.

“They (India) have always bought a vast majority of their military equipment from Russia, and are
Russia’s largest buyer of ENERGY, along with China, at a time when everyone wants Russia to
STOP THE KILLING IN UKRAINE — ALL THINGS NOT GOOD!,” Trump had said last month.

Data shows that Mr. Trump’s criticism of India for its oil and arms trade with Russia, while
factually correct, lacks logic. India and China are not the only countries that have continued to
purchase oil from Russia after the Ukraine war began: the European Union (EU)’s energy imports
from Russia have, in fact, been higher than India’s during the war.

Moreover, while India has increased its oil imports from Russia in recent years, many EU
countries, particularly the Netherlands, have been importing large volumes of petroleum products
from India. Further, the U.S. continues to import a variety of goods, especially fertilizers, from
Russia. Singling out a few countries for directly buying oil, while not putting the others who benefit
indirectly on the same pedestal, defies logic.

Mr. Trump’s criticism of India’s arms trade with Russia — made in the context of “everyone

wanting Russia to stop the killing in Ukraine” — is also strange given that the U.S. is the largest
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arms supplier to Israel whose actions in Gaza have been condemned by several countries and
described as genocidal by several institutions.

While New Delhi has maintained a strong trade relationship with Moscow for decades, India began
to import oil at a large scale a few days after Russia invaded Ukraine. In response to Russian
aggression, the G7 countries, led by the U.S., along with the EU and the U.K,, introduced a price cap
on Russian oil exports with the intention of squeezing its revenues. This enabled India, a major
crude importer, to source Russian oil at discounted rates.

While India’s substantially increased oil imports from Russia have contributed to the latter’s trade
revenues at a time of sanctions, China and the EU have imported more Russian crude. Of the €922
million that Russia earned from fossil fuel exports between February 2022 and August 2025, the
EU contributed about 22% or €212 billion.

Some countries in the EU have also imported oil-based products from India in the same period,
with the Netherlands having the highest share (19%) since the invasion of Ukraine.

Further, India’s MEA issued a statement on August 4, 2025, calling out both the U.S. and the EU for
their double standards given that they themselves continue to purchase energy, critical minerals,
fertilizers, and iron and steel from Russia. At a press conference on August 5, 2025, Mr. Trump
stated that he “doesn’t know anything” about the U.S.’s continued imports of fertilizers from
Moscow. While U.S. imports from Russia have decreased by 55% since the beginning of the war,
the country imported fertilizers worth more than $800 million in 2025, as of February.

Another grouse raised by Mr. Trump has been India’s dependence on Russia for military
equipment supplies. Over 50% of India’s arms imports since 2022 were from the Eurasian
country. But India’s arms purchase from Russia have shown a steady decline since the 1990s, with
increased imports from France, the U.K,, and the U.S. (a small share).

Mr. Trump also claimed that India’s trade with Russia showed that New Delhi did not “care how
many people in Ukraine are being killed by the Russian war machine”. However, the U.S. has been
the largest contributor of weapons to Israel, which recently launched an attack on Iran, besides
attacking other neighbouring countries. As of August 5, 2025, Israel is responsible for the deaths
of atleast 60,933 people, mostly civilians, in Gaza. Its acts, including denying food to the people of
Gaza, have been termed as genocidal by many institutions. 80% of Israel’s defence imports since
1949 have been from the U.S. Since 2022, all of Israel’s defence imports have been from the U.S.

A PARADIGM SHIFT

On August 11, the central governmentimplored India’s seafood industry, that provides livelihoods
to about 28 million people, to “bravely face” the U.S.’s tariffs of 25% that kicked in on August 7 and
which could be raised to 50% on August 27, contingent upon the outcome of trade negotiations.
On Wednesday, highly placed sources in the Commerce and Finance Ministries told The Hindu
that the government is exploring “tweaking” the Export Promotion Mission (EPM), that was
announced in the 2025 Union Budget, with an outlay of X2,250 crore for the current fiscal year.
The EPM, a multi-Ministry project to drive access to cheaper export credit, overcome non-trade
barriers and insure payments from overseas buyers, focuses on India’s micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSME). Initially meant to be driven by the Ministries of Commerce, MSME and
Finance, discussions are on to include the Textiles and Fisheries Ministries. These two industries,
which collectively support about 135 million Indians, form among the largest segment of MSMEs
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that are likely to face the most impact due to the sanctions. The U.S. typically accounts for roughly
a third of India’s apparel and seafood exports annually.

The government’s imploration to also diversify into other markets is a tacit admission that the
Bilateral Trade Agreement negotiations with the U.S. are deadlocked, and that the personal
equations between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and U.S President Donald Trump have not
translated into a win for either side. Bilateral relations have arguably hit a level lower than during
the Cold War, as the two nations were not as enmeshed as they are now, economically, culturally
and militarily. Trade and service routes and supply chains take decades to build and undoing them
overnight is not possible. This has been clear from the European Union’s reliance on Russian oil
and the global dependence on rare earth elements from China. While consultations have been
ongoing between the government and MSME sector stakeholders ever since Mr. Trump
announced “reciprocal tariffs” in April, there is a chorus now for drastic governmental
intervention to safeguard the backbone of the economy — it contributes nearly half (45.79% in
FY25) of goods exports and employs over 28 crore people. The fisheries sector has sought a 240-
day moratorium on pre- and post-shipment credit repayment, while the textiles, apparel and gem
and jewellery sectors want interest subvention. The government has, however, ruled out direct
subsidies. But unprecedented challenges require novel responses. The government must include
in its arsenal a drastic refashioning of near-term trade ties with neighbours, in particular, China,
which it had ignored in the hope that the assiduous cultivation of ties with Washington would pay
off.

LIMITED GAINS

From having to deal with an inflation level higher than the RBI’s comfort band of 2%-6% just two
years ago, the government is now in the relatively more comfortable space of inflation coming in
lower than that band. July’s retail inflation of 1.55%, the lowest since June 2017, was made
possible almost entirely by the contraction in food prices. This is particularly significant because
the statistical base effect was low in July. That is, food inflation in July 2024 was itself at a 13-
month low. A contraction in prices this July over that figure implies a real reduction in prices
rather than a statistical anomaly. The consensus among economists is that this will continue due
to improved sowing, a good monsoon, and a favourable base effect as inflation had surged again
in the latter half of last year. The other positive was that core inflation, which removes the effect
of fuel and food, fell to 4.1%, which is the RBI’s target. On balance, the outlook for inflation looks
good, especially due to the monsoon’s progress. There is some risk, especially if India decides to
switch away from Russian oil and opts for the somewhat more expensive Gulf oil. But this is
unlikely given the government’s assertions that it will prioritise India’s interests. In any case, the
Trump-Putin meet could potentially render the latest tariff obstacles inconsequential.

The RBI expects inflation to pick up only from January 2026. But there is no time for complacency.
While India is far from being in a persistent low-inflation, low-growth stagnation, it is staring at a
growth slowdown. The latest growth in the Index of Industrial Production was at a 10-month low,
with capital and consumer goods activity anaemic. Growth in GST revenue slowed to single-digits
in June and July. The contraction in gross direct tax collections this financial year is also
concerning. Car sales to dealers dropped to an 18-month low in June. UPI transactions, touted in
the past as a sign of buoyant economic activity, fell as compared to the previous month thrice so
far in 2025. The RBI has retained its forecast of 6.5% growth this financial year, which looks
optimistic. Even if the U.S.’s additional 25% tariffs are removed, the initial 25% will themselves
likely reduce India’s growth by 0.2 percentage points. India’s growth is not robust enough for it to
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be blasé about such a loss. Structural problems remain, demand is still weak, and a temporary dip
in inflation is in itself not going to help much.

GOVT. FAILS TO TRANSFER X3.69 LAKH-CR. CESS TO DESIGNATED FUNDS: CAG

As of 2023-24, the Centre had failed to transfer X3.69 lakh crore worth cess collections to the
relevant funds for which they were levied, the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) found.

In its report tabled in Parliament, the CAG found shortfalls in transfers to funds created for
investor education and protection, monetisation of national highways, development of oil
industry and health and education in the country.

Gas/oil cess

The single-largest source of this shortfall in transfers was to do with the Oil Industry Development
Board (OIDB). The Oil Industry (Development) Act, 1974 had provided for the setting up of the
OIDB for the development of the oil industry. For that purpose, a cess was imposed on crude oil
and natural gas.

“We found since FY1974-75 to FY2023-24, total cess on crude oil collected by the Government
was 2,94,850.56 crore (including X18,845.98 crore during FY 2023-24,” the CAG said, and “since
FY 1974-75 to FY 1991-92, only X902.40 crore has been transferred to the OIDB and thereafter
no funds have been transferred.”

An analysis by The Hindu of the government’s budget documents showed it transferred 317,730
crore in 2024-25 and budgeted a transfer of 19,376 crore in 2025-26 to the fund. The other large
cess collected but not adequately transferred to the relevant fund was the Health and Education
Cess. The Government had imposed an Education Cess at 2% with effect from April 1, 2004.

Health & education cess

In 2007, the Government levied an additional Secondary and Higher Education cess of 1% on
income tax and surcharge. From April 1, 2018, the levies were replaced with a single 4% Health
and Education Cess. The CAG found the Centre did not transfer a total of 37,537 crore collected
as cess from 2018-19 to 2023-24 to the education and health funds.

In its reply, the Finance Ministry said between 2018-19 and 2023-24, it transferred 33.66 lakh
crore to the designated funds, which was in excess of what it had collected from the relevantlevies
during that time.

Need to reconcile

However, the CAG pointed out Government accounts showed transfer to the funds at X2.65 lakh
crore. “This needs to be reconciled by the Ministry,” it added. Other funds where there was
shortfall were Investor Education and Protection Fund (X2,505.5 crore) and Monetisation of
National Highways Fund (%5,968.1 crore).

KEY FEATURES OF INCOME-TAX BILL, 2025, PASSED BY PARLIAMENT

Parliament on Tuesday passed a new income tax Bill to replace the six-decade-old Income Tax Act,
1961. The new Bill removes redundant provisions and archaic language, and is likely to come into
effect from April 1, 2026.
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— The new Income-tax Bill, 2025 was first introduced in February, and then sent to a Parliament
Select Committee. On August 12, the government introduced a new version, the Income-Tax
(No.2) Bill, 2025, incorporating most recommendations of the Committee.

— The first draft of the Bill, introduced in February, had included a provision — Clause
263(1)(a)(ix) — that implied that taxpayers could only claim a refund if they had filed tax returns
on or before the due date. The new version has removed this provision.

— The new Bill also clarified that there will be nil TCS on Liberalised Remittance Scheme (LRS)
remittances for education purposes financed by any financial institution, a provision that had gone
missing in the earlier version.

— The Bill has corrected other drafting errors such as those related to inter-corporate dividend
deductions for companies availing concessional tax rates.

— The Bill has also allowed taxpayers who do not have any I-T liability to obtain a nil-TDS
certificate.

— The government has corrected the anomaly regarding donations linked to non-profit
organisations in line with the recommendation of the Select Committee. Exemption has been
allowed to NPOs for 5 per cent of the ‘total’ donation instead of just 5 per cent of ‘anonymous’
donations, as is the case in the existing Act.

— The new Bill introduces the concept of “tax year”, which has been defined as the 12-month
period beginning April 1. The concept was introduced in the first draft in February.

— The new Bill removes redundant provisions and archaic language and reduces the number of
Sections from 819 in the Income Tax Act of 1961 to 536 and the number of chapters from 47 to
23.

— The government has, however, retained the contentious definition of “virtual digital space” —
the powers to call for information by income tax authorities during surveys, searches and seizures,
including email servers, social media accounts, online investment, trading and banking accounts,
remote or cloud servers and digital application platforms.

— Separately, the government also brought in the Taxation Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2025, which
amends the Finance Act, 2025.

— The Taxation Laws (Amendment) Bill also extended income tax benefits under the market-
linked national pension system (NPS) to the guaranteed unified pension scheme (UPS), by
allowing tax-free withdrawal of lump sum payments or the accumulated UPS corpus, up to 60 per
cent, at the time of retirement.

Do You Know:

— Overseas remittances by Indian residents under the Liberalised Remittance Scheme (LRS) of
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) fell by 29 per cent to $1,964.21 million in February 2025 from
$2,768.89 million in January.

— Under the Liberalised Remittance Scheme, resident individuals, including minors, can freely
remit up to $2,50,000 per financial year for permissible current or capital account transactions.
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These transactions include education, medical treatment abroad, purchase of property, and
investments in foreign stocks.

— The new I-T bill has defined “virtual digital space” in the powers to call for information by
income tax authorities during surveys, searches and seizures.

— It defines a virtual digital space as “any digital realm that allows users to interact, communicate
and perform activities” through computer technology. It also allows tax authorities to override the
access code to any said computer system, or virtual digital space, where the access code thereof'is
not available.

ASSUAGING CONCERNS

The downsides to ethanol use when compared to petrol are well known, including in the U.S. and
Brazil, that have led in ethanol blending. But the engineering behind the safe and efficient use of
ethanol-blended petrol, from 5% to 100%, is established too. Ethanol blending began as a
response to the oil shock of the 1970s. Ethanol has also been pushed as carbon neutral. For India,
however, the clinching argument is import substitution and lower price. The government’s case is
that ethanol blending up to 20% can ensure $10 billion being put in Indian pockets every year.
But, the benefits will be uneven for farmers, traders and distillers. India’s case hinges on
increasing use of C-heavy molasses that are not used for sugar making, using broken rice that
otherwise rots in godowns, and on ramping up acreage and productivity of maize that is
agriculturally less demanding. These are supposed to set off food security concerns. Once the
ethanol economy is fully established, however, it may be tough to prioritise food stocks over the
interests of stakeholders in case of shortages and imbalances. Import substitution figures can be
dented by import of farm inputs such as fertilizers that have a forex outgo of $10 billion.

Ethanol has an efficiency penalty — it can affect material durability and corrode fuel handling
systems. But, global studies have shown that vehicles manufactured as per Euro 2, U.S. Tier 1 and
India’s BS 2 norms (in force since 2001) are compatible for ethanol use up to E15. The closed loop
fuel control systems mandated to control fuel burning and keeping emissions down in BS 2 can
help to mitigate efficiency and durability penalties of ethanol and the upgraded materials in BS 2
can help to reduce corrosion. In addition, as per norms, India’s vehicles sold since 2023 are
committed to handle up to E20 although questions arise over the impact on the mass of older
vehicles. And what is not helping is that in India there is no choice for consumers. Also, any
reduction in price claimed earlier does not seem to be reflected in the bunk. Meanwhile, India has
adopted two ethanol-specific norms and is expected to come up with E27, taking a cue from Brazil.
While the government insists that its research indicates no harm, what would really help is full
disclosure by automakers on their past brands even as they are announcing models that can
accept any level of ethanol. For instance, some models sold some five years ago accepted only E5.
Manufacturers should indicate possible mitigation routes for such models. And the government
must back insurance claims. Transparency should support policy moves.

Do You Know:

 Ethanol is produced by fermentation of residues of crops like corn and sugarcane. The ethanol
after fermentation is mixed with petroleum, which dilutes the latter and reduces the emissions.
Ethanol-10 or E10 is the most common blend in which 10 per cent composition is Ethanol.
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* The use of higher ethanol mixes in non-flex fuel cars has its disadvantages. These cars are hard
to start on winter mornings because ethanol burns at a higher temperature than petrol. While a
fuel with 10 per cent ethanol makes little difference to a car’s performance, anything above that
is said to cause problems in engines that aren’t specifically built for it.

¢ The mixture can corrode metal engine parts because of its higher water content. This is
especially true for older engines and the ones used on two wheelers, where high grade aluminum
or steel casts are not used for the engine block.

EXPERT PANEL SUGGESTS GREEN NOD FOR 3,097 MW ARUNACHAL PROJECT

An expert panel of the Union Environment Ministry has recommended environmental clearance
for the 3,087 MW Etalin hydroelectric project in Arunachal Pradesh’s Dibang valley, as per
minutes of the panel’s July 30 meeting.

— Etalin is a large run-of-river project on the Dri and Tangon Rivers and involves construction of
concrete gravity dams to divert water through two separate waterway systems.

— The Dri River, after meeting Mathun, flows downstream and is joined by Tangon near Etalin
village, where it is called Dibang River, as per details recorded by the Expert Appraisal Committee
(EAC) on hydroelectric and river valley projects.

— The project will involve diversion of 1,175 hectares of prime sub-tropical pine, wet evergreen,
semi-evergreen, montane wet temperate, and moist alpine scrub forest and an estimated 2.7 lakh
trees will be felled.

— The project will be developed by the Satluj Jal Vidyut Nigam (SJVN) Ltd. The EAC had
recommended clearance for the projectin 2017.

— However, it was placed before the panel again for appraisal as the ministry’s norms mandate
that if the project’s environmental impact assessment data is over three years old, it has to be
referred back to EAC.

— Several Schedule-I species, granted highest protection under law;, such as red panda, leopard,
Asiatic black bear, clouded leopard, tiger are found in the upper reaches of Dibang valley, as per a
biodiversity study of the Wildlife Institute of India (WII).

— Overlooking its own previous concerns, the forest advisory committee of the environment
ministry had granted in-principle forest clearance for the project in May, using WII study as a basis
to gauge impact on wildlife. Conservationists have in the past panned the WII study for its limited
study period. Though the WII study did not record the presence of tigers in the project area, the
study itself had said that tiger presence and movement in the project area cannot be ruled out.

Do You Know:

— Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has emerged as a mechanism to aid nations in walking
the tightrope between economic development and environmental protection, ensuring that
growth does not come at the expense of ecological sustainability.

— EIA is a systematic process used to evaluate the potential environmental effects — both positive
and negative - of a proposed project or development before itis approved. The primary objectives
of EIA include the prediction and evaluation of the environmental, economic and social impacts of
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development projects. It facilitates informed decision-making by providing in-depth analysis of a
proposed project and promotes sustainable development by identifying potential negative effects
early in the planning stage, while also suggesting appropriate alternatives and mitigating
mechanisms.

— EIA also fosters popular participation in developmental decision-making by holding public
consultations where citizens can express their concerns regarding a project.

RBI’S SEVEN SUTRAS: CHARTING A RESPONSIBLE Al FUTURE FOR FINANCE

In August 2025, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) unveiled its Framework for Responsible and
Ethical Enablement of Artificial Intelligence (FREE-AI), anchored by seven guiding principles, or
“Sutras,” to steer Al adoption in India’s financial sector. These sutras—Trust is the Foundation,
People First, Innovation over Restraint, Fairness and Equity, Accountability, Understandable by
Design, and Safety, Resilience, and Sustainability—offer a bold vision for balancing innovation
with ethical guardrails. As detailed in The Hindu and RBI’s report, this framework is a timely
blueprint, but its success depends on robust implementation.

The sutras address critical needs. “Trust is the Foundation” and “Understandable by Design”
ensure Al systems are transparent, countering fears of opaque algorithms, while “Fairness and
Equity” tackles biases that could exclude marginalized groups, vital in a country where 1.4 billion
rely on inclusive finance. “Innovation over Restraint” pushes for tools like an Al Innovation
Sandbox, enabling smaller firms to access data and compute, per ETBFSI. Yet, the call for board-
approved Al policies and expanded cybersecurity, as outlined in 26 recommendations across six
pillars, underscores the need for accountability to prevent misuse.

India’s financial sector, with UPI handling 1,500 crore transactions monthly, stands to gain from
Al’s efficiency in fraud detection and customer service. However, challenges loom: data privacy
under the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023, high costs for small institutions, and a
shortage of Al-skilled talent. The RBI’s lenient stance on first-time Al errors is pragmatic, but
vague regulations could undermine enforcement.

The Seven Sutras position India as a potential global leader in ethical Al governance. To succeed,
the RBI must streamline regulations, fund capacity building, and ensure smaller players aren’t left
behind. This framework isn’t just a policy—it’s a commitment to a financial ecosystem where
innovation and trust coexist, shaping a future where Al serves all Indians equitably.

IBC CHANGES AIM TO REDUCE DELAYS, BOOST STAKEHOLDER VALUE, IMPROVE
GOVERNANCE

The much-awaited bill to amend the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) was introduced in the
Lok Sabha on Tuesday by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, who said that the proposed
changes are aimed at reducing delays, maximising value for all stakeholders, and improving
governance of all processes under the Code.

— The proposed modifications include provisions to ensure faster admission of insolvency cases,
an out-of-court mechanism to address “genuine business failures”, and introduction of group and
cross-border insolvency frameworks, and a slew of others.
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— Introduced in 2016, the IBC promised an overhaul of insolvency resolution with the aim to
rescue and reorganise distressed companies through a time-bound process, prioritising their
survival as going concerns.

— While the IBC has fostered a culture of accountability and credit discipline among debtors, its
efficiency has been undermined by procedural delays, shortage of personnel, deviations from key
principles, and slow implementation of critical provisions.

— Although the IBC has had a few successes, it has been marred by issues like high case backlog,
lengthy delays in admission and resolution, and steep haircuts for creditors. Over the past couple
of years, various stakeholders flagged concerns and the need to rethink the IBC’s design.

— The amendment bill—referred to a select committee for consultations—is expected to help
make the insolvency resolution process swifter and efficient, in addition to being in line with
international best practices. The proposed amendments are to facilitate faster admission,
resolution, and liquidation, maximise asset value, and improve governance.

— One of the key changes proposed in the amendment bill is that an insolvency application filed
by a financial creditor “must” be admitted if the default is proven, procedural compliance is met,
and there are no disciplinary proceedings against the resolution professional. This means that
there will be no real scope for rejecting such applications on additional grounds, and the default
would be the only real ground for consideration of an insolvency application.

— The bill also clarifies that records from financial institutions are to be considered as sufficient
and conclusive proof of default by the debtor.

— The amendment bill also stipulates that the adjudicating authority — the NCLT — should
strictly enforce the 14-day timeline to decide on admission of insolvency applications, and if there
is a delay, it would need to “record the reasons for such delay in writing”.

STEPS TAKEN BY STATES TO EASE REGULATORY AND COMPLIANCE BURDEN ARE
WELCOME

India’s byzantine regulatory apparatus takes a heavy toll on its growth story. The myriad
regulations that exist at all levels of government — central, state and municipal — impose a heavy
compliance burden on businesses, leading to higher costs and reduced productivity, and hindering
entrepreneurship and investments, both domestic and foreign, in the country. Over the years,
governments at both the central and state level have taken steps to improve the ease of doing
business in the economy. The continuing steps being taken towards that end are heartening.

Areport in this paper has pointed towards states undertaking several small reforms to give a fillip
to businesses. The Rajasthan government has, for instance, eased restrictions, allowing women to
work in commercial establishments during night hours. Delhi has recently done away with the
requirement for restaurants and hotels to seek police certificates and licences. Tamil Nadu has
expanded the number of industries in the “white category”, which exempts them from taking
consent from the state pollution board. Alongside such steps, at the level of the central
government, the Deregulation Cell in the Cabinet Secretariat is looking at national regulations.
These are welcome measures. But much more needs to be done and quickly.

There are several areas such as land, labour, utilities and logistics where regulations need to be
streamlined and the compliance burden eased. A report from Teamlease earlier this year titled
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“Compliance 3.0”, had, for instance, noted that businesses in India are “governed by 1,536 acts and
rules, 69,233 compliances and 6,618 filings”. Though there may have been some improvement in
the situation, those figures nonetheless indicate the scale and extent of the challenge of regulation.
The compliance burden, the report had pointed out, tends to increase as a company grows, forcing
firms to remain small. In the case of land, another contentious area, a study quoted in the
Economic Survey 2024-25, titled, “State of Regulation: Building standards reforms for jobs and
growth”, notes that factories in India lose a significant portion of land to building standards. These
regulations lead to the locking up of productive land and reduce opportunities to create jobs.
Several of these areas lie under the ambit of state governments, making them critical to easing the
regulatory burden. The Economic Survey had argued that “complementing the efforts of the
Centre, states must pursue systematic deregulation as a policy priority”. A careful analysis of the
costs and benefits of regulations needs to be undertaken. Greater economic freedom must be
provided to agents in the country. As the Survey noted, “strategic and systematic deregulation can
catalyse growth, innovation, and competitiveness”.

HOW IS Al RESHAPING INDIA’S INFOTECH SECTOR?

The story so far:

Recent announcements from Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) — a reported freeze on experienced
hires, and the planned removal of 12,000 employees — have sent ripples of anxiety across the
Indian tech sector. The Indian IT industry, which generates $280 billion in revenue and employs
more than 5.8 million people, is at a crossroads.

Why is a shake-up happening?

While headlines often sensationalise these events as a direct consequence of Al (artificial
intelligence) “culling jobs”, a far more complex scenario is playing out. “These developments are
not isolated incidents but rather critical indicators of Al-catalysed transformation sweeping
through software development and IT services, demanding a holistic re-evaluation of business
models, talent strategies, and the very nature of work,” says Avinash Vashistha, former MD,
Accenture India, and currently Chairman & CEO, Tholons, a New York-based technology,
innovation and investment firm. At the heart of this transformation is Al's capacity to drive
unprecedented efficiencies across the entire software development lifecycle.

Why is Al gaining momentum now?

In a climate where most deal wins are being led by cost-optimisation initiatives, demonstrating
efficiency is paramount for investor confidence, and Al-led productivity is helping companies do
that, Mr. Vashistha says. Al-powered coding assistants, code generation tools, and intelligent
debuggers are already enabling over 30% productivity boosts. The impact extends powerfully into
the critical, often resource-intensive domains of testing and maintenance. Al in software testing is
a game-changer. Al-driven tools can minimise human error and enhance the overall accuracy of
test results by leveraging data-driven insights.

How will it impact jobs?

Al is no longer a futuristic technology limited to labs and startups. It is becoming the very fabric
of how work gets done in global enterprises. In 2025 alone, more than $1 trillion is expected to be
spent globally on Al infrastructure, model training, and application development.
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“From generative Al chatbots to intelligent automation in back-end systems, Al is now shaping
everything — how customer service is delivered and how decisions are made in boardrooms. This
shift has already started to impact hiring and organisational structures. In the U.S., the CEO of
Wells Fargo remarked that ‘attrition is our best friend’, after the company reduced its workforce
for 20 straight quarters,” points out V. Balakrishnan, Chairman, Exfinity Ventures, a venture
capital firm, also former CFO at Infosys. Al, automation, and low-code platforms are creating
environments where fewer people can do more and do it faster.

Does this mean more business for India?

Most large global firms grapple with legacy infrastructure, poor-quality data, and fragmented
systems which are major barriers to rolling out intelligent solutions at scale. Also, with global Al
regulations like the EU’s Al Act coming into force, companies will need to demonstrate responsible
Al usage, privacy compliance, and algorithmic fairness. “This is where Indian IT can play a pivotal
role. By helping global clients clean and organise data, modernise old systems, and build compliant
Al solutions, Indian firms can reposition themselves as indispensable partners for the Al era.
Rather than being disrupted by Al, they can become the very agents that help their clients adopt
it effectively,” says Mr. Balakrishnan.

What'’s the message TCS is sending?

Industry experts say TCS, with its vast workforce of 6,07,979 employees as of March 2025, is an
industry bellwether. Its recent announcements are a strategic message to the stock market, to
employees, and to global clients, Mr. Vashishta says. For the stock market, such moves signal a
disciplined approach to cost optimisation and a proactive stance in adapting to a changing market.
For clients, TCS’s actions communicate its commitment to delivering highly efficient, Al-catalysed
solutions. To employees, the message is one of heightened expectations and the need for
continuous skill transformation. For more than three decades, India’s IT services industry —
spearheaded by TCS, Infosys, Wipro, and their peers — has been the bedrock of its global digital
identity, earning India its place as the “back office of the world”. But that era is “sunsetting”, says
Sharad Sharma, co-founder of the ISPIRT Foundation. A seminal shift, which Andrej Karpathy,
former technology head of Tesla, calls Software 2.0 & 3.0, “will change things fundamentally and
reduce the advantage of scale”. India’s tech future will not be built by coding armies billing hours
for legacy systems. It will be built by lean, Al-native small firms solving complex problems in
healthcare, defence, fintech, sustainability, education, and beyond. “Tech firms no longer need a
large IT park to serve global clients. A team of 50 can out-innovate a team of 5,000,” Mr. Sharma
says.

What does this mean for Indian techies?

Al is not likely to replace coders/system engineers who code in C++, which is used to build
operating systems, gaming, graphics, and critical secure applications. Wherever human ingenuity,
critical thinking, and imagination is needed, Al is yet to make a huge practical impact. B.S. Murthy,
CEO, Leadership Capital, says, “Al will not immediately replace domain competencies like tech
architects, dev ops, UI/UX, product management, robotics & embedded systems. Talent high on
math and imagination will rule the roost in this decade.”
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LIFE AND SCINCES

AN EYE ON CO2 FROM SPACE COULD SOON SHUT: WHY THIS MATTERS

&DreamlAS
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The Trump administration has reportedly asked the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) to prepare to shut down two major satellites that monitor atmospheric
carbon dioxide (CO2) and crop health.

— It was unclear why the missions were being ended prematurely, NPR, which first reported on
the plan last week, said.

— NASA told The Associated Press (AP) in an emailed statement that the missions were “beyond
their prime mission”, and were being terminated “to align with the President’s agenda and budget
priorities”. Experts have argued that the satellites are still more sensitive and accurate than any
other mission, operating or planned, in the world.

— OCOs are a series of dedicated Earth remote sensing satellites that were designed specifically
to observe atmospheric CO2 from space in order to better understand the characteristics of
climate change.

— The first mission, called OCO, of the series failed soon after launch in February 2009. A
replacement satellite, 0CO-2, was launched in July 2014. It was built based on the original 0CO
mission to minimise cost, schedule, and performance impacts.

— The satellite not only measures atmospheric CO2, it can also locate its sources and sinks. In
addition, the mission tracks crops and crop-growing seasons by measuring the “glow” that plants
emit when they photosynthesise.

— In 2019, a third mission, 0CO-3, was sent to the International Space Station (ISS) to further
enhance the observation of atmospheric CO2. 0CO-3 was built from the spare components left
over after the assembly of OCO-2.

— The US government now plans to shut down both 0CO-2 and OCO-3 satellites, according to
reports.

— Before the launch of the OCOs, scientists measured atmospheric' CO2 mainly through
instruments placed at various locations on the Earth’s surface. This did not provide them
information about the whole planet. The OCOs changed that.

— CO2 is a potent greenhouse gas, and the primary driver of global warming. The data from the
0CO missions help scientists and policymakers assess emission reduction efforts, and to develop
effective strategies to tackle climate change.

— The OCOs also advanced scientific knowledge by paving the way for some surprising
discoveries.

— For instance, it had been believed for decades that tropical rainforests functioned as the lungs
of the planet by clearing out vast quantities of CO2 from the atmosphere. However, data from OCO-
2 revealed the significant role that boreal forests - also known as taiga, the coniferous forests in
the higher latitudes of the northern hemisphere - play in the absorption of COZ2.
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— The data also showed how natural carbon sinks such as forests could become carbon emitters
due to drought or deforestation.

— Experts have said that the cost of maintaining OCOs in space is a small fraction of the money
that was spent to design and launch the satellites.

Do You Know:

— GHGs are those gases in the Earth’s atmosphere that trap heat. The Sun emits shortwave
radiation or sunlight that passes through the atmosphere and is absorbed by the planet’s surface
to warm it. However, some of this sunlight is reflected back by the surface as infrared radiation
(heat) which has a longer wavelength.

— GHGs such as CO2 and methane (CH4), which cannot absorb shortwave radiation, trap infrared
radiation. That is because unlike oxygen or nitrogen molecules, CO2 and methane are made up of
three or more atoms, which gives them a larger variety of ways to stretch and bend and twist.

HOW DOES SATELLITE INTERNET WORK?

In today’s increasingly digitised world, internet connectivity is an absolute necessity, across both
military and civilian domains. With Elon Musk’s Starlink about to make its debut very soon in
India, internet infrastructure is going to fundamentally change.

Why do we need satellite internet?

Ground-based networks use cables and towers. They are the most common form of internet
provision, especially in densely populated urban areas. However, they have some limitations.
Their reliance on physical infrastructure makes them economically unviable in sparsely populated
regions. They are also vulnerable to disruptions from natural disasters such as floods and
earthquakes. Furthermore, they often cannot meet the demand for on-the-go connectivity in
remote locations or for temporary operations.

Satellite internet emerges as a powerful solution to these challenges. Functioning on a global scale,
it provides extensive and resilient coverage. This coverage functions regardless of terrain or the
presence of terrestrial infrastructure. It can be deployed rapidly to manage sudden demand
surges, and also provides connectivity within moving platforms like airplanes and remote sites
such as offshore oil rigs. Thus, satellite internet is not merely a backup system. It is a
transformative technology with the potential to reshape the digital economy, civil infrastructure,
and military strategy.

What are the features of satellite internet?

The advent of satellite mega-constellations such as Starlink signals a new era in space-based
internet. These comprise hundreds or even thousands of satellites orbiting a few hundred
kilometres above Earth. This “internet in the sky” offers a plethora of applications in military
operations, disaster response, healthcare, agriculture, and transportation. However, this
technology has a dual-use nature, serving both civil and military ends. This introduces complex
security dynamics.

Contemporary events underscore this technology’s profound impact. When Hurricane Harvey
struck the Texas coast in 2017, it knocked out 70% of cell towers in affected regions. Viasat’s
satellite internet became a lifeline for coordinating rescue operations. Similarly, in the Russia-
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Ukraine war, SpaceX’s Starlink has been pivotal for Ukrainian defence forces. They have relied on
it for coordinating troop movements, medical evacuations, and drone operations. Ukrainians even
fitted Starlink devices on drones to bypass Russian jamming systems. Satellite internet also
enhances operational readiness in isolated conflict zones, as shown by the Indian Army’s use of it
on the Siachen Glacier. Conversely, its borderless nature facilitates illicit use. Security forces in
India have confiscated smuggled Starlink devices from insurgent groups and drug rackets. These
instances reveal that control over satellite internet infrastructure is becoming a new dimension
of national power.

How does satellite internet work?

A satellite internet network is composed of a space segment and a ground segment. The space
segment consists of the satellites in orbit, while the ground segment includes all equipment on
Earth that communicates with them. The satellites are the most capital-intensive component.
They carry communication payloads for data transmission and have a service life of five to 20
years. Their deployment requires careful planning, especially concerning orbital altitude, which
determines the satellite’s capabilities and coverage. Satellites are deployed in three main orbits:
the Geostationary Earth Orbit (GEO), the Medium Earth Orbit (MEO), and the Low Earth Orbit
(LEO).

What are differences between satellites deployed in different orbits?

GEO satellites orbit at 35,786 km above the equator. They match the Earth’s rotation, allowing
them to remain stationary relative to a point on the ground. This high altitude allows a single GEO
satellite to cover nearly one-third of the Earth’s surface, though not the polar regions. Viasat’s
Global Xpress (GX) system is a notable example. GEO satellites are also typically large. They act as
“bent-pipes,” simply relaying signals back to Earth without processing them. Their significant
drawback is high propagation latency. The long distance signals must travel result in delays,
making GEO systems unsuitable for time-sensitive applications like video conferencing or real-
time transactions.

MEO satellites operate at altitudes between 2,000 km and 35,786 km. They offer a compromise
between GEO and LEO systems. Their latency is lower than that of GEO satellites, but they still
require a constellation for global coverage. The 03b MEO constellation, for instance, consists of
20 satellites. However, their latency is often insufficient for many real-time applications, and the
satellites remain large and costly to launch.

LEO satellites orbit at altitudes below 2,000 km. Their proximity to Earth results in very low
latency. They are also smaller, often table-sized, making them cheaper and quicker to deploy.
Their main disadvantage is their smaller coverage area. A single Starlink LEO satellite’s footprint
is comparable to an Indian metropolitan city. To achieve global coverage, LEO systems form
“mega-constellations”. These are networks of hundreds or thousands of satellites working in
unison. Starlink has over 7,000 satellites in orbit, with plans for up to 42,000.

How do mega-constellations work?

LEO mega-constellations leverage their numbers to turn limitations into strengths. The smaller
satellites are capable of on-board signal processing. This enhances data transmission efficiency,
improves signal quality, and allows for greater flexibility. This on-board intelligence simplifies the
user terminals on the ground. Terminals become smaller, cheaper, and more accessible to
individual households.
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A key innovation was the use of optical inter-satellite links. These allow satellites to communicate
directly with each other in space. This creates a true “internet in the sky,” an interconnected
blanket of satellites. This network can route data globally with minimal reliance on ground
stations, reducing latency and increasing efficiency. However, maintaining continuous
connectivity is a challenge. LEO satellites move at nearly 27,000 km per hour. They stay within a
user’s line of sight for only a few minutes. To ensure uninterrupted service, the network must
seamlessly “hand-off” the connection from one satellite to the next. This is achieved with steerable
antennas that can track multiple users and ground stations simultaneously, much like moving
spotlights on a stage.

What are the applications of satellite internet?

For the end-user, modern LEO satellite internet is a major advancement. User terminals are now
compact and easy to set up without professional help. However, the service is still more expensive
than terrestrial broadband. While terminals cost around $500, and monthly services start at about
$50, the cost is often justified for those in remote areas or in industries where connectivity is
paramount.

The future promises even greater accessibility. Companies like AST SpaceMobile and Starlink are
testing direct-to-smartphone services. This innovation could eliminate the need for separate user
terminals altogether. As the technology becomes mainstream, specialised hardware may be
integrated directly into devices like smartphones and laptops.

The applications for satellite internet are vast and transformative. In communications, it provides
network access to remote areas and enables the Internet of Everything (IoE). In transportation, it
will enhance navigation systems, support self-driving cars, and improve logistics. In public
administration and disaster management, it can power smart cities, provide early warnings, and
coordinate rescue efforts. The healthcare sector can benefit from telemedicine and remote patient
monitoring. Agriculture can leverage it for precision farming and crop health analysis. It also has
significant applications in environmental monitoring, energy exploration, tourism, and defence.

Therefore, satellite internet presents immense opportunities but also creates complex security
and regulatory challenges. Nations now recognise satellite internet as a new dimension of power.

It is imperative for countries like India to develop comprehensive strategies to integrate the
technology into national resilience plans. India should also leverage it to bridge the digital divide
and foster economic development. Finally, active participation in shaping its international
governance is crucial as these mega-constellations will define the next era of global connectivity
and strategic advantage.

HOW ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IS TACKLING MATHEMATICAL PROBLEM-SOLVING

The International Mathematical Olympiad (IMO) is arguably the leading mathematical problem-
solving competition. Every year, high school students from around the world attempt six problems
over the span of three hours. Students whose scores cross a threshold, roughly corresponding to
solving five of the six problems, obtain Gold medals, with Silver and Bronze medals for those
crossing other thresholds. The problems do not require advanced mathematical knowledge, but
instead test for mathematical creativity. They are always new, and it is ensured that no similar
problems are online or in the literature.
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The Al gold medallist

IMO 2025 had some unusual participants. Even before the Olympiad closed, OpenAl, the maker of
ChatGPT, announced that an experimental reasoning model of theirs had answered the Olympiad
at the Gold medal level, following the same time limits as the human participants. Remarkably,
this was not a model specifically trained or designed for the IMO, but a general-purpose reasoning
model with reasoning powers good enough for an IMO Gold.

The OpenAl announcement raised some issues. Many felt that announcing an Al result while the
IMO had not concluded overshadowed the achievements of the human participants. Also, the Gold
medal score was graded and given by former IMO medalists hired by OpenAl, and some disputed
whether the grading was correct. However, a couple of days later, another announcement came.
Google-DeepMind attempted the IMO officially, with an advanced version of Gemini Deep Think.
Three days after the Olympiad, with the permission of the IMO organisers, they announced that
they had obtained a score at the level of a Gold medal. The IMO president Prof. Gregor Dolinar
stated, “We can confirm that Google DeepMind has reached the much-desired milestone, earning
35 out of a possible 42 points — a gold medal score. Their solutions were astonishing in many
respects. IMO graders found them to be clear, precise and most of them easy to follow.”

Stages of development

Even as it became a popular sensation, ChatGPT was infamous both for hallucinations (making up
facts) and for simple arithmetic mistakes. Both these would make solving even modest
mathematical problems mostly impossible.

The first advance that greatly reduced these errors, which came a few months after the launch of
ChatGPT, was the use of so-called agents. Specifically, models were now able to use web searches
to gather accurate information, and Python interpreters to run programs to perform calculations
and check reasoning using numerical experiments. These made the models dramatically more
accurate, and good enough to solve moderately hard mathematical problems. However, as a single
error in a mathematical solution makes the solution invalid, these were not yet accurate enough
to reach IMO (or research) level.

Greater accuracy can be obtained by pairing language models with formal proof systems such as
the Lean prover — a computer software that can understand and check proofs. Indeed, for IMO
2024 such a system from Google-DeepMind called AlphaProof obtained a silver medal score (but
it ran for two days).

Finally, a breakthrough came with the so-called reasoning models, such as 03 from OpenAl and
Google-DeepMind’s Gemini-2.5-pro. These models are perhaps better described as internal
monologue models. Before answering a complex question, they generate a monologue considering
approaches, carrying them out, revisiting their proposed solutions, sometimes dithering and
starting all over again, before finally giving a solution with which they are satisfied. It were such
models, with some additional advances, that got Olympiad Gold medal scores.

Analogical reasoning and combining ingredients from different sources gives language models
some originality, but probably not enough for hard and novel problems. However, verification
either through the internal consistency of reasoning models or, better still, checking by the Lean
prover, allows training by trying a large number of things and seeing what works, in the same way
that Al systems became chess champions starting with just the rules.
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Such reinforcement learning has allowed recent models to go beyond training data by creating
their own synthetic data.

The implications

Olympiad problems, for both humans and Als, are not ends in themselves but tests of
mathematical problem-solving ability. There are other aspects of research besides problem-
solving.

Growing anecdotal experiences suggest that Al systems have excellent capabilities in many of
these too, such as suggesting approaches and related problems.

However, the crucial difference between problem-solving and research/development is scale.
Research involves working for months or years without errors creeping in, and without
wandering off in fruitless directions. As mentioned earlier, coupling models with the Lean prover
can prevent errors. Indications are that it is only a matter of time before this is successful.

In the meantime, these models can act as powerful collaborators with human researchers, greatly
accelerating research and development in all areas involving mathematics. The era of the super-
scientist is here.

Al'IS TAKING THE YOU OUT OF YOUTUBE

In 2005, when the internet was young — accessed mostly through dial-up connections and
featuring user-created websites — the birth of YouTube heralded a new era of digital content
creation, and creativity. In grainy footage, shot in low-light conditions and against make-shift
backdrops, ordinary people offered a glimpse into their lives, their nerdy obsessions and passions.
Would-be musicians, artists and filmmakers showcased their craft, with many, like singers Justin
Bieber, Shawn Mendes and Troye Sivan, finding stardom. This was the promise of YouTube, when
the “you” in its name meant something. Twenty years on, however, with Al entering the chat, that
promise is becoming increasingly fragile.

“Al slop” — purely Al-generated content, usually nonsensical, with no substance and storyline or
any purpose other than grabbing clicks and views — is taking over YouTube. A recent data
analysis by The Guardian found that “nearly one in 10 of the fastest growing YouTube channels
globally are showing Al-generated content only”, with many of the channels posting “repetitive
and ‘inauthentic’ content”. A platform once celebrated as a launch pad for everyman is now being
crowded with content that is disconnected from anyone’s lived experience and which lacks the
textures and tones of human creativity, the telling flaws and endearing glitches that speak of
people, not algorithms.

The proliferation of blindly-automated, prompt-driven creations means that creators will now
have to compete for views and — increasingly, ad revenue — with content-generation farms that
can upload multiple, polished videos in a single day. It is also bad news for consumers. Al may
have much to offer when used right, but no prompt, however precisely worded, can generate the
many shades of human ingenuity and whimsy that YouTube is home to.
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UP, UP, AND AWAY

Why does an elevator need three-phase electrical power to work?

Because elevators are critical systems, downtime is expensive and dangerous. To avoid this,
elevators need three-phase electrical power to meet high power demand without compromising
their reliability. Elevators include components that together demand a large and balanced power
supply. Three-phase power provides consistent, balanced voltage with minimal fluctuation (less
than 3% if required) to handle power surges safely.

The electric motors also require high starting torque and smooth, efficient operation. And three-
phase motors start more easily, run more smoothly, and are more efficient compared to single-
phase motors, which are also generally less reliable. Further, three-phase power systems use less
wiring relative to the capacity provided and distribute power across three alternating current
phases staggered in time. This results in a constant power supply that reduces the mechanical
stress on motors and improves their lifespan.

WHY A FAMOUSLY STABLE GLACIER IN ARGENTINA IS NOW UNDER THREAT

FOR DECADES, the Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentina has looked like an outlier as so many of the
world’s other great ice masses melt and waste away.

— The Perito Moreno has been thinning at a sharply accelerated rate since 2019, scientists
reported on August 7. And if the thinning doesn’t slow, it could kick-start a series of changes that
might cause the ice to shrink even faster.

— The Perito Moreno is the centrepiece of Los Glaciares National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage
site visited by hundreds of thousands of people every year. The glacier, a river of craggy ice nearly
20 miles long, pours out of the cloud-swathed southern Andes like a mirage.

— Scientists believe a quirk of geography has kept the Perito Moreno from shedding too much
mass as the Andes region warms. Because of the shape of the valley in which the glacier sits, the
high-elevation area where snow falls and ice forms is large compared with the area lower down,
where the ice melts. In other words, ice that’s been lost has historically been amply replenished.

— Something else might be holding the glacier steady as well: a ridge of bedrock beneath the ice
that pins it in place. But before now, scientists knew little about the size of the ridge and how it
interacted with the glacier.

— His radar soundings showed that the bedrock ridge jutted deeply into the ice at the front of the
glacier. This implies that once the ice becomes thin enough, it could be at risk of detaching from
the ridge. Without the bedrock to hold it in place, the ice could start to float in the water of the
lake, making it even more vulnerable to thinning or breaking apart.

— Using satellite measurements of the height of the glacier’s surface, Koch and his colleagues
found that the thinning started speeding up in 2019. What caused this abrupt acceleration is still
unclear.

— Bethan Davies, a professor of glaciology at Newcastle University in England, advised caution in

declaring anything irreversible.
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— “Often glaciers will grow again, if we make it colder and snowier enough,” said Davies. To do
that, nations would first need to stop warming the planet by adding car-bon dioxide to the
atmosphere.

Do You Know:

— The Perito Moreno glacier, also called the ‘White Giant’, is located near the city of El Calafate in
the Argentine province of Santa Cruz, and comes under the Los Glaciares National Park — a
UNESCO World Heritage Site.

— It was formed during the last Ice Age, which occurred approximately 18,000 years ago.

— Since atleast 1917, the glacier has witnessed numerous large-scale ice calving events due to its
forward movement. The event creates a thunderous sound as colossal blocks of ice break from the
glacier and submerge into the water. The stunning visuals of calving have, over the years, attracted
tourists from around the world.

— Glaciers are not just frozen masses of ice adorning the world’s mountains; they are vital
components of our ecosystem, crucial for sustaining life on Earth. They fuel our rivers, provide
drinking water, and support agricultural production.

— A recent UN report has warned that retreating glaciers threaten the food and water supply of
two billion people around the world.

— Beyond their contributions to water supply and energy production, glaciers influence regional
and global weather patterns. They modulate temperatures and precipitation levels, acting as
climate regulators that help temper extremes.

— As glaciers melt, they contribute to rising sea levels, threatening coastal communities
worldwide. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) projects that sea levels could
rise significantly by the end of the century, with catastrophic implications for millions of people
living in low-lying areas.
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