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INTERNATIONAL

UNDERSTANDING RUSSIA’S TALIBAN GAUNTLET

OnJuly 3, 2025, the Russian Foreign Ministry announced the recognition of the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan (IEA) government, representing the culmination of Russia’s recent overtures toward
the Taliban. This followed the decision to upgrade diplomatic ties and officially accredit the
Taliban’s new ambassador, Gul Hassan, to Moscow. Now that the IEA flag is flying over the Afghan
Embassy in Moscow, questions remain about the rationale behind Russia’s choice to legitimise the
Taliban regime.

A change, two decades later

Moscow’s eagerness to cultivate diplomatic relations with the Taliban government stands in stark
contrast to Russia’s approach to the IEA’s first iteration from 1996 to 2001. At that time, the
Taliban were seen as hostile towards Russia. Moscow did not acknowledge their government and
was forced to wind down its diplomatic presence in Afghanistan in 1997. Further, Russia provided
military assistance to the Northern Alliance and helped its Central Asian allies stabilise the
situation along the Afghan border against the terrorist threat.

Complicating matters further, the Taliban, in 2000, recognised the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria
as an independent state and urged the Muslim world to declare a holy war on Russia to force it to
stop its counter-terrorist operation in Chechnya. With an estimated 2,500 Chechen militants
undergoing training in Taliban-controlled territories, Moscow considered launching “preventive
strikes” on terrorist camps in Afghanistan.

In this context, it was unsurprising that Russia joined forces with the United States to adopt the
United Nations’ sanctions against the Taliban and provided logistical support to the U.S.-led
Operation Enduring Freedom, which was launched after 9/11. In 2003, the Taliban were included
in the Russian list of terrorist organisations.

As the international counter-terrorism mission in Afghanistan reached an impasse and the U.S.
began to consider withdrawal, Moscow established unofficial contacts with the Taliban through
its closer engagement with Pakistan in the early 2010s. This enabled Russia to protect its security
interests in Afghanistan (with a focus on ensuring the safety of Russian citizens), collaborating
against the Islamic State Khorasan Province (IS-K) and combating drug trafficking.

Additionally, in a balance act between the Afghan government and the Taliban, Russia stepped up
its diplomatic efforts to position itself as a venue for resolving the Afghan crisis. Despite being
blacklisted by the UN and outlawed in Russia, the Taliban representatives were invited to
participate in the Moscow Format and intra-Afghan conferences, as Russia attempted to increase
its own regional influence and edge the U.S. out from Afghanistan.

With the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul in August 2021, even as many other countries evacuated
diplomatic personnel amid the lingering turmoil, the Russian Embassy in Kabul remained in
operation — Moscow remained confident that the Taliban are capable of putting things in good
order. Despite Russia’s good rapport with the Taliban’s dispensation, the persistent instability in
Afghanistan has severely compromised its security interests, with terrorist attacks against the
Russian Embassy in Kabul in September 2022 and the Crocus City Hall in Moscow in March 2024,
purportedly carried out by the IS-K. There has been no meaningful progress in the economic
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projects either, though the Russian authorities continue to harbour hopes that Afghanistan will
emerge as a conduit for Russian exports to South and Southeast Asia.

The basis

Russia’s official recognition of the IEA government reflects Moscow’s conviction that the Taliban
are “an objective reality” and the only political force capable of controlling power in Afghanistan.
This is further reinforced by the perception of the Taliban as Russia’s “allies in countering
terrorism”, which seemingly laid the foundation for their de-listing in April 2025. It should be
noted though that the Russian Supreme Court only suspended the ban on the Taliban activities,
and the grouping is still on the Russian unified federal list of terrorist organisations. This suggests
that the Russian security apparatus is not fully convinced by the Taliban’s track record in
combating terrorism, leaving scope to reverse the decision if the alliance with the Taliban proves
to be a false dawn.

The IEA’s recognition is a symbolic gesture that does not bring Russia any immediate benefits and
does not guarantee any upgrade to Moscow’s position in Afghanistan or the wider region. While
some Russian officials are insisting on supporting the Taliban, including “arming them”, it remains
to be seen how far Moscow is willing to go and whether the joint fight against the IS-K will yield
tangible results.

As Russia has set a precedent by recognising the IEA, some Central Asian states and even China
may well follow suit, especially given that the Taliban’s expectations of their partners will
certainly increase. Moscow’s free pass to the Taliban regarding the inclusivity of their
government, as well as women’s and minority rights, may become a new template for other
regional players who will prioritise pragmatism over value-based approach.

Ties with India

India will unlikely be seriously affected by the Russian move. New Delhi has fostered its own
incremental improvement in diplomatic ties with the Taliban, having recently found common
ground with them on the issue of terrorism in Kashmir. It is likely that New Delhi will keep up
diplomatic communications, trade and humanitarian cooperation with the IEA, without deviating
from its stance on the legitimacy issue. Engagement without formal recognition still seems to be
the likely trajectory of India’s Afghanistan policy.

STATE FOR THE STATELESS

France’s decision to recognise Palestinian statehood, in September, reflects President Emmanuel
Macron’s deep frustration with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu over the ongoing war
on Gaza, as well as his willingness to adopt a more pro-active and constructive approach towards
finding a durable solution. Of the 193 members of the UN, 147, including India, China and Russia,
have already recognised the Palestinian state. But powerful western nations, with close ties to
Israel, have always stopped short of granting official recognition even if professing support for a
two-state solution. But this position began to shift after the Gaza war in October 2023, with more
European countries taking formal steps towards its recognition. Last year, Spain, Ireland, Norway
and Slovenia recognised Palestine’s independence. If Mr. Macron follows through, France will be
the first G-7 member nation to do so. Such a move may not have an immediate, direct impact on
the peace process. That more western European countries are now ready to take irreversible
measures in favour of Palestinian statehood, ignoring strong opposition from Tel Aviv and
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Washington, marks a clear change in sentiment towards one of the modern world’s most
contentious conflicts.

Mr. Macron’s announcement comes at a critical juncture for the Palestinians. The war has
devastated the enclave with confirmed deaths reaching 60,000 in 21 months — roughly 2.5% of
its total population. In the West Bank, settler violence has displaced tens of thousands of
Palestinians. Israeli Ministers have openly threatened to ethnically cleanse Gaza and annex the
West Bank. Images of starving and malnourished children, which came out of Gaza last week, have
jolted global conscience. Even Israel’s closest allies, including Britain, Canada and France, issued
arare joint statement, urging Mr. Netanyahu to “immediately end the humanitarian catastrophe”.
Under mounting pressure, Israel has announced ‘tactical pauses’ in its attacks. But this is far from
sufficient. What Gaza urgently needs is a complete end to the bombings and shelling, and the full
opening of its borders to humanitarian aid. Given that pressure is the only language Israel appears
to understand, and with the Donald Trump presidency showing no willingness to apply it, Europe
must do more. Efforts to end the war, which in terms of mass killings, devastation and
displacement is comparable to the 1948-49 Nakba, must be accompanied by initiatives to ensure
that such a catastrophe is never repeated. There should be concrete measures from the
international community to pursue a durable political solution, which is the two-state solution.
The first step in that direction is the recognition of Palestinian independence and statehood.
France has promised to join, though belatedly, most member-countries of the UN in the statehood
push. Other nations in the West must follow.

UK PLANS TO RECOGNISE PALESTINE IN SEPT UNLESS ISRAEL MEETS CONDITIONS:
STARMER

UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer on Tuesday announced that Britain will recognise a Palestinian
state in September, unless Israel agrees to a ceasefire in Gaza and takes concrete steps toward a
lasting peace.

¢ In a cabinet meeting focused on the Gaza conflict, Starmer told ministers that the UK would
support Palestinian statehood ahead of the United Nations General Assembly if Israel fails to meet
a set of conditions. These include ending the ongoing military operations in Gaza, halting plans for
annexation in the West Bank, and committing to a peace process aimed at a two-state solution,
news agency AP reported.

» While the UK has historically backed the creation of a Palestinian state alongside Israel, official
recognition has until now been tied to the outcome of direct negotiations.

¢ However, momentum toward unilateral recognition has grown since French President
Emmanuel Macron, last week, announced that France would become the first major Western
nation to formally recognise Palestine in September.

¢ In response, Israel’s foreign ministry condemned the UK’s decision, calling it a “reward for
Hamas.” A statement issued on the social media platform X on Tuesday claimed that the UK’s plans
to recognise Palestine would undermine efforts to secure a ceasefire in Gaza and potentially
reward terrorism.

o [srael argued that such a move would send the wrong message and encourage further instability
in the region. “Recognising Palestine at this time would reward Hamas and harm efforts to end
the violence,” Israel’s foreign ministry said in the statement.
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Do You Know:

* The Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States (1933), identified four conditions
of a state: “a permanent population, defined territory, government, and capacity to enter into
relations with other states”.

 Statehood, according to The Cambridge Companion to International Law, “has long been the
central organising idea in the international system”. While several regions and peoples have over
the years sought to declare themselves as independent states, their formal recognition depends
on how the rest of the world views them.

e The United Nations has a broad criterion for accepting states as Members. Article 4 of the UN
Charter states: “Membership in the United Nations is open to all other peace-loving states which
accept the obligations contained in the present Charter and, in the judgment of the Organization,
are able and willing to carry out these obligations.”

* Procedurally, admission to the UN as a Member State is granted by a two-thirds majority vote in
the UN General Assembly. However, the UNGA takes up the candidature only upon the
recommendation of the UN Security Council.

¢ The UNSC comprises five permanent members — the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia,
China, and France — and 10 temporary member countries chosen on a rotational basis. For the
UNSC recommendation to pass there must be a vote, with at least nine members in favour and no
permanent members using their veto. Essentially, it is the P5 who determine the fate of an issue
in the UNSC.

¢ Currently, Palestine is a “Permanent Observer State” — and not a “Member State” — at the UN.
There is one other Permanent Observer State in the UN — the Holy See, representing Vatican City.
As a Permanent Observer State, Palestine is allowed to “participate in all of the Organization’s
proceedings, except for voting on draft resolutions and decisions in its main organs and bodies,
from the Security Council to the General Assembly and its six main committees”.

‘WORST-CASE SCENARIO OF FAMINE’ IN GAZA, SAY FOOD CRISIS EXPERTS

Famine is “playing out” in the Gaza Strip, a global hunger monitor said in an alert issued on
Tuesday as international criticism of Israel intensifies over rapidly worsening conditions in the
Palestinian enclave.

 “The worst-case scenario of Famine is currently playing outin the Gaza Strip,” said the Integrated
Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) alert. “Mounting evidence shows that widespread
starvation, malnutrition, and disease are driving a rise in hunger-related deaths.”
The IPC alert does not formally classify Gaza as being in famine. Such a classification can only be
made through an analysis, which the IPC said it would now conduct “without delay.”

* The IPC is a global initiative that partners with 21 aid groups, international organizations, and
UN agencies, and assesses the extent of hunger suffered by a population.

» War has raged in Gaza between Israel and Palestinian militants Hamas for the past 22 months.
Facing global condemnation over the humanitarian crisis, Israel said on Sunday it would halt
military operations for 10 hours a day in parts of the Palestinian enclave and allow new aid
corridors.
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» For an area to be classified as in famine, at least 20% of people must be suffering extreme food
shortages, with one in three children acutely malnourished and two people out of every 10,000
dying daily from starvation or malnutrition and disease.

¢ The latest data indicated that famine thresholds have been reached for food consumption in
most of the war-torn Palestinian enclave - where some 2.1 million people remain - and for acute
malnutrition in Gaza City, the alert said.

Do You Know:

» The IPC has classified areas as being in famine four times: Somalia in 2011, South Sudan in 2017
and 2020, and Sudan in 2024. The IPC says it does not declare famine, but instead provides an
analysis to allow governments and others to do so.

e The IPC’s independent Famine Review Committee - which vets and verifies IPC findings that
warn of or identify a famine - endorsed the Gaza alert on Tuesday.

¢ The last IPC analysis on Gaza, issued on May 12, forecast that the entire population would likely
experience high levels of acute food insecurity by the end of September, with 469,500 people
projected to likely hit “catastrophic” levels.

e Israel controls all access to Gaza. After an 11-week blockade, limited UN-led aid operations
resumed on May 19 and a week later the obscure new US-based Gaza Humanitarian Foundation -
backed by Israel and the United States - began distributing food aid.

» The rival aid efforts have sparked a war of words - pitting Israel, the US and the GHF against the
UN, international aid groups and dozens of governments from around the world. Israel and the US
accuse Hamas of stealing aid — which the militants deny - and the U.N. of failing to prevent it. The
UN says it has not seen evidence of mass aid diversion in Gaza by Hamas.

* The IPC alert said an estimated minimum of 62,000 metric tonnes of staple food is required every
month to cover the basic food needs of the Gazan population. But it said that according to COGAT,
the Israeli military aid coordination agency, only 19,900 MT of food entered Gaza in May and
37,800 MT in June.

* The war in Gaza was triggered on October 7, 2023, when Hamas Killed 1,200 people in southern
Israel and took some 250 hostages, according to Israeli tallies. Since then, Israel’s military
campaign has killed nearly 60,000 Palestinians, according to Gaza health authorities.

TRUCE IS CALLED, CULTURAL TUSSLE REMAINS: BEHIND THAILAND-CAMBODIA HOSTILITY

After days of deadly fighting, Cambodia and Thailand on Monday agreed to an “immediate and
unconditional ceasefire”. The ceasefire was negotiated by Prime Ministers Hun Manet of
Cambodia and Phumtham Wechayachai of Thailand at a meeting hosted by Malaysian PM Anwar
Ibrahim in Kuala Lumpur.

¢ Tensions between Cambodia and Thailand had been simmering since May, when they
skirmished at a contested area of the border, leading to the death of a Cambodian soldier.

» Nationalist rhetoric in both countries and a series of tit-for-tat actions followed. Cambodia
banned the import of Thai fruits and broadcast of Thai films and soap operas; Thailand closed all
land crossings.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR


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

» Recently, Thailand withdrew its ambassador from Cambodia and expelled the Cambodian envoy
after a Thai soldier lost a leg in a land mine blast. Thailand claimed the mine was laid by
Cambodian troops in Thai territory.

¢ Cambodia responded by downgrading diplomatic relations and recalling all Cambodian staff
from its embassy in Bangkok. Clashes broke out at half a dozen places along the border between
the Thai provinces of Surin and Sisaket, and Cambodian provinces of Oddar Meanchey and
Preah Vihear.

¢ Thailand launched air strikes on Cambodian military sites, and Cambodia responded with rocket
and artillery fire. Exchanges of artillery and machine gun fire followed, in which at least 35 people
were killed and more than 2.6 lakh civilians were displaced on both sides of the border, Reuters
reported.

Do You Know:

e The 817-km land border between Cambodia and Thailand was drawn in 1907 by France, then
the colonial power in Cambodia. Like many other borders drawn by colonial administrators, this
too has long been disputed.

¢ The two predominantly Theravada-Buddhist neighbours are more alike than any other country
in the region, sharing ethnic and linguistic ties, social norms, culinary traditions, and cultural
activities. But both claim to be the “original” owners of their heritage. This is what drives the
animosity between them.

» The competing claims of cultural ownership are rooted in contesting readings of history, which,
scholars say, are purposely propped up by governing elites of the two countries to strengthen
their domestic positions. “Countries fabricate history to celebrate their past, using nationalism as
a political tool in the manipulation of public opinion... It is evident that contemporary Thai-
Cambodian relations have become a casualty of the remade past,” wrote Charnvit Kasetsiri, Pou
Sothirak and Pavin Chachavalpongpun in Preah Vihear: A Guide to the Thai-Cambodian Conflict
and Its Solutions (2013).

o At the centre of the border dispute is the Preah Vihear temple, which is called Phra Viharn in
Thai. “The temple has meaning — both as a cultural symbol and a religious place of worship — to
people on both sides of the border,” John D Ciorciari, a professor of international politics at Indiana
University, wrote in his 2009 paper ‘Thailand and Cambodia: The Battle for Preah Vihear".

» Preah Vihear temple is the most famous of many disputed sites at the Cambodia-Thailand border
which hold cultural significance for both countries. Another such temple, called Prasat Ta Moan
Thom by the Cambodians and Prasat Ta Muen Thom by the Thai, witnessed fighting during the
recent hostilities.

MYANMAR ENDS STATE OF EMERGENCY, JUNTA CHIEF TAKES CHARGE AS HEAD OF
INTERIM GOVT

Myanmar’s military junta has lifted the state of emergency imposed since the 2021 coup, signalling
itsintent to proceed with long-delayed elections in December. The junta announced the formation

of an 11-member election commission led by military chief and de facto ruler Min Aung
Hlaing, Reuters reported on Thursday citing state broadcaster MRTV.
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¢ China has welcomed Myanmar’s decision to end the state of emergency and called for political
differences to be resolved peacefully. “We are willing to continue to actively carry out efforts to
promote peace talks in accordance with the needs of all parties in Myanmar,” foreign ministry
spokesperson Guo Jiakun said at a press briefing in Beijing, as reported by Reuters.

« Since seizing power from Aung San Suu Kyi's elected government in February 2021, the military
regime has faced sustained resistance from pro-democracy fighters, ethnic armed groups, and
civilian militias. The conflict has led to thousands of deaths and widespread displacement.

* Amid these tensions, the junta has introduced harsh laws, including prison terms of up to 10
years for speech or protests aimed at disrupting the election process. In a bid to quell rebellion
ahead of the vote, it has also offered cash rewards to militants who surrender.

Do You Know:

¢ The word junta originates from Spanish, meaning “meeting” or “committee”. The term was
widely used in 16th-Century Spain to refer to various government advisory committees as a junta.
In 1808, national and local juntas were organised as part of Spain’s resistance against Napoleon’s
invasion. In the following years, the word junta was used to describe governing bodies that
emerged during political instability in Spain, Greece, and Latin America.

* Subsequently, the term became associated with military rule. Notably, it is different from a
military dictatorship. While a junta involves a military cabinet acting as the agent of the ruling
military organisation, military dictatorship “involves a military president not acting as the agent
of the military and perhaps even converting the military into an instrument of his personal rule,”
Paul Brooker wrote in Non-Democratic Regimes (2000).

¢ In the 20th Century, military junta was frequently witnessed in Latin America. But it was
different from juntas elsewhere in the world. “An institutionalised, highly corporate /professional
junta became the norm in Latin America, with the core membership being the heads of the three
armed services — army, navy and air force,” wrote Brooker. The juntas outside Latin America,
however, had 11 members on average.
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In its first official outreach to the new dispensation in Syria since the fall of the Assad regime last
year, India has sent a senior official to Damascus to meet with ministers in the transitional
government led by Ahmed Hussein al-Sharaa.

¢ An Indian delegation led by M Suresh Kumar, Joint Secretary in charge of West Asia and North
Africa Department at the Ministry of External Affairs, met Syrian Minister of Foreign Affairs and
Expatriates, Asaad Al-Shaibani on Monday, according to Syrian news agency SANA. Kumar was
earlier India’s charge d’affaires at the Indian High Commission in Islamabad, Pakistan.

* “Talks during the meeting dealt with issues of mutual concern and ways of enhancing relations
between the two countries in the interests of both peoples,” SANA reported, quoting a Syrian
Foreign ministry statement.

¢ The Indian delegation also held discussions with Syrian Health Minister Musab Al-Ali on Monday.

 Sources said the focus of the dialogue was on enhancing collaboration in health care, particularly
in “pharmaceutical manufacturing and medical training”.

¢ Both sides also deliberated on the implementation of a “scholarship program for Syrian
students” and the development of a “specialised engineering cooperation initiative tailored for
Syrian government employees”.

» According to SANA, Al-Ali emphasised Syria’s keenness to build a lasting partnership with India
in the pharmaceutical and healthcare sectors and noted it would strengthen the country’s national
health system and improve the availability of essential medicines.

¢ Kumar reaffirmed New Delhi’'s commitment to support Syria through funding specialised
training programs for Syrian professionals. He also said India would continue coordinating the
training of Syrian doctors at Indian institutions while fostering deeper collaboration in nursing,
pharmaceuticals and drug exports.

Do You Know:

¢ India had strong and robust ties with the Assad regime — led primarily by Hafez al-Assad and
then his son Bashar al-Assad — for more than five decades until last December, when al-Sharaa
led a rebel coalition to overthrow the Bashar al-Assad regime and took over as the country’s
leader.

¢ According to officials, India has been monitoring the situation after the departure of Bashar al-
Assad on 8 December 2024. In the immediate aftermath of the political change in Syria, India
carried out the evacuation of 77 Indian nationals from Syria on 10-11 December 2024.

¢ On December 9, India had called for a “peaceful and inclusive Syrian-led political process” which
respects the interests and aspirations of all sections of Syrian society. It was India’s first statement
since Bashar al-Assad’s fall.
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« Syria adopted a new interim constitution on March 13. The country is expected to hold its first
parliamentary election under the al-Sharaa administration in September.

UNSC REPORT NAMES THE RESISTANCE FRONT, CITES PAHALGAM TERROR ATTACK

In a first, The Resistance Front (TRF), a shadow outfit of Pakistan-based terror outfit Lashkar-e-
Taiba that had claimed responsibility for the Pahalgam terror attack on April 22, has found
mention in a United Nations Security Council (UNSC) report monitoring sanctions on terror
outfits.

¢ According to the report of the Monitoring Team (MT) of the UNSC 1267 [ISIS (Da’esh) & Al-
Qaida] Sanctions Committee, the entry under the Asia section reads: “On 22 April, five terrorists
attacked a tourist spot in Pahalgam, in Jammu and Kashmir. Twenty-six civilians were killed. The
attack was claimed that same day by The Resistance Front (TRF), who in parallel published a
photograph of the attack site. The claim of responsibility was repeated the following day.”

» Sources pointed out that the paragraph on TRF and the Pahalgam terror attack is the first and
largest part under the South Asia section. “Itis in sync with what we have been stating on the links
between the TRF and the LeT and its support from Pakistan,” a source said.

¢ This is the first time that the TRF has been mentioned in any UN document, sources said. In the
past, India’s consistent efforts for naming the TRF in the UNSC statements were stymied by
Pakistan.

¢ The development is significant as all decisions of the 1267 Sanctions Committee, including MT
reports, are adopted by consensus by members of the UNSC. Pakistan is a non-permanent member
of the UNSC.

» After Operation Sindoor, which followed the Pahalgam attack, India had reached out to most of
the UNSC member countries — permanent and non-permanent members - with multi-party
political delegations visiting these countries in May-June.

» According to sources, the inclusion of TRF in the MT report despite Pakistan’s efforts highlights
Islamabad’s undeniable involvement in fomenting terrorism in Jammu and Kashmir. “It also
attests to our credibility in the UN on the counter-terror front,” the source said.

Do You Know:

¢ On July 18, the US State Department had designated TRF as a Foreign Terrorist Organization
(FTO) and Specially Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT). “TRF, a Lashkar-e-Tayyiba (LeT) front
and proxy, claimed responsibility for the April 22,2025, Pahalgam attack which killed 26 civilians.
This was the deadliest attack on civilians in India since the 2008 Mumbai attacks conducted by
LeT. TRF has also claimed responsibility for several attacks against Indian security forces,
including most recently in 2024,” the US State Department had said.

e The Resistance Front (TRF) had claimed responsibility for the Pahalgam attack that killed 26
tourists, sources in central agencies said. The Resistance Front (TRF) is an offshoot of the
Pakistan-based terror group Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT).

¢ The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) declared the TRF a “terrorist organisation” under the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act in January 2023. The government said it was engaged in
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propaganda on terror activities, recruitment of terrorists, infiltration of terrorists and smuggling
of weapons and narcotics from Pakistan into Jammu and Kashmir.

» But the TRF first started making headlines in 2020. In May of that year, five Army commandos
were Killed in a gunbattle in Keran, in which five TRF militants were also killed. Similar clashes
occurred around that time in Handwara and Sopore, killing security personnel.

 The first was the revocation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir under Article 370 in
August 2019. The second was the decapitation of the LeT in Kashmir in 2018.

» The Lashkar-e-Taiba was founded around 1985, and one of its main goals was merging the whole
of Kashmir with Pakistan. However, by the end of 2018, it had suffered significant reverses at the
hands of Indian security forces.

HOW NOT TO IDENTIFY AN ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT

In the winter of 2024, when Delhi was receiving ‘cold wave’ alerts, my phone would beep multiple
times a day to alert me about the detainment of “illegal” Bangladeshi immigrants. The crackdown
on the community began in Delhi after Lieutenant Governor Vinai Kumar Saxena'’s office issued an
order to the police, in the aftermath of the regime change in Bangladesh, to identify foreign
nationals “illegally” staying in the capital.

The police first began their searches in the jhuggis of Bengali-speaking migrant workers. When I
asked them why certain people fell under their radar of suspicion, they said that their “suspects”
spoke Bangla. Some of them also claimed that they had received “tips” from local folks who
interpreted on their own the dialects spoken by the “suspects”.

[ realised then that due largely to the monolithic representation of Bengalis in the Hindi film
industry, and the global reach of Bengalis in Kolkata, people are convinced that the Bengali spoken
in Kolkata is the only “authentic” Bengali of Indians. If anyone speaks a different dialect of Bangla,
which is the case across rural Bengal and even other urban parts of the State, they are at risk of
being identified as Bangladeshi.

It is not just the police which holds such a belief. Some users on X posted that while paani (water)
is a word used by Bangladeshis, jol is used by Indian Bengalis. This, they claimed, would help the
police identify who is an “illegal” Bangladeshi and who isn’t. What about the fact that Charyapada,
an 8th century text, considered to be one of earliest examples of Bengali literature, also uses the
word paani for water? No one has an answer.

The police, which is actively detaining migrant workers on the basis of the language they speak,
have little space in their investigation for nuance. In once case, an officer told me that since he had
found a worker sending money from India to Bangladesh, he had detained him. The detainee,
however, told me that during the land parcel exchange between Bangladesh and India that was
spearheaded by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, he and his siblings chose to become Indian
citizens while his parents remained in Bangladesh. He claimed that he was simply sending back
money to support his ageing parents.

Other testimonies of detainees also show that legal complications and cross-border relationships
do not find place in police interrogations. People have got into trouble simply for wearing a
particular garment. A song composed by a few youths from rural Bengal highlights this racial
profiling. It goes, “Just because I wear a lungi in a foreign land, I am being called a Bangladeshi. My
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choice of attire is based on the comfort I feel while working in this heat. That does not mean that
[ was born in Bangladesh and not in Bharat.”

While documenting the stories of the detainees from West Bengal, and the police procedures, I
have had people on social media hurl racial slurs at me and ask me to ‘go back to Bangladesh’. But
what has shocked me most is the continuing silence of Bengali public intellectuals. Having heard
so often that Bengalis have a substantial influence in the media, in academia, and in the culture
and arts space, | expected to see small protests or even a social movement against this ethnicity-
based targeting. This has sadly not been the case. Does that mean that the intellectuals hold no
power? Or are they just so far removed from all the other Bengalis and wish to be differentiated
from the Bengali working class?

The crackdown that first impacted the Bengali Muslims has now started to impact the lower caste
Hindu Bengalis as well. Will the intellectuals continue to mark their distance from the working
class until those in power get impacted?

FOREIGNERS’ TRIBUNALS IN ASSAM DISREGARD CONSTITUTIONAL SAFEGUARDS, SAYS
NLSIU REPORT

The quasi-judicial Foreigners’ Tribunals (FTs) in Assam have become routine instruments of
exclusion by disregarding due process and constitutional safeguards, a comprehensive study of
these tribunals and the broader legal crisis of India’s citizenship adjudication has found.

The report by the Bengaluru-based National Law School of India University (NLSIU) and the
Queen Mary University of London, to be formally released on Sunday, called for an urgent,
fundamental rethinking of the legal structures governing citizenship in India given the possibility
of an Assam-like exercise to update the National Register of Citizens (NRC) across the country.

Titled “Unmaking citizens: the architecture of rights violations and exclusion in India’s citizenship
trials”, the report has been authored by Mohsin Alam Bhat of Queen Mary University, Arushi
Gupta, and Shardul Gopujkar, with the support of researchers and law students from the NLSIU,
and members of Parichay Legal Aid Clinic. “As of 2025, Assam’s tribunals have declared nearly
166,000 people as ‘foreigners’. In addition to more than 85,000 pending cases, these tribunals may
also soon hear more than a million appeals from those excluded from the NRC,” Mr. Bhat said. The
report analyses more than 1,200 Gauhati High Court orders, key Supreme Court judgments, and
extensive interviews with lawyers and litigants. It documents “widespread arbitrariness in
decision-making, including the wholesale rejection of documentary and oral evidence, and the
absence of legal norms to protect individuals from wrongful targeting”.

Lacks legal foundation

“Citizenship adjudication engages constitutionally significant questions with profound
consequences, including the risk of statelessness. Such determinations require bodies that are
legally constituted, independent, impartial, and composed of competent legal officers,” the study
summarises in a chapter on “institutionalised arbitrariness”.

The report argued that the FT system fails on all these counts. “It lacks a secure legal foundation,
is vulnerable to executive interference, and is staffed by inadequately qualified adjudicators. It
thus stands in stark violation of the rule of law and the right to an effective remedy under both
domestic and international law,” it said.
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Assam currently has 100 FTs, each headed by a judge-like member, which were formed after the
Supreme Court scrapped the controversial Illegal Migrants (Determination by Tribunals) Act of
1983 in 2005. Of these 100 tribunals, 36 are permanent and 54 require periodic extension of
terms from the Ministry of Home Affairs.

PRESIDENTIAL REFERENCE ‘MISLEADING’, KERALA, T.N. TELL SC

The States of Tamil Nadu and Kerala urged the Supreme Court on Monday to dismiss the
Presidential Reference seeking clarity on whether judiciary can fix timelines for the President and
the Governors to clear State Bills, saying it is a ruse to make the top court sit in appeal of its own
authoritative pronouncement in the Tamil Nadu Governor case.

The Constitution, the two States said, did not allow the top court to sit in appeal of its own
judgments nor can the President vest appellate jurisdiction to the court through a Presidential
Reference.

Tamil Nadu and Kerala termed the reference as “misleading” replete with “suppressed facts”.

Tamil Nadu, represented by senior advocate P. Wilson, said the reference was an “appeal in
disguise” and should be “returned as unanswered in whole”.

Kerala, represented by senior advocate K.K. Venugopal and C.K. Sasi, said the President could only
refer questions to the Supreme Court under its advisory jurisdiction of Article 143 of the
Constitution if they had not been decided by the Supreme Court.

Judicial precedents

Quoting judicial precedents, including the 1993 Reference in the Cauvery Water Disputes
Tribunal, the State said powers of the Governors and the President under Article 200 and 201 of
the Constitution have been the subject of three separate authoritative judgments in the cases filed
by the States of Telangana, Punjab and, finally, Tamil Nadu on April 8.

“When the Supreme Court in its adjudicatory jurisdiction pronounces its authoritative opinion on
a question of law, it cannot be said that there is any doubt about the question of law or the same
is res integra so as to require the President to know what the true position of law on the question
is. The decision of this court on a question of law is binding on all courts and authorities. Hence,
the President can refer a question of law only when this court has not decided it,” Kerala submitted
in the Supreme Court.

‘Questions addressed’

The State pointed out that the Tamil Nadu Governor case judgment, authored by Justice ].B.
Pardiwala, has already addressed in detail the questions raised in the Presidential Reference in
May.

If the Union government wanted to challenge the judgment in petitions by Tamil Nadu, it should
have filed a review or a curative petition in the Supreme Court, and not take the route of
Presidential Reference, Kerala said.

The State argued the very fact the Union government has not sought a review of the April 8
judgment, establishing it as settled law.
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“The Union of India has not filed any review or curative petition against the judgment delivered
by the court in the Tamil Nadu case, and has thus accepted the judgment,” the State said.

Finality attained

“The judgment, having not been assailed or set aside in any validly constituted proceedings, has
attained finality and is binding on all concerned under Article 141, and cannot be challenged
obliquely in collateral proceedings such as in the instant reference. The President and the Council
of Ministers have to act in aid of the Supreme Court under Article 144 of the Constitution,” the
State of Kerala reasoned.

CASH ROW: 1985 ACT EMPOWERS US TO CALL IN-HOUSE INQUIRY, SC TELLS JUSTICE
VARMA

The Supreme Court Wednesday reserved decision on Allahabad High Court judge Justice
Yashwant Varma's plea challenging the in-house inquiry ordered by the Chief Justice of India over
allegations of cash discovery from his official residence in Delhi, and remarked orally that The
Judges (Protection) Act, 1985, “empowers” the top court to order such a probe “for maintaining
institutional integrity”.

¢ Justice Dipankar Datta, presiding over a two-judge bench which heard Justice Yashwant Varma'’s
plea, pointed to Section 3(2) of the Act. “Nothing in sub-section (1) shall debar or affect in any
manner the power of the Central Government or the State Government or the Supreme Court of
India or any High Court or any other authority under any law for the time being in force to take
such action (whether by way of civil, criminal, or departmental proceedings or otherwise) against
any person who is or was a Judge.”

» The bench, also comprising Justice A G Masih, made it clear that the remit of the in-house inquiry
panel was not to find out who the cash discovered at Justice Varma’s house during an accidental
fire belonged to. “Why do you want to invite us to the report, whether it's your money or not? That
was not the remit of the committee,” Justice Datta told Senior Advocate Kapil Sibal, who appeared
for Justice Varma.

e Justice Datta said the term “otherwise” appearing in the 1985 Act “has to be given some
meaning.” “It means a non-punitive proceeding which is contemplated by the in-house procedure
for maintaining the institutional integrity. And, therefore, this ‘otherwise’, other than the
judgements, empowers the Supreme Court of India to direct this in-house inquiry.”

Do You Know:

* The judiciary forms one of the three pillars of a democracy and derives its authority from the
Constitution. The outdated notion of legislative supremacy has now been replaced: The Supreme
Court in Keshav Singh vs Speaker, Legislative Assembly (1965) and People’s Union For Civil
Liberties vs Union of India (2005) recognised that the Constitution is supreme. The Constitution
provides strong safeguards for judicial independence, including security of tenure, fixed salaries
charged to the Consolidated Fund, protection from discussion in legislatures, and immunity under
laws like the Judges (Protection) Act, 1985. Provisions for the removal of high court and SC judges
by Parliament on grounds of “proven misbehaviour” or “incapacity” under Articles 124 and 217
create an accountability mechanism.
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¢ Under Article 124(5), Parliament enacted the Judges (Inquiry) Act, 1968, which provides the
procedures to investigate judicial misconduct. Further, on May 7, 1997, the SC’s Full Court adopted
the “Restatement of Values of Judicial Life”. It authorises the Chief Justice to constitute an in-house
committee to investigate allegations against judges of the higher judiciary. This was recognised in
C Ravichandran lyer vs Justice A M Bhattacharjee (1995).

e While drafting the Judges Inquiry Bill, 1964 under Article 124(5), eminent legal figures like C K
Daphtary and G S Pathak emphasised that complaints against judges should originate from MPs,
not the executive, and be submitted to the Speaker or Chairman. If accepted, a three-member
judicial committee would investigate the charges.

SC QUESTIONS JUDGE’S ACTION OF MOVING TOP COURT AFTER INQUIRY BECAME
‘UNPALATABLE’

The Supreme Court on Wednesday questioned the conduct of Allahabad High Court judge, Justice
Yashwant Varma, saying he had moved the Supreme Courtagainstthe in-house inquiry procedure
initiated by former Chief Justice of India Sanjiv Khanna only after the outcome of the probe had
become “unpalatable” for him.

The report of an in-house inquiry committee of three judges had confirmed the presence of “burnt
currency” in a gutted outhouse on Justice Varma'’s residential premises in New Delhi after a fire in
mid-March. The in-house inquiry, appointed by the then Chief Justice Khanna, had recommended
his removal. Chief Justice Khanna had forwarded the report to the President and Prime Minister
in May, seconding the recommendation of the inquiry panel.

A Bench of Justices Dipankar Datta and A.G. Masih said the in-house procedure was carefully
devised through multiple Supreme Court judgments as a mechanism to preserve the institutional
integrity and moral vigour of the judiciary. Article 141 of the Constitution made top court
judgments binding on all.

Justice Datta said the in-house procedure had been in existence for over 30 years now. Every High
Court or Supreme Court judge, including Justice Varma, knew since the time of taking the oath of
office that she or he would be subject to a probe if the situation called for it.

The Chief Justice of India was not a “post office” to blindly pass on complaints or allegations to
Parliament, Justice Datta said.

The Bench explained the in-house procedure was meant to fill a “yawning gap”. It was a procedure
in which a CJI-appointed committee held a preliminary inquiry into the allegations in order for
the CJI to take an informed decision, and if required, recommend the removal of a judge.

The Bench said Justice Varma, having once submitted to the jurisdiction of the in-house panel,
could not turn back and call it “illegal”.

“Once the High Court judge has submitted to the in-house inquiry procedure, he has to accept the
outcome. His conduct does notinspire. He has challenged the procedure once the outcome became
unpalatable,” Justice Datta said.

Senior advocate Kapil Sibal said if the in-house procedure was so sacrosanct, what was the need
for a motion in Parliament. The former alone would suffice to remove a judge. He argued that
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Articles 124 (4) and (5), along with Article 218, provided a complete mechanism for removal of a
judge.

“Any other mechanism is ultra vires the Constitution,” Mr. Sibal said. He urged the point that
Justice Varma had no other place except the Supreme Court to challenge the in-house inquiry and
the recommendation to remove him.

The Bench reserved judgment on the petition challenging the validity of the in-house procedure
against Justice Varma, and the subsequent recommendation of Chief Justice Khanna (now retired)
to remove him.

SC RECALLS MAY 2 VERDICT FOR BHUSHAN STEEL LIQUIDATION

On July 31, 2025, the Supreme Court of India made a rare and commendable course correction by
recalling its May 2 verdict that ordered the liquidation of Bhushan Power and Steel Limited
(BPSL). The earlier ruling, which rejected JSW Steel’s 19,700 crore resolution plan as a violation
of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), threatened to unravel a successful corporate revival
and jeopardize the livelihoods of 25,000 workers. By ordering a fresh hearing, the Court has
reaffirmed the IBC’s core aim: to revive, not ruin, viable companies.

The May 2 decision, penned by now-retired Justice Bela M. Trivedi, criticized the resolution
professional, Committee of Creditors (CoC), and National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) for
procedural lapses, labelling JSW’s plan a “flagrant violation” of the IBC. It invoked Article 142 to
mandate liquidation, ignoring the CoC’s 97.75% approval and the plan’s implementation since
2021, which turned BPSL from an RBI “dirty dozen” debtor into a profitable entity with ¥28,000
crore in annual turnover. Chief Justice B.R. Gavai’s bench rightly noted that the ruling misaligned
with settled IBC precedents, which prioritize the CoC’s commercial wisdom and limit judicial
interference unless clear perversity is proven.

This reversal is a lifeline for India’s insolvency framework. Liquidating a thriving company would
have spooked investors, undermined confidence in the IBC, and signalled a return to rigid
proceduralism over pragmatic revival. Solicitor General Tushar Mehta and JSW’s counsel, Neeraj
Kishan Kaul, argued persuasively that BPSL’s revival, backed by 28,000 crore in investments,
serves creditors, employees, and the economy. The Court’s decision to reconsider, set for August
7, 2025, keeps hope alive for a balanced outcome.

Yet, the episode exposes gaps in India’s insolvency process. The five-year delay in resolving BPSL’s
appeals and the Enforcement Directorate’s initial asset attachment under the PMLA highlight
systemic frictions that must be addressed. The Supreme Court’s review must uphold the IBC’s
spirit—reviving businesses and protecting stakeholders—while ensuring procedural rigor
doesn’t trump economic reality. This recall is a step toward justice, but the final ruling must
solidify India’s reputation as a reliable destination for corporate restructuring.

WHY ARYA SAMAJ MARRIAGES ARE UNDER THE SCANNER OF COURTS

The Allahabad High Court last week directed the Uttar Pradesh government to investigate how
“fake Arya Samaj Societies” that solemnise marriages without verifying the age of the bride and
the groom, and in violation of the state’s anti-conversion law, “have flourished throughout the
State”.
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¢ While hearing a case in which a Muslim man is accused of kidnapping, forcibly marrying, and
committing statutory rape on a minor Hindu girl, Justice Prashant Kumar said that many
marriages in the state, including those officiated by the Arya Samaj, bypass mandatory procedures
under the UP anti-conversion law and marriage registration rules. The accused had claimed to
have got married at an Arya Samaj temple.

e The Arya Samaj was formally established by Swami Dayanand Saraswati in 1875 as a Hindu
revivalist movement. It gained prominence in northern India, especially Punjab (including
present-day Pakistan), in the late 19th century.

¢ Among other things, the Arya Samaj made the very first attempts to convert persons from other
faiths or ideologies to its version of Vedic, monotheistic Hinduism through a process it called
“shuddhi” (purification).

* One of the ways it facilitated this was by having a progressive view of inter-caste and even
interfaith marriages. In effect, till the Special Marriage Act, 1954 came into force, the Arya Samaj
provided the only way for a Hindu to marry out of caste or religion and to still retain their caste.

¢ The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 — which covers not just Hindus but also Buddhists, Jains and
Sikhs — recognises Arya Samaj marriages. Those belonging to other religions simply need to
convert to Hinduism before the wedding.

* However, several Arya Samaj organisations complete this conversion ritual expeditiously. This
means that Arya Samaj weddings are fast, often not taking more than a couple of hours. This, along
with the ease of paperwork and relaxed requirements, make Arya Samaj weddings popular among
eloping or runaway couples, who often belong to different castes or religions.

A petition on whether Arya Samaj marriages must comply with the requirements of the Special
Marriage Act has been pending before the Supreme Court since 2022.

e In 2022, the Supreme Court orally observed that the Arya Samaj has “no business” issuing
marriage certificates, while the Delhi High Court last year directed an Arya Samaj temple to use
verified witnesses to ensure that marriages performed by the temple were genuine.

Do You Know:

¢ Dayanand Saraswati was born on February 12, 1824, in Morbi, Kathiawar, Gujarat. In 1875, he
founded the Arya Samaj to counter social inequities. Arya Samaj is said to have played a crucial
role in social awakening through its emphasis on social reforms and education. This was a
monotheistic Hindu order that rejected the ritualistic excesses and social dogmas of orthodox
Hinduism and promoted a united Hindu society on the basis of Vedic teachings.

* Among his various beliefs included a rejection of idolatry and the overly ritualistic traditions of
Hinduism, support for women'’s education, denunciation of child marriage, and an opposition to
untouchability. “Gandhi himself gave the highest importance to Swamiji’'s campaign of abolishing
untouchability,” said Murmu.

* He also emerged as an early proponent of cow protection, who first published Gokarun-a™nidhi,
a pamphlet in 1881, which circulated his concerns against cattle slaughter. He later on went to
establish a committee for the protection of cows called Gaurakshini Sabha in 1882. He has given
economic reason for cow protection arguing that a cow was more beneficial to people alive, as
opposed to it being dead, since it gave milk and eased agricultural labour.
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WHY WERE THE 2006 MUMBAI BLASTS ACCUSED FREED?

The story so far:

On July 21, the Bombay High Court acquitted all 12 accused in the 2006 Mumbai serial train blasts
case, overturning the 2015 verdict by a special Maharashtra Control of Organised Crime Act
(MCOCA) court that had sentenced five of them to death and seven to life imprisonment.
Delivering a scathing indictment of the Mumbai Police’s Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS), a Division
Bench of Justices Anil S. Kilor and Shyam C. Chandak observed, “Punishing the actual perpetrator
of a crime is a concrete and essential step toward curbing criminal activities, upholding the rule
of law, and ensuring the safety and security of citizens. But creating a false appearance of having
solved a case by presenting that the accused have been brought to justice gives a misleading sense
of resolution. This deceptive closure undermines public trust and falsely reassures society, while
in reality, the true threat remains at large. Essentially, this is what the case at hand conveys".
Accordingly, the judgment ordered the release of 11 men after 19 years of incarceration. One of
the accused had died in custody in 2021 due to COVID-19. Only one among them, Wahid Shaikh,
had been acquitted earlier by the trial courtin 2015 after it found no evidence against him. He had
spent nine years in prison before being exonerated.

What is the case?

Nearly two decades ago, on July 11, 2006, Mumbai was shaken by a coordinated series of bomb
blasts that left an indelible scar on the city’s collective memory. Within a matter of minutes, seven
explosions ripped through suburban trains on the Western Railway line during peak evening rush
hour, killing 189 people and seriously injuring 824. According to the Mumbai Police, the bombs
had been assembled using pressure cookers and strategically planted to cause maximum
devastation during the city’s busiest commute hours.

In the immediate aftermath, the Congress-led Maharashtra government handed over the
investigation to the Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS). Eventually, 13 individuals were put on trial in
connection with the blasts and 17 others, including Pakistani nationals, were named in the ATS
chargesheet.

Why did the High Court set aside the convictions?

The prosecution’s case rested primarily on eyewitness testimonies, the recovery of explosives,
and confessional statements. However, the High Court found the evidence to be fundamentally
compromised. It opined that the confessions were extracted through “barbaric and inhuman”
torture, the eyewitness accounts lacked credibility, and that the recovered materials were
“vulnerable to tampering” and therefore inadmissible. Some of the key findings include:

Unreliable eyewitnesses: The prosecution’s case relied heavily on eight eyewitnesses, including
taxi drivers who allegedly ferried the accused and train passengers who claimed to have seen
them planting the bombs. However, the court deemed this testimony “unsafe,” citing significant
delays and a lack of corroboration. Most witnesses approached the police over three months after
the incident, casting doubt on the reliability of their recollections. The court was particularly
critical of the two taxi drivers, who remained silent for nearly four months. It found it implausible
that they could accurately recall the faces of passengers given the fleeting and routine nature of
taxirides in a metropolis like Mumbai. Similarly, a witness who had assisted in preparing sketches
of the suspects was never brought to testify in the trial or asked to identify the accused in court. A
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significant procedural lapse that further weakened the prosecution’s case was the invalidity of the
test identification parades. The special executive officer who conducted them, Shri Barve, lacked
the legal authority, as his tenure had ended more than a year earlier. As a result, the identifications
made during these parades, including those of three accused, were ruled inadmissible.

Coerced confessions: The High Court held that the confessional statements of the 11 convicts were
inadmissible, citing grave violations of statutory safeguards. Most notably, the Bench concluded
that the confessions had been extracted through torture. The judgment detailed chilling
allegations by the accused, who described being beaten with belts, having their legs forcibly
stretched apart, being subjected to electric shocks, and being deprived of sleep. These accounts
were corroborated by medical reports from King Edward Memorial and Bhabha hospitals.

The prosecution’s case was further weakened by the striking similarity across the confessions,
even though they were recorded by different officers at different times and locations. The
statements were found to be “verbatim”, including the phrasing of questions, responses, and even
grammatical errors, raising serious doubts about their voluntariness. The court also found that
key procedural safeguards were ignored. The accused were not informed of their right to legal
counsel before their statements were recorded, and there was neither certification of the language
used nor any confirmation that the confessions were read back and acknowledged by them.

No ‘prior sanction’ under MCOCA: The High Court delivered a decisive blow to the prosecution by
holding that the very invocation of the Maharashtra Control of Organised Crime Act, 1999
(MCOCA), was unlawful. The statute requires “prior sanction” by a competent authority, a police
officer not below the rank of the Deputy Inspector General of Police, before it can be invoked in a
case. This is a crucial safeguard since the stringent anti-terror law reverses the burden of proof,
allows prolonged detention and dilutes evidentiary standards. The court found that the
sanctioning officer had granted approval without examining the necessary documents, some of
which were submitted only after the approval had been issued. “Mere reproduction of some
expressions, used in the definition of ‘organised crime’, ‘continuing unlawful activities’ or
‘organised crime syndicate’ to show the compliance, cannot be said to be in tune with the letter
and spirit of the law relating to grant of approval for invocation of the provisions of the MCOCA,”
the court underscored. The prosecution’s failure to call the sanctioning officer as a witness further
compounded the lapse. The court concluded that without his testimony, the approval for invoking
MCOCA lacked legal validity.

Destruction of evidence: A key point of contention was the Call Detail Records (CDRs) of the
accused. Although the defence repeatedly sought access to them, the prosecution claimed the
records had been destroyed. The court found this deeply troubling, noting that the CDRs were
crucial for establishing the accused’s whereabouts during alleged conspiracy meetings and for
verifying or refuting claims of contact with operatives in Pakistan. It concluded that the
destruction of such potentially exculpatory evidence appeared deliberate and amounted to the
suppression of material facts. This, the court held, cast “serious doubts over the integrity of the
investigation” and constituted a “grave violation of the right to a fair trial.”

The judges also found serious lapses in the handling of physical evidence allegedly recovered, such
as RDX granules, detonators, pressure cookers, circuit boards, hooks, and maps. They pointed out
that the prosecution’s failure to maintain a clear chain of custody as well as not ensuring secure
sealing before submission to the Forensic Science Laboratory severely compromised the
evidentiary value of these items.
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What did the Supreme Court say?

On July 24, the Supreme Court stayed the High Court’s verdict, taking note of the Maharashtra
government’s concern that the ruling could have adverse implications for several ongoing trials
under the MCOCA. However, a Bench of Justices M.M. Sundresh and N. Kotiswar Singh clarified
that the stay would not affect the release of the 12 accused, who had already walked free following
their acquittal. The court also issued notice to all the former convicts on the State’s appeal
challenging their acquittal.

WHY WERE TABLIGHI JAMAAT MEMBERS GIVEN A CLEAN CHIT?

The story so far:

The Delhi High Court last week acquitted all 70 Tablighi Jamaat members accused of housing
foreign participants of a congregation during the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 in violation
oflockdown protocol. The court ruling came in the Mohammed Anwar versus State of NCT of Delhi
case.

What happened in March 2020?

The Tablighi Jamaat members, who came in for heavy criticism in media and political circles for
attending a jod (religious congregation) in Nizamuddin Markaz (Jamaat’s headquarters in New
Delhi), were given a clean chit by Justice Neena Bansal Krishna who noted that the said jod was
planned before COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO). Incidentally, the jod which began on March 12, 2020 concluded on March 15, a day before
the Delhi government capped all religious gatherings above the size of 50 and imposed the Delhi
Epidemic Diseases, COVID Regulations-2020. Earlier, on March 13, 2020, the Union Health
Ministry had stated that the coronavirus was not a national health emergency as there were only
81 cases in India at that time. It all changed after the imposition of the lockdown on March 24 at
midnight. While most Indian participants had dispersed by then, foreign nationals were still at the
Jamaat headquarters, awaiting resumption of international flights to their respective destinations.
The congregation included participants from Indonesia, Malaysia, Kuwait, Ghana and Sri Lanka.

However, soon after the imposition of the nationwide lockdown, the Delhi Police had filed FIRs
against hundreds of Indian and foreign participants of the Tablighi Jamaat congregation for
allegedly violating the lockdown and orders prohibiting the assembly of people. The men were
booked under provisions of the Indian Penal Code (IPC), the Epidemic Diseases Act, the Disaster
Management Act and the Foreigners Act. These FIRS accused Indian nationals of either hosting
foreigners in mosques or accommodating them at their homes. They were challenged before the
High Court which dismissed them last week, a little over five years after the incident.

What did the court state?

“There is nothing on record to show that they had congregated after the promulgation of the
Notification under Section 144 Criminal Penal Code. These petitioners were already present in the
Markaz. After the imposition of the lockdown, there was no way possible for them to have
dispersed; rather their stepping out of the houses would have been a violation of the complete
lockdown and also of the potential of spreading of communicable disease of COVID-19,” the court
stated.
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The court also noted that the imposition of Section 144 banning large gatherings was not
announced through a gazette notification nor was it properly published. Hence, the Tablighi
Jamaat preachers were possibly unaware of such a notification. “There is no averment to show
that any information was actually conveyed to the petitioners,” the court stated. It also observed
there was no whisper in the chargesheets that the accused were COVID-positive or had defied the
government order by stepping out during the pandemic.

Incidentally, eight foreign participants had been acquitted back in August 2020 by the south-east
districts court in Saket, New Delhi. Later in December, 36 more foreign participants were
acquitted.

What was the media’s role?

Alarge section of the media had then accused the Tablighi Jamaat volunteers of being the principal
reason for the spread of the disease in the country. Terms like Corona Jehad, Islamic Insurrection
and Corona Terrorism were loosely bandied about and many fake videos were shared accusing
the Tablighi members of spitting on food to spread the disease. The Delhi government, in its daily
medical dispatches, used to have a separate column for Tablighi Jamaat COVID cases.

KAMRA, ANDHARE DENY BREACH OF PRIVILEGE CHARGES IN THEIR REPLY

Comedian Kunal Kamra and Shiv Sena (UBT) leader Sushma Andhare have denied the charges of
breach of privilege against them in responses filed before the privileges committee of the
Maharashtra Legislative Council.

Both were issued notices after Mr. Kamra's parody song against former Chief Minister, and current
Deputy Chief Minister, Eknath Shinde, allegedly referred to him as ‘gaddar’ or traitor. They sent
their written replies last week.

“How is ‘gaddar’ unparliamentary,” Ms. Andhare asked in a 28-page document, which consisted of
a five-page reply and a 23-page attachment of the two lists of unparliamentary words as declared
by the Maharashtra Legislature in 1984 and 1999. Mr. Kamra and Ms. Andhare have said that the
action against them was mala fide in intent.

“Both have given their replies. As the chairperson of the privileges committee, | feel they have filed
similar responses, which are not in consonance with the format we expect. We have sent their
replies to the legal department for their opinion. Further action will be taken thereafter,” Prasad
Lad told The Hindu.

“Similar to a court’s power to punish for criminal contempt, parliamentary privilege can only be
exercised if the impugned actions... substantially interfere in functioning of the relevant organ of
state,” Mr. Kamra's one-page reply said.

On the usage of the word ‘gaddar’, he said it had been used against politicians in the past.
10 BRS MLAS’ DISQUALIFICATION: SC GIVES SPEAKER 3 MONTHS TO DECIDE

The Supreme Court noted that Parliament needs to examine whether the current mechanism of
assigning the Speaker the responsibility of deciding on the disqualification of legislators who
defect is sufficient.
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¢ DIRECTING THE Speaker of the Telangana Assembly to decide within three months petitions
seeking disqualification of 10 BRS MLAs who had switched to Congress following the November
2023 elections, the Supreme Court Thursday called upon Parliament “to consider whether the
mechanism of entrusting the Speaker/Chairman the important task of deciding the issue of
disqualification on the ground of defection, is serving the purpose of effectively combating
political defections or not”.

» “With the experience of over 30 years of working of the Tenth Schedule (dealing with the anti-
defection law) to the Constitution, the question that we will have to ask ourselves is as to whether
the trust which Parliament entrusted in the high office of the Speaker or the Chairman of avoiding
delays in deciding the issue with regard to disqualification has been adhered to by the
incumbents... or not?”

¢ Recounting the various cases that have come up before it challenging the delay by the
Speaker/Chairman in deciding disqualification petitions, the bench said, “We need not answer this
question, since the facts of the various cases we have referred to... themselves provide the
answer.”

¢ The BRS had initially moved the Telangana High Court, where a single-judge bench gave the
Speaker four weeks to fix a schedule for hearing the disqualification petitions. On appeal by the
Secretary of the Telangana Assembly, a division bench on November 22, 2024, set aside the single-
judge order and asked the Speaker to decide the petitions in a reasonable time.

 Directing the Speaker to decide the disqualification petitions expeditiously, within a maximum
of three months, the court asked the Speaker not to permit any of the MLAs who are sought to be
disqualified to protract the proceedings. “In the event, any of such MLAs attempts to protract the
proceedings, the Speaker would draw an adverse inference against such of the MLAs,” the court
said.

Do You Know:

» The anti-defection law punishes individual MPs/MLAs for leaving one party for another. It allows
a group of MP/MLAs to join (i.e. merge with) another political party without inviting the penalty
for defection. And it does not penalise political parties for encouraging or accepting defecting
legislators. Parliament added it to the Constitution as the Tenth Schedule in 1985. Its purpose was
to bring stability to governments by discouraging legislators from changing parties. It was a
response to the toppling of multiple state governments by party-hopping MLAs after the general
elections of 1967.

* The law covers three kinds of scenarios. One is when legislators elected on the ticket of one
political party “voluntarily give up” membership of that party or vote in the legislature against the
party’s wishes. A legislator’s speech and conduct inside and outside the legislature can lead to
deciding the voluntarily giving up membership.

NUDGES FROM THE COURT, SILENCE FROM THE COMMISSION

The Supreme Court of India speaks in questions. Sometimes softly, sometimes sharply. In its
hearings on the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) conducted by the Election Commission of India
(ECI) in Bihar, the Court has asked what many in the country were thinking: Why was there a
sudden need for fresh documentation? Why now? And what happens to the millions who cannot
comply? Yet, the Court got a response from the ECI that did not address the underlying concern.
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The ECI insists that this is a technical revision. But the reality on the ground, and the implications
of its policy, tell a very different story.

The SIR in Bihar requires every voter to submit new proof of citizenship — within one month —
or face removal from the voter list. The stated intent is accuracy. But the effect is exclusion. This
is not administrative housekeeping. It is an ideological shift in the treatment of citizens: from
presumed inclusion to presumptive exclusion. This shift marks a deep departure from the
constitutional vision of universal adult franchise.

Turning away from constitutional promises

When India became a republic, it did something radical: it gave the vote to all adults, regardless of
literacy, income, caste or gender. The Constituent Assembly debated this extensively. Many
Members doubted whether the country was ready. But Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, among others, insisted
that political equality must come first as a prelude to achieving social and economic equality.

That principle was translated into practice by the first Chief Election Commissioner (CEC),
Sukumar Sen (March 21, 1950-December 18, 1958). Faced with 173 million potential voters, most
of them illiterate, he innovated. He introduced voting symbols and designed processes that made
participation easy, not difficult. India’s first elections were not perfect, but they were inclusive. In
contrast, the revision in Bihar by India’s 26th CEC, Gyanesh Kumar, is the opposite. By demanding
rare documents such as birth certificates and passports — held by only a small fraction of the
population, the ECI is setting a bar that millions cannot meet. Aadhaar cards and ration cards,
widely held by the poor, are not accepted. In Bihar, over 65 lakh people may now be at risk of
disenfranchisement.

This is not an isolated event. We saw a similar exercise in Assam. The classification of lungi-
wearing, Bengali-speaking Muslim inhabitants as “D-voters” (doubtful voters) by the officers of
the Election Commission, turned thousands into stateless persons. Many found themselves
pleading before foreigners’ tribunals, facing hostile bureaucracies and with no real opportunity to
prove citizenship. With tribunals declaring them as foreigners and with no country ready to accept
them, many have been just forcibly thrown away across India’s borders, as unwanted human
detritus.

Bihar is at risk of repeating that mistake. The State is poor, flood-prone, and infrastructurally
weak. A rigid document deadline during the monsoon season is not just poor planning. It is a
barrier, intentionally or otherwise, for the poor and the marginalised to access the ballot box. The
burden of proof has now shifted. Citizens must prove that they belong, rather than the state
proving they do not. This reversal may seem technical, but its moral and democratic cost is
immense.

Historical lessons and warnings

There are disturbing echoes here of the Jim Crow era in the United States (late 19th century to the
mid-20th century), where African-American voters were disenfranchised through literacy tests,
poll taxes and administrative obstructions. The veneer was legal; the purpose was political. It took
federal intervention and landmark rulings such as Reynolds vs Sims (1964) and the Voting Rights
Act 1965 to restore the right to vote as a true universal right.

India has similar legal protections. Supreme Court rulings such as Md. Rahim Ali vs State of Assam
(2024) and Lal Babu Hussein vs Electoral Registration Officer (1995) have made it clear:
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disenfranchisement without due process is unconstitutional. Citizenship cannot be revoked or
denied arbitrarily. Yet, here we are again — requiring the most vulnerable to navigate a process
stacked against them.

The Court, during its hearing, asked pointed questions about the humanitarian consequences of
the ECI’s actions. But the ECI’s response has been administrative, not empathetic. It continues to
insist on timelines and technicalities, without addressing the social reality.

The ECI’s constitutional mandate is not merely to maintain clean lists. [t is to ensure free and fair
elections. This means enabling the right to vote — not erecting barriers to it. In this, the ECI is
failing. And the Court, while alert, must decide whether it will continue nudging it or start directing
it. A soft caution is not enough when millions face disenfranchisement.

If this continues unchecked, we are entering dangerous territory. Voting could become a privilege
of the documented middle class — urban, salaried, tech-savvy —while the poor, the displaced, and
the undocumented are left behind. We risk creating two Indias: one with voting rights and one
without. Political parties will then cater only to those who count — literally. Those without votes
will be ignored in policymaking, welfare and justice. We are not just talking about voter lists here.
We are talking about power — Who gets it. Who keeps it. And who is kept out of it.

A quiet Emergency

There is no need for tanks on the street to declare an emergency. A quiet one is already here. It
arrives through missing names, unmet deadlines and unanswered questions. It arrives when state
machinery treats citizenship as a favour, not a right. This moment calls for resistance — not just
from the Court, but from citizens, civil society and Parliament. We must reclaim the principle that
the right to vote belongs to the people, not the paperwork. Sadak, samaj and Supreme Court must
loudly proclaim that Mother India belongs to all her children and that she does not discriminate
on a religious or economic basis when her protection is sought.

As historian Ornit Shani reminds us in the book, How India Became Democratic, universal
franchise was not an administrative accident, it was an imaginative leap. Bureaucrats and citizens
together transformed a colonial mindset into a democratic one. That achievement must not be
undone in the name of vigilance.

The ECI must remember that elections are not entrance examinations. They are acts of belonging.
And in a democracy, you do not have to prove you belong. You vote because you are a citizen. And
you are a citizen because the Constitution says so, not because you can find your birth certificate.

The vote is not a mere document. It is a declaration: that we are all equal. That one man has one
vote and one vote has one value. That even if [ have one vote out of 1.4 billion votes, it is an equal
share in the republic, in which I and every Indian are equal participants. That right of ownership
and participation is what is now at stake.

BIHAR’S MIGRANTS LACK SIR DOCUMENTS

On June 24, 2025, the Election Commission of India (ECI) announced a month-long Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) in Bihar. The stated purpose of the exercise, according to the Chief
Election Commissioner, was to “ensure that no eligible citizen is left out while no ineligible person
is included in the electoral roll”. Further, anyone whose name was not in the 2003 electoral roll
was required to submit at least one of 11 specified documents “as probative evidence of eligibility,

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
23


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

including presumption of citizenship”. This implied that Biharis below the age of 40 years would
have to fill forms and produce documents to “prove” their citizenship to be eligible to vote.
Aadhaar, ration cards, voter identity cards (issued by the ECI) — which are most commonly
available — are not among the 11 documents. Ten petitions are challenging the SIR order in the
Supreme Court on grounds that the SIR order will disenfranchise lakhs of people. A key
constituent that is at risk of such disenfranchisement are migrants. Estimates suggest that there
are more than 74 lakh out-of-State migrants from Bihar.

The study

To assess awareness of the SIR process, availability of the 11 specified documents, and other
challenges that migrants from Bihar are confronting in proving their eligibility to vote, the
Stranded Workers Action Network (SWAN) conducted a rapid phone survey. A report titled ‘For
a few documents more’ based on the survey was released recently. SWAN is a volunteer-driven
platform that provided relief to over 36,000 migrants during the COVID-19 lockdown and released
three reports documenting the multi-dimensional distress that they had been put through.

The recent survey was conducted a week ago by 29 student volunteers. Calls were attempted to
1,411 workers of which the survey was completed for 338 workers. This is not a statistically
representative survey but it sheds strong light on the documentation deficits faced by migrants
and their risks of being disenfranchised.

About 95% of the surveyed workers were males who average age was 34 years. The majority were
employed as factory or construction workers, and the median earnings were 314,500 per month.
There was a near-perfect match between the share of Other Backward Classes in our sample
(28.4%) and the share in the 2022 Bihar caste census. Scheduled Caste workers are 3% points
under-represented in our sample, and those in the ‘general’ category are over-represented in our
sample by 8% points. There is near-perfect parity in religious distribution in our sample and the
2011 Census.

Lack of awareness

Out of 219 respondents to the question on what documents were needed under SIR, 68% did not
have accurate information. The affidavit filed by the ECI on July 21 mentions that the body has
taken adequate steps in making online options available for migrants to submit enumeration
forms. However, 75% of migrants had never heard of the portal, and only two out of 248 had
submitted the form online.

As per the SIR order, each booth-level officer must go door to door and visit at least three times in
case the house was found to be locked. In our survey, only 53% said that some official had visited
their house, while 23% said that no official had visited, and 24% did not know. Among those who
said some official had visited their house, in 45% of the cases, the enumeration form along with
either Aadhaar or voter ID was taken.

On the ‘eligible’ documents, our survey provides a drastically different picture compared to the
ECI's claims in its affidavit. Page 39 of the ECI affidavit says that “13.89 crore residence certificates
have been issued from 2011 to 2025.” This is more than Bihar’s estimated population of 13.7
crore. In our sample, just 32 out of 338 respondents have a residence certificate. The affidavit
further states that more than 8.72 crore caste certificates have been issued in Bihar. Disaggregated
for those who are in Bihar right now and those away from Bihar, show that about 35% in our
sample do not have any of the 11 SIR documents, while more than 8 out of 10 have voter ID and
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more than 96% have Aadhaar. To reiterate, the ECI makes the case against using Aadhaar and
voter ID, even though these are most widely available.

Questioning the exercise

Unsurprisingly, then, a large fraction of the workers we spoke to questioned the necessity of the
SIR and expressed a strong preference for the older process of using Aadhaar or existing voter
IDs. One angry migrant worker said, “Agar kisi ke paas document nahin hai, toh kahan jaayega?
Gardan kaat ke leke aayen kya (Where will somebody go if they don’t have documents? Should
they cut their heads and bring it?).

Minorities felt increased vulnerability at having to repeatedly prove their citizenship. One such
worker compared these eligibility tests to “refreshing one’s phone”.

Notwithstanding the impracticality of such a hasty exercise, our interactions with migrant
workers leads us to believe that the ongoing SIR exercise will disenfranchise lakhs of people. The
survey suggests that the SIR exercise must be immediately revoked.

SC REFUSES TO ENTERTAIN PLEA TO APPLY POSH ACT TO POLITICAL PARTIES

The Supreme Court on Friday refused to entertain a petition seeking application of the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013, known
as the POSH Act, to political parties, saying it falls in the domain of the policymakers.

¢ “The prayer made in the petition is exclusively within the competence of the legislature or
within the domain of policy of the executive. As such, we are not inclined to entertain,” Chief
Justice of India (CJI) B R Gavai, presiding over a two-judge bench, told senior advocate Rekha
Gupta, who pressed for the court’s intervention.

¢ The counsel told the bench, also comprising Justice K Vinod Chandran, that “an important issue
like this, they (legislators) are not acting upon, the vacuum is still continuing”.

¢ CJI Gavai suggested, “There must be not less than 25-30 MPs who are women. Ask them to
present a private bill.”

e The counsel said that she was not seeking a direction to Parliament to legislate but only
interpretation as to what constitutes ‘workplace, employer and employee’ under the Act because
a Kerala High Court judgment says it will not apply to political parties.

 The court said, in that case, she should challenge the high court order. The counsel said she would
do so and sought permission to withdraw her petition.

» The court allowed this and gave her “further liberty to take such steps as are advisable in law”.

¢ The POSH Act requires both public and private workplaces to set up an Internal Complaints
Committee (ICC) to hear complaints of sexual harassment. The plea contended that when it comes
to political parties, “the presence of Internal Complaints Committees (ICCs) to address sexual
harassment is inconsistent”.

e Citing UN Women (2013) and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2016) studies, it said
psychological and sexual harassment in political spaces is not isolated but systemic. It added that
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political work is a form of employment or engagement and must be recognised as such under the
Act to ensure protection and accountability.

Do You Know:

e Section 3(1) of the POSH Act states that “No woman shall be subjected to sexual harassment at
any workplace”. This immediately tells us how the POSH Act will apply — at the workplace, and
only when the aggrieved party is a woman.

 The definition of “workplace” in the POSH Act is expansive. It includes organisations, institutions,
and so on in the public sector which are “established, owned, controlled or wholly or substantially
financed by funds provided directly or indirectly by the appropriate Government”, as well as
organisations in the private sector, hospitals, nursing homes, sports venues, houses, and even
covers locations visited by an employee “during the course of employment”.

* The Representation of People Act, 1951 (RP Act), governs how to register a political party. Under
Section 29A “Any association or body of individual citizens of India calling itself a political party”
must make an application for registration with the ECL This application must provide details
including the name of the party, the State where its head office is situated, the names of office
bearers, details of local units, and number of members.

» The application must also contain a memorandum of rules and regulations, and must contain a
provision stating that the party “shall bear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution of India”.
However, the POSH Act hangs its hat on protecting women from sexual harassment in the
“workplace”, which can be difficult to determine for a political party.

HOW DO INTERNAL COMPLAINTS COMMITTEES WORK?

The story so far:

A young student’s self-immolation at a college in Balasore, Odisha has put the spotlight on the
Internal Complaints Committee (ICC) which failed to validate her complaints of sexual harassment
against her head of the department. The victim’s family has claimed the members of the ICC were
not trained adequately and that the environment in the college and within the ICC was biased in
favour of the accused.

What is the law behind the ICC?

The Supreme Court first called for complaint committees to be set up in its 1997 judgment in
response to a petition filed after Bhanwari Devi, a social worker in Rajasthan, was gang-raped
when she tried to stop a child marriage. The Court provided basic definitions of sexual harassment
in the workplace, and guidelines to combat it. Known as the Vishaka Guidelines, they called for an
appropriate mechanism to be created by employers to ensure time bound treatment of complaints
of sexual harassment. It said that the Complaints Committee should be headed by a woman, and
include women as at least half its members, as well as a third party to prevent undue pressure
from senior levels within the organisation.

[t was not until the Nirbhaya killing in Delhi in December 2012 that the provisions were actually
written into law. One of the several legislations that were enacted was The Sexual Harassment of
Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013, often called the POSH
Act, which superceded the Vishaka Guidelines. It mandated the constitution of ICCs at all
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workplaces which employed more than 10 people. Women working in smaller enterprises in the
informal sector could complain to Local Committees to be set up by district authorities.

What are the powers of an ICC?

Each ICC is to be headed by a Presiding Officer, who is to be a woman employed at a senior level
at the workplace. At least two members should be employees preferably committed to the cause
of women or who have had experience in social work or have legal knowledge, and another
member should be from an NGO devoted to women'’s rights or a person familiar with sexual
harassment issues. At least half of the members should be women. Any aggrieved woman can
complain in writing to the ICC or local committee within three months of the date of the
harassment incident or series of incidents. The committee can help to settle the matter at the
request of the woman or begin an inquiry into the complaint.

The ICC has the same powers as are vested in a civil court under the Code of Civil Procedure. The
inquiry is to be completed within 90 days. If the complaint is proved, the ICC must recommend
the action to be taken against the accused. The employer is also required to aid the victim if she
wishes to file a criminal complaint.

The law mandates confidentiality regarding the contents of the complaint, the identity and
addresses of the aggrieved woman, the respondent and witnesses, any information relating to
conciliation and inquiry proceedings, and the recommendations of the ICC.

What is the status of their implementation?

In the decade since the law was passed, though ICCs have been set up in some institutions, their
coverage is far from universal. In December 2024, the Supreme Court took stock of the “sorry state
of affairs”, pointing out that it was “disquieting” to note “serious lapses” in the enforcement of the
POSH Act. It directed immediate compliance within the government, and a survey of public and
private organisations as well. “This law was designed to be monitored, but who is doing it? District
officers are supposed to collect annual reports on compliance and sexual harassment cases from
the Local Committees and ICCs, but what is done with that material?” asks Madhu Mehra, a lawyer
advocating for women’s rights, and the founder of Partners for Law in Development. Ms. Mehra
points out that while the Women and Child Development Ministry is the line Ministry for the POSH
Act, it is the Labour Ministry and Industries Ministry that deal with workplaces and employers.
“Accountability is falling between the cracks. Where is the evidence-based analysis on how this
law is functioning? It's a black hole.”

She says the Balasore case shows thateven where ICCs are in place, they are merely a “dead letter”
if there is insufficient training for members, if the power imbalance in a workplace is not
addressed, and if there is no confidentiality being maintained.

NOT THE WAY

The key objective of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012 is the
protection of children, but over the past few years, courts around the country and rights activists
have called for some exemptions. Noticing a trend that adolescents, above 15 years but under 18,
in voluntary relationships and having consensual sex were often being persecuted, the courts
sought a review. In that backdrop, senior advocate Indira Jaising’s written submission to the
Supreme Court that consensual sex between teenagers aged 16-18 years must not be criminalised
is a welcome move. She was appointed amicus curiae and her submissions are part of a petition
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filed by advocate Nipun Saxena. Her brief challenged the designation of 18 years as the age of
consent. She said the only solution lies in declaring that sex between consenting adolescents
between the age of 16, an almost universal age of sexual maturity, and 18, is not a form of ‘abuse’.
Ms. Jaising called for this exception to be read into the POCSO Act and Section 63 (sexual offences),
of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS). “Such an exception would preserve the protective intent of
the statute while preventing its misuse against adolescent relationships that are not exploitative
in nature,” she said.

Ina 2023 report, the Law Commission had said that it was against changing the age of consent. It
advised “guided judicial discretion” instead, while sentencing in cases that involve children
between 16 and 18 years in a voluntary, consensual relationship. Under the POCSO Act and under
several provisions of the Indian Penal Code and the BNS, whoever commits a penetrative sexual
assault on a child — who is anyone below 18 years — can face stringent punishment under Section
6 of the POCSO Act, Section 9 of the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006, and provisions of the
[PC and BNS. A 16-year-old is considered a “child” under Section 2(d) of the POCSO Act and hence
her consent does not matter. But caveats have to be put in place so that the broad intent of the law
is adhered to, as the Madras High Court suggested in 2021, in Vijayalakshmi vs State Rep. The High
Court said the age difference in consensual relationships should not be more than five years to
ensure that a girl of an impressionable age is not taken advantage of by an older person. Educating
adolescents about the law on sexual offences and its consequences is a must too. Criminalising
normal adolescent behaviour is not the way to protect against non-consensual, exploitative sexual
offences.

ARREST AND UNREST

The arrest of two Catholic nuns by the Chhattisgarh police on charges of human trafficking and
forced conversion is another instance of growing religion-related harassment. Keralite Sisters
Preeti Mary and Vandana Francis, from the order of the Assisi Sisters of Mary Immaculate, were
escorting three tribal girls to an Agra convent for jobs when they were apprehended from Durg
railway station on July 25 after a Bajrang Dal member filed a complaint. They have been booked
under Section 4 of the Chhattisgarh Freedom of Religion Act, 1968 (conversion) and Section 143
of the BNS (trafficking). While Chief Minister Vishnu Deo Sai insisted that the nuns were engaging
in “human trafficking and conversion... through inducement”, the kin of the girls have since
clarified that there was no forceful conversion and they had given their consent to be taken to
Agra. The arrests have led to condemnation across the political spectrum against communal
vigilantism. Leaders across political lines have protested. Ruling Left Democratic Front and
Opposition United Democratic Front MPs from Kerala held dharnas outside Parliament, and the
Catholic Church, through its official mouthpiece, Deepika, and other church organisations too
denounced the arrests.

This is not the first time that a proselytisation row has erupted involving Christian missionaries.
Last year marked 25 years of the brutal killing of Australian missionary Graham Staines and his
two minor sons in Odisha. Despite the fact that the Constitution provides citizens the right to
practise and propagate the religion of their choice, several States, including U.P., M.P.,
Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan, Arunachal Pradesh, Jharkhand and Odisha, have misused provisions of
anti-conversion laws that were intended only to prevent conversion through force or fraud or
allurement. These laws are often used to criminalise interfaith marriages by labelling conversion
by marriage as unlawful. In tribal-dominated regions such as Jharkhand, there is another tension
brewing between Adivasis and both Christian tribals and Hindus. While Hindutva groups with the
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RSS’s backing are exhorting tribals to wake up to their Hindu roots, tribal outfits are resisting this
and demanding a separate Sarna religious code. Tribal outfits allege that the Hindu groups are
doing the same thing as Christian missionaries to subsume their distinct culture. In Chhattisgarh,
which has around a 2% Christian population according to the 2011 Census, there is also a debate
on whether tribals who are converting to Christianity should be delisted from the Scheduled
Tribes. In such a churn, the onus is on political, religious and social organisations to focus on
economic development, jobs and welfare. Government machineries should be used to enforce
rights, guaranteed by the Constitution, not violate them.

WHAT IS MAHARASHTRA’S NEW SECURITY BILL?

The story so far:

The Maharashtra Legislature passed the Maharashtra Special Public Security Bill or a ‘Bill to
provide for effective prevention of certain unlawful activities of Left Wing Extremist organisations
or similar organisations’, during the recent monsoon session of the Maharashtra Assembly. The
Bill has been termed as ‘oppressive, ambiguous and open to misuse’ by opposition leaders.

What is the Bill?

The Maharashtra Special Public Security Bill was brought in to counter ‘urban Naxalism’, as per
the government of Maharashtra. The Bill states that, “the menace of Naxalism is not only limited
to remote areas of the Naxal affected States but its presence is increasing in the urban areas also
through the Naxal frontal organisations. The spread of active frontal organisations of the Naxal
groups gives constant and effective support in terms of logistics and safe refuge to their armed
cadres. The seized literature of Naxals shows ‘safe houses’ and ‘urban dens’ of the Maoist network
in the cities of the State of Maharashtra.” The Maharashtra government claims that the State has
become a safe haven for ‘urban Naxal’ organisations. It has said that over 60 such organisations
exist in Maharashtra, and that current laws are ineffective against them. However, civil rights
activists say that the State government has not yet made public the list of these organisations,
despite repeated requests. They have alleged that the Bill has been brought about to control left-
wing organisations and civil rights activists who had rallied against the BJP in the 2024
Parliamentary elections.

What about other States?

Maharashtra is the fifth State after Chhattisgarh, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh and Odisha to enact
a Public Security Act “for more effective prevention of unlawful activities of such organisations.”
The government has claimed that the other States have banned 48 frontal organisations under
similar laws. But civil rights activists contend that the Public Security Acts in other States were
brought in before the promulgation of more stringent pieces of legislation like the Unlawful
Activities (Prevention) Act. They said that the Maharashtra government itself has claimed to have
curbed left-wing armed extremists to only two districts of the State, with the help of currently
existing laws, thus questioning the need for such a stringent Act at this time.

When was the Bill introduced?

The Bill was first introduced by the earlier Mahayuti government at the fag end of the monsoon
session of Maharashtra Assembly in 2024. The State elections were held thereafter, and the BJP
came back to power along with its allies with a thumping majority. The new government revived
the Bill and introduced it during the winter session of the Maharashtra Assembly on December
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20, 2024. A day later, a joint committee of members from both the Houses was formed to scrutinise
the Bill. The committee received over 12,500 suggestions and objections but made only three
amendments to the draft Bill. The activists have called the three changes ‘minor’. After being
cleared by the joint committee, the Bill was tabled in the Legislative Assembly on July 10. Only the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) opposed the Bill. Other opposition parties raised objections,
but did not oppose the Bill, which was passed by a majority by a voice vote. Two delegations have
since met the Governor requesting him to not sign the Bill and send it back to the Legislature
instead.

What are the objections to the Bill?

The opposition has said that the Bill empowers the government to declare organisations ‘illegal’
without due process; allows suppression of facts in ‘public interest’; allows the government to
extend ban on an organisation without any limit on the duration; has the potential to criminalise
regular opposition under an ambiguous definition of ‘illegal activity’; excludes lower courts from
jurisdiction, effectively closing off easy judicial remedies; provides full protection to State officials
acting in ‘good faith’; and creates grounds for ideologically motivated action against opposition
groups, activists and movements. The government has said that democratic and peaceful protests
as well as journalists will not come under the Bill’s ambit, but the ambiguity in the Bill has given
rise to fear that it might be used against farmers’ organisations, students’ groups, and civil rights
groups under the label of ‘threat to public order’.

For example, Section 2(f) of the Bill criminalises speech (spoken or written), signs, gestures or
visual representations which ‘tend to interfere’ with public order or ‘cause concern’. The
opposition has said that such a provision allows authorities to criminalise expression, assembly,
criticism, ridicule and association merely by indicating that they pose a potential threat. There is
no requirement of actual violence, immediate harm or intent.

What next?

The Bill will become a law once the Governor gives his assent to it. It has been passed by both the
Houses and has been sent to him. Meanwhile, civil rights activists and political parties have said
they will continue to protest against the Bill and will approach the court against it.

CULTURE OF RISK

A day apart, two pilgrimages in North India have endured chaos. Eight people died on the steep
stairway to Haridwar’s Mansa Devi shrine on July 27 after a rumour spread that a snapped power
line was live. The next day, at Avsaaneshwar temple in Barabanki, monkeys reportedly damaged
an overhead cable, sparking panic that killed two persons. Both incidents were triggered by fears
of electrocution. Such hazards at temples are not new: makeshift wiring draped over stalls and
overloaded transformers are common sights at melas. However, neither shrine had an automatic
power cutoff or a public-address system capable of debunking misinformation. The Haridwar
probe will almost certainly reiterate older recommendations such as underground cabling and
real-time voltage monitoring. However, the threat is incidental. Except for two major stampedes
in recent memory (in Bengaluru and Hyderabad), all such tragedies have occurred at religious
mass gatherings or in the course of attending them. They occur despite multiple guidelines and
court orders due to authorities’ collective desensitisation to risk. On paper, Uttarakhand has a
crowd-management manual for the Char Dham and the NDMA's guidelines say that every event
must calculate carrying capacity, stagger entry, maintain redundant escape routes, and hold drills.
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Yet, at Mansa Devi, the stairway that doubles as entry and exit was used without scheduling, and
the only alternative route had much lower carrying capacity.

In Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh, the response centred on compensation rather than structural
reform. The NDMA norms need to be legally binding, with severe consequences for persons,
enterprises or businesses that fail to protect lives. At present, States choose provisions from the
norms and temple trusts often treat them as optional because pilgrim facilities fall under
charitable exemptions in many building codes. Routine ‘darshan’ does not require safety
certification even when daily footfall exceeds that of a sports stadium. States also bank on ad hoc
volunteers and under-trained guards to manage surges. However, annual drills mandated under
the Disaster Management Act are rarely held for regular worship, while funds earmarked for
permanent infrastructure are often diverted to festivals. The time has come to eradicate the notion
of a simply planned or cheap mass gathering event, religious or otherwise. When footfall exceeds
a preset threshold, a single incident-command structure must come into effect. Authorities must
deploy overhead LiDAR and Al cameras to calculate crowd density, with real-time alerts to help
divert or throttle traffic. Finally, States must ensure that venues publish capacity charts at
entrances, conduct and livestream quarterly drills to normalise a safety culture, and certify
volunteers in basic life support and crowd psychology.

DEATHS IN SCHOOL

On July 25, tragedy awaited students of Classes 6 and 7 at the Piplodi Government School in
Rajasthan’s Jhalawar district as they assembled for prayer. A part of their school building gave
way leading to the deaths of seven and injuries to several others. Most of the students were from
tribal communities. The school is in the southeastern part of the State bordering Madhya Pradesh.
There was a similar incident the next day in Nagaur district but the school was closed being a
holiday. There has been much public anger in the State over the incidents which, quite rightly,
have thrown the spotlight on the state of government schools. As in UDISE 2023-24 data, there
are more than 70,000 government schools in Rajasthan serving nearly 84 lakh students, especially
from the poorer and marginalised sections. Of these, some 8,000 schools have been estimated by
the Education Department to be in a poor condition. The Jhalawar school was not among the
schools identified as being in a poor state, indicating the extent of the problems. Some 3650 crore
had been allocated in the past two State budgets for boosting the infrastructure but inefficiencies
in government have ensured that the measures did not make much difference. Fixing the
infrastructure of government schools should be a priority for the State’s Bharatiya Janata Party
government.

The tragedy in Rajasthan should serve as a wake-up call across India, given the current policy
defocus on government-owned education institutions. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
had called for an immediate increase in spending on education, from some 4.6% of GDP to 6%,
identifying one-time spends on infrastructure as the lead priority besides identifying other sectors
for a boost in support. Five years into the NEP, there is little to suggest that this has been a focus
area for governments, Union or State. Policy thrusts have been more towards reducing
government support, self-financing, and encouraging private sector contribution. While these may
be applicable to higher education, basic school education is a primary duty of the government —
as it is across the world including in the most developed nations. Setting up model schools and
funding them to serve as exemplars cannot be at the cost of mass school education. Foundational
Literacy and Numeracy has been identified as a critical area for boosting workforce productivity
and reaping the demographic dividend that will soon run its course as India’s population ages. But

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 discourse on pathways towards achieving them is more on pedagogy, non-formal teaching and
so on than the essentials — an infrastructure boost and teacher recruitment and training.

FIVE YEARS OF NEP: TAKING STOCK OF THE TRANSITION

[t is five years since the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 — the country’s third such policy
since Independence — was cleared by the Union Cabinet. The NEP promised a sweeping reset of
both school and higher education.

¢ The 10+2 system has been replaced with a new structure — foundational (pre-primary to class
2), preparatory (classes 3-5), middle (6-8), and secondary (9-12). In 2023, the National
Curriculum Framework for School Education (NCFSE) laid out the learning outcomes and
competencies for each stage.

¢ NCERT has produced new textbooks for classes 1-8 based on this framework. Social science, for
example, is now taught as a single book covering history, geography, political science, and
economics, replacing separate textbooks for each subject. New books for classes 9-12 are expected
next.

¢ The NEP aims to make pre-primary learning universal by 2030. NCERT’s Jaadui Pitara learning
kits are already in use, and the Women and Child Development Ministry has issued a national
ECCE curriculum.

¢ Delhi, Karnataka, and Kerala will soon enforce the minimum age of six for class 1 entry. 2023-24
data show a fall in class 1 enrolments to 1.87 crore from the 2.16 crore of previous year, likely due
to this age cutoff. About 73% of those enrolled had attended some form of preschool. The big
hurdles are better training for Anganwadi workers, and improving infrastructure and teaching
quality in early education centres.

* The NEP suggested the Academic Bank of Credits (ABC). This, and a National Credit Framework
(NCrF) have been developed. UGC rules published in 2021 allowed students to earn and store
credits digitally, even across institutions, making it possible to move between courses or exit and
re-enter. The system allows students to earn a certificate after one year, a diploma after two, or
complete a four-year multidisciplinary degree.

Do You Know:

¢ An NEP is a comprehensive framework to guide the development of education in the country.
The need for a policy was first felt in 1964 when Congress MP Siddheshwar Prasad criticised the
then government for lacking a vision and philosophy for education. The same year, a 17-member
Education Commission, headed by then UGC Chairperson D S Kothari, was constituted to draft a
national and coordinated policy on education. Based on the suggestions of this Commission,
Parliament passed the first education policy in 1968.

* The NEP proposes sweeping changes including opening up of Indian higher education to foreign
universities, dismantling of the UGC and the All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE),
introduction of a four-year multidisciplinary undergraduate programme with multiple exit
options, and discontinuation of the M Phil programme.
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In school education, the policy focuses on overhauling the curriculum, “easier” Board exams, a
reduction in the syllabus to retain “core essentials” and thrust on “experiential learning and
critical thinking”.

« In a significant shift from the 1986 policy, which pushed fora 10+2 structure of school education,
the new NEP pitches for a “5+3+3+4” design corresponding to the age groups 3-8 years
(foundational stage), 8-11 (preparatory), 11-14 (middle), and 14-18 (secondary). This brings
early childhood education (also known as pre-school education for children of ages 3 to 5) under
the ambit of formal schooling. The mid-day meal programme will be extended to pre-school
children. The NEP says students until Class 5 should be taught in their mother tongue or regional
language.

LANGUAGE & DIVISION OF STATES

Tamil Nadu Governor R N Ravi has criticised the linguistic division of states. But language was not
the only basis of reorganisation in 1956. Scholars have long argued that linguistic states helped
ensure India’s unity.

* Amid a recent resurgence of language politics in the country, Tamil Nadu Governor R N Ravi on
Tuesday stirred up a fresh row by criticising the linguistic division of states which, he said, had
turned a large section of the populace into “second-class citizens”.

 Scholars have long argued, however, that the linguistic organisation of states has been critical in
ensuring India’s continued unity and integrity.

¢ The British had administered India with two systems running in parallel — a system of direct
control in its provinces, and a system of indirect control across 565 princely states. The provincial
boundaries India inherited in 1947, were thus products of colonial administrative exigencies and
the historical process of integration of erstwhile principalities and kingdoms into the Empire.

» The Constitution, which came into force on January 26, 1950, declared India to be a “Union of
States”. The country, at the time, was divided into 28 states, falling under four categories.
—There were nine Part A states (governors’ provinces in British India), which were ruled by
elected legislatures. These were: Assam, Bihar, Bombay, East Punjab, Madhya Pradesh, Madras,
Orissa, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal.

—There were eight Part B states (former princely states or group of princely states), which were
ruled by elected legislatures and a rajpramukh. These were: Hyderabad, Jammu & Kashmir,
Madhya Bharat, Mysore, Patiala and East Punjab States Union (PEPSU), Rajasthan, Saurashtra, and
Travancore-Cochin.

—The ten Part C states included both the former chief commissioners’ provinces and some
princely states, and were governed by a chief commissioner appointed by the President. These
were: Ajmer, Bhopal, Bilaspur, Coorg State, Delhi, Himachal Pradesh, Kutch, Manipur, Tripura, and
Vindhya Pradesh.

—There was only one Part D state, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, which was governed by a
lieutenant governor appointed by the President.

 Pre-Independence, the Congress had supported the formation of linguistic provinces. But after
witnessing Partition, New Delhi was not too keen on immediately creating further linguistic
divisions. The so-called JVP committee set up in 1949, comprising Prime Minister Jawaharlal
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Nehru, head of the States Ministry Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and Congress president Pattabhi
Sittaramaya, cautioned against the “disintegrative effects of reorganisation”.

* Butby the early 1950s, there was momentum in many regions for the creation of linguistic states.
On October 19, 1952, Potti Sriramulu, a 51-year-old railway engineer, went on a hunger strike
demanding the creation of a Telugu-speaking Andhra state. His death, after a 58-day-long fast,
triggered widespread public outcry and protests. Two days later, on December 17, Nehru
announced the creation of Andhra, which would officially become a state on October 1, 1953.

» The creation of Andhra opened a floodgate of demands for linguistic statehood. Less than three
months after the state officially came into being, the Centre set up the States Reorganisation
Commission (SRC) under Justice Fazl Ali.

¢ Justice Ali submitted a 267-page report on September 30, 1955. Based on the SRC’s
recommendations, the political map of India was redrawn to comprise 14 states and six Union
Territories (UTs).

e In its December 1953 resolution on the SRC in Parliament, the Centre had made clear that
language would not be the only criterion for the reorganisation of states.

INDIA’S 1ST PRIVATE TEST FACILITY FOR HEAVY WATER UPGRADE OPENS

In a small but significant step towards speeding up the operationalisation of nuclear power plants,
India’s nuclear establishment has, for the first time, roped in private players to carry out a key
process that was so far handled entirely in-house.

e Mumbai-based TEMA India has been entrusted with testing the equipment required for
upgrading of depleted heavy water, a crucial requirement at all Pressurised Heavy Water Reactors
in India. Until now, the testing was done by the country’s main nuclear research, Bhabha Atomic
Research Centre (BARC).

* TEMA India inaugurated its test facility two days ago at Achchad in Palghar district, about 100
km north of Mumbai, where it will manufacture equipment such as distillation columns and
integrate and test them before sending them to reactor sites for installation.

e The Department of Atomic Energy said the facility was designed and built by TEMA India’s
nuclear vertical under technology transfer from BARC and a ‘purchase order’ from Nuclear Power
Corporation of India Ltd (NPCIL).

¢ At the inauguration ceremony Saturday, TEMA India also dispatched the first batch of tested
distillation column sections for deployment at Unit 8 of the Rawatbhata Nuclear Power Plant
(RAPP-8) in Rajasthan, which is scheduled to go critical by December this year.

Do You Know:

¢ Heavy water (D20) is a form of water (H20) with deuterium, a heavier isotope of hydrogen,
instead of regular hydrogen, and is used as a coolant as well as moderator for slowing down fast-
moving neutrons during a chain reaction, essential for sustaining the nuclear fission process.

¢ D20 needs to be 99.9% pure for working efficiently. But with time, it gets contaminated with
light or regular water, requiring the depleted D20 to be upgraded back to 99.9% using a
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distillation process. TEMA India will not only manufacture the components required for the
distillation process, but will also test them to ensure they produce the right results.

« India has set its eyes at achieving 100 GW of installed nuclear energy capacity by 2047. There
are 24 nuclear reactors operational in India, with an installed capacity of 8,780 MW. The
government had approved construction of 10 more nuclear reactors in 2015, of which one has
come onboard, while the rest — with a combined capacity of 13.6 GW — are under construction.
The immediate target is to achieve 22.4 GW of installed capacity by 2032. The government has
also launched a *20,000-crore Nuclear Energy Mission to develop Small Modular Reactors.

INDIA’S 1ST HYDROGEN-POWERED TRAIN NEARS REALITY AS RAILWAYS SUCCESSFULLY
TESTS COACH

Indian Railways successfully tested the first hydrogen-powered coach or driving power car earlier
this week at its Integral Coach Factory (ICF) in Chennai. This marks a key milestone in the national
transporter’s quest to build India’s first hydrogen-powered train, something only a few railways
in the world have tried, with a bulk of the projects still in the trial phase.

 The ICF project is significant for the Railways as it is one of the key players in India’s mission to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase the share of renewable energy in its energy mix.
An increased use of hydrogen, which is a cleaner fuel, will further reduce dependence on fossil
fuels.

» Officials said that the project has reached the final stage, wherein testing of various equipment
is being done before hydrogen-powered trains are pressed into commercial service.

¢ The 3,000-kg hydrogen fuelling facility at Jind will provide the required hydrogen for the
operation of the hydrogen-powered train. The storage capacity has been divided into two separate
storage spaces — 2320 kg at low pressure and 680 kg at high pressure.

¢ The facility will be operated and maintained in accordance with the standards and specification
of Petroleum Explosives Safety Organisation (PESO), a nodal agency under the Department for
Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT).

» Officials said that Northern Railway is undertaking the associated infrastructure works such as
power supply, road construction, firefighting tank, etc, to make the facility operational.

Do You Know:

e Indian Railways’ Northern Railway zone has undertaken this project which began in 2020-21.
The project has two major components. First, the conversion of two conventional 1600
HorsePower (HP) diesel power cars into hydrogen fuel cell-powered traction system, and second,
setting up a hydrogen storage and fuelling facility at Jind in Haryana.

« The total cost of the project is approximately Rs. 136 crore. The primary design, validation, and
testing is being undertaken by Indian Railways’ Research Design & Standards Organisation
(RDSO0).

¢ A senior official of the Ministry of Railways said that the hydrogen train project was
conceptualised for conversion of a 10-coach diesel-electric multiple unit (DEMU) into a hydrogen-
powered multiple unit, with two 1600 HP Power cars. With a train length of 10 coaches, it will

have a capacity to carry more than 2,600 passengers.
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¢ [thas been planned to operate the hydrogen train between Jind and Sonepat stations of Northern
Railway in Haryana, two round-trips of 356 km. The hydrogen storage and fueling facility at Jind
will have a storage capacity of 3,000 kg of Hydrogen.

* Hydrogen fuel technology is still an emerging field in Railways. There are many challenges and
safety concerns, too, as hydrogen is a highly flammable gas. As the project involves the retro-
fitment of two diesel-powered cars into Hydrogen fuel cell-powered cars, each power car will
carry 220 kg of hydrogen, stored in specially designed cylinders at 350 bar pressure. The
mounting structure of hydrogen cylinders and fuel cells is critical and for that, multiple rounds of
testing are on.

THE MEDICAL BOUNDARIES FOR AYUSH PRACTITIONERS

The recent controversy on X between a hepatologist and an Indian chess Grand Master, on
whether practitioners of traditional medicine can claim to be doctors, has sparked much
commentary on the role and the status of practitioners of traditional Indian medicine systems
such as Ayurveda and Unani, in India.

Committees, governments, perspectives

The burning issue here is not merely whether practitioners of Ayurveda can refer to themselves
as doctors, but rather the scope of medical activities permitted under Indian law. This is an issue
which has consequences for public health. A starting point for this discussion is to understand the
framing of the debate over the last 80 years, beginning 1946, when the Health Survey and
Development Committee, better known as Bhore Committee, batted in favour of modern scientific
medicine based on evidence. The committee had pointed out that other countries were in the
process of phasing out their traditional medicine systems and recommended that states take a call
on the extent to which traditional medicine played a role in their public health systems.

The Bhore committee’s lack of enthusiasm for the traditional medicinal system did not go
unnoticed by practitioners of traditional Indian medicine who mounted a vocal protest. They
managed to convince the Government of India to set up the Committee on Indigenous Systems of
Medicine, which submitted its report in 1948. This committee unabashedly wrapped up its
conclusions in communal language, framing the issue in terms of Hindu nationalism by linking
Ayurveda to the Vedas and its decline to “foreign domination”.

While the Nehru government took no action to formally recognise these practitioners of
traditional medicine, the Indira Gandhi government in 1970 enacted a legislation called The
Indian Medicine Central Council Act recognising and regulating the practitioners of Ayurveda,
Siddha and Unani. This law was replaced in 2020 with a new law called The National Commission
for Indian System of Medicine Act.

The syllabus for aspiring practitioners of Ayurveda is an absolute mish-mash of concepts that span
everything from doshas, prakriti, atmas (which includes learning the difference between
paramatma and jivatma) with a sprinkling of modern medical concepts such as cell physiology
and anatomy. These are irreconcilable concepts — the theory of tridosha attributes all ills to an
imbalance of doshas, while modern medicine locates the concepts of some diseases such as
infections in “germ theory”, among others. There is no middle ground between both systems of
medicine which is why concepts such as integrative medicine make no sense.
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Point of friction

Nevertheless, the legal recognition of this new class of practitioners led to questions on the exact
boundaries between the practice of traditional and modern medicine. The major point of friction
has been the prescription of modern medicines by the practitioners of traditional medicine.
Ayurvedic practitioners, in particular, while claiming the superiority of their art over modern
medicine, have consistently demanded the right to prescribe modern medicines developed by
evidence-based modern science.

Pertinently, this dispute revolved around the interpretation of Rule 2(ee) of the Drugs and
Cosmetics Rules, 1945 which defined the class of “registered medical practitioners” who can
prescribe modern medicine. This definition is complicated since it is not limited to doctors with a
MBBS degree. It delegates a certain amount of power to State governments to pass orders
declaring medical practitioners on their State medical registers as persons “practising the modern
scientific system of medicine for the purposes of ....” the Drugs & Cosmetics Act, 1940.

Many State governments have used this power under Rule 2(ee) to allow registered practitioners
of Ayurveda and Unani to prescribe modern medicine such as antibiotics. The constitutionality of
these orders was challenged before the courts and the first round of litigation concluded in 1998
with the judgment of the Supreme Court of India in Dr. Mukhtiar Chand & Ors vs The State Of
Punjab & Ors. The Court concluded that “the right to prescribe drugs of a system of medicine
would be synonymous with the right to practise that system of medicine. In that sense, the right
to prescribe allopathic drug cannot be wholly divorced from the claim to practice allopathic
medicine”. Simply put, Ayurvedic practitioners had no right to prescribe modern medicine.

That judgment never stopped the lobbying by Ayurvedic and Unani practitioners with State
governments for the promulgation of orders under Rule 2(ee) allowing them to prescribe modern
medicine. Several State governments have continued passing these orders in defiance of the
Court’s judgment. This inevitably leads to litigation before the High Courts, usually by the Indian
Medical Association, which often wins these cases.

Unsuspecting patients too have often sued practitioners of Ayurveda before consumer courts on
the grounds that they were deceived into believing that they were being treated by a doctor with
a MBBS degree who can prescribe modern medicine.

While much of the litigation has revolved around the right to dispense modern medicine, there is
also the issue regarding the medical procedures that can be conducted legally by practitioners of
Ayurveda and Unani. For example, can a registered Ayurvedic practitioner “intubate” a patient?
This is an important question to ask since it is an open secret that many hospitals purporting to
practise modern medicine are hiring Ayurvedic practitioners with Bachelor of Ayurvedic
Medicine and Surgery (BAMS) degree at lower pay in place of graduates with a MBBS degree.

Further, a notification by the Indian government in 2020 has allowed Ayurvedic practitioners
(post graduates) to perform 58 minor surgeries, including the removal of the gall bladder,
appendix and benign tumours. The constitutionality of this notification is pending before the
courts.

If the notification is upheld, the question that arises is whether these Ayurvedic practitioners can
now use anaesthetic agents and antibiotics required to conduct surgeries. The stakes are high for
public health in India since the likely strategy of Ayurvedic practitioners will be to argue that these
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surgeries were known in traditional Indian medicine. In these times of heady Hindutva, it will be
difficult to find a judge who will ignore these claims.

The political factor

The larger political backdrop to this entire debate regarding Ayurvedic practitioners is “Hindu
pride”, which has fuelled claims of fantastical achievements by ancient Indian civilisation, be it the
pushpaka vimana or the claims of the Kauravas being test tube babies. When a policy issue such
as Ayurveda is cynically draped in the language of “Hindu pride”, it is not just the Bharatiya Janata
Party but also the Indian National Congress which feels compelled to support an obviously
dangerous approach to public health. The last election manifesto of the Indian National Congress,
in 2024, promised that the party would “support” all systems of medicines instead of a promise to
support only rational, evidence-based medicine.

This blind faith in traditional medicine is going to cost every citizen in the future since the
government is actively considering the inclusion of AYUSH (Ayurveda, Yoga and Naturopathy,
Unani, Siddha and Homeopathy) treatments under the Ayushman Bharat insurance scheme
funded by tax-payers. This is in addition to approximately ¥20,000 crore of tax-payer money spent
on research councils functioning under the Ministry of AYUSH with a mandate to research AYUSH.
They have very little to show for in terms of scientific breakthroughs. Twitter outrage
notwithstanding, the joke at the end of the day is on the tax-payer.

NEARLY 77% DELHI WOMEN SEEKING FERTILITY TREATMENT SUFFERING FROM
DEPRESSION: STUDY

A study by experts from Delhi University (DU) and Lady Hardinge Medical College (LHMC) has
shown high prevalence of stress, anxiety, and depression among women diagnosed with
infertility.

The study, titled ‘Infertility and its psychological impact’, conducted by experts, including a group
of anthropologists, a psychologist and a gynaecologist from DU’s Anthropology and Psychology
Departments, found nearly 77% women seeking fertility treatment at LHMC to be suffering from
depression.

Among fertile women, the proportion was 23%.

The National Commission for Women had ordered the study in 2019. It comprises eight papers,
six of which have been published in peer-reviewed journals over the past three years, with work
on the remaining in progress.

The papers touch upon various aspects of infertility and mental well-being.
Their findings, based on data from 2020 to 2022, will be discussed at a workshop in DU in August.

Delhi has not only recorded the lowest Total Fertility Rate (TFR), the average number of children
per woman, but also the highest decline in the TFR in recent years, according to a report by the
Registrar General of India for 2021, released in May this year.

Academics and reproductive health specialists have cited inflation, more women in the workforce,
independent decision-making, better maternal and infant health, and infertility as possible
reasons for Delhi’s lowest TFR.
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Need for support

One of the researchers, Chakraverti Mahajan, said, “Through detailed interviews of 30 women
diagnosed with infertility, we found that those with spousal support and supportive in-laws or
those with friends facing similar issues fared better than those without any emotional support.”

The study suggests that apart from providing treatment, the public healthcare system must
provide psychological support to women diagnosed with infertility, which could be in the form of
peer group interactions, where women who are coping better could share the strategies that have
helped them manage their emotions.

“At the same time, counselling services could be provided to women, which will not only help
alleviate the stress of infertility but also prepare them for the often exhausting infertility
treatment,” it adds.

RESTORING MANGROVES CAN TURN THE TIDE ON INDIA’S COASTAL SECURITY

Across India’s coasts, from the languid channels of the Sundarbans delta to Mumbai’s stifled
creeks, mangroves form a barrier between land and sea. These coastal forests are critical in India’s
pursuit of climate resilience, biodiversity conservation, and the empowerment of coastal
communities.

However, in the face of urban expansion, climate change, and development, how are India’s
mangroves surviving — and who is protecting them?

Mangroves matter

Mangrove swamps are forested wetlands characterised by trees that can tolerate saline water.
They serve as natural barriers, protecting coastal communities from cyclones, tidal surges, and
erosion. During natural disasters like the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and recurring cyclones in
the Bay of Bengal, mangroves have been known to attenuate damage to coastal infrastructure and
biodiversity and have saved thousands of lives.

Their role in biodiversity conservation is significant as well. Mangroves provide breeding and
nursery grounds for fish, crustaceans, molluscs, and migratory birds. These salt-tolerant forests
also store significant amounts of blue carbon (the carbon captured by marine and coastal
ecosystems), helping mitigate climate change by trapping carbon dioxide from the atmosphere in
their roots and soil.

The mangroves of India cover more than 4,900 sq. km, including estuaries, deltas, and the coasts
of West Bengal, Odisha, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, and Karnataka, among other States. For coastal
communities, especially traditional fishers and honey gatherers, mangroves are intimately linked
to livelihoods and cultural practices.

Yet they are increasingly threatened by urban expansion, aquaculture, pollution, and changing
climate patterns. This isn’t the case in India alone: around the world, more than half of all
mangrove ecosystems are at risk of collapse by 2050, according to a recent report from the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

In spite of these mounting threats, however, India is also the epicentre of a growing number of
inspiring efforts to protect and revive mangrove ecosystems. With the right mix of stewardship,
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scientific support, and policy attention, they are showing that mangroves can not only survive: but
also thrive.

Mangroves in Tamil Nadu

In recent years, efforts to restore mangroves across Tamil Nadu have seen remarkable progress,
driven by a combination of government initiatives, community participation, and scientific
planning. Once severely degraded by shrimp farming, industrial pollution, and altered hydrology,
the State’s estuaries and coasts are today witnessing a slow but steady comeback.

Under the Green Tamil Nadu Mission and other coastal restoration programmes, the districts of
Thanjavur, Tiruvarur, and Cuddalore, among others, have significantly expanded mangrove cover.
As a result, Tamil Nadu nearly doubled its mangrove extent — from 4,500 hectares to more than
9,000 hectares between 2021 and 2024 — and has been leading coastal ecosystem recovery in
India. In early 2017, the M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation in Chennai, in collaboration with
local village committees and the Tamil Nadu Forest Department, began a project to restore 115
hectares of degraded mangroves in the Pattuvanachi estuary of Muthupettai. After thorough site
assessments and community engagement, the team dug 19 major canals to restore tidal flow. Then
team members planted more than 4.3 lakh Avicennia seeds from Muthupettai and 6,000
Rhizophora propagules from Pichavaram, successfully regenerating a once-stagnant landscape
into a thriving mangrove forest.

Yet another success story from Tamil Nadu is the restoration of a green belt of mangroves near
Buckingham Canal in Kazhipattur in Chennai. Under the Green Tamil Nadu Mission, the Forest
Department planted 12,500 mangrove seedlings from five species in 2024 with the help of
scientific experts. The restoration involved removing invasive Prosopis juliflora weeds before
planting the mangroves, with the goal of restoring Chennai’s natural shield against cyclones and
storm surges.

Conservation in Mumbai

In early 2025, Amazon’s Right Now Climate Fund partnered with Hasten Regeneration and the
Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation to launch a $1.2million (X10.3 crore as of July 24, 2025)
restoration project along Thane Creek in Mumbai, aimed at reviving essential mangrove forests
and mudflats that support migratory flamingos and more than 180 other bird species.

The project combined ecological restoration with urban cleanup: biodegradable barriers called
trash booms were installed to intercept plastic pollution, targeting the collection of at least 150
tonnes of plastic over three years. Simultaneously, the initiative has planned to plant about 3.75
lakh mangrove saplings, creating new habitat for flamingos and empowering local communities,
especially women, by providing paid employment in planting and maintenance activities.

By focusing both on ecological recovery and socio-economic resilience, this project exemplifies
how corporate-backed, nature-based solutions can advance biodiversity protection in India’s
rapidly urbanising coastal zones.

Gujarat’s success

Gujarat has become a national leader in mangrove restoration under the Indian government’s
Mangrove Initiative for Shoreline Habitats and Tangible Incomes scheme, which was launched on
World Environment Day 2023.Under this scheme, Gujarat has planted more than 19,000 hectares
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of mangroves in two years, surpassing the Central government’s planned five-year target of
54,000 hectares.

The goal of this effort is to rebuild coastal resilience across the Kutch and coastal Saurashtra
regions, supporting biodiversity and local livelihoods alike, promoting ecotourism, and
contributing to the nation’s blue carbon goals.

Gujarat is already home to 23.6% of India’s mangrove cover and currently an example of how
robust planning and strategic coastal mapping can help quickly upscale restoration efforts.

These stories from India’s coastal communities show us that mangrove conservation is not just
possible but actually well underway. Such stories of hope must become the norm, not the
exception.

As climate change and rampant developmental activities continue to ravage our coasts, the need
to protect what remains and restore whatis lost has never been more urgent. Mangroves are the
first line of defence against storms, and they also shelter fisheries and store carbon.

SC-NAMED PANEL PROPOSES ‘POWER CORRIDORS’ THROUGH BUSTARD HABITATS

Giving relief to renewable energy companies from blanket restrictions on existing overhead
power lines in habitats of the Great Indian Bustard (GIB), a Supreme Court appointed expert
committee has proposed designated “power corridors” for transmission lines in Gujarat and
Rajasthan, The Indian Express has learnt.

¢ The committee has also revised the boundaries of GIB conservation zones. In Rajasthan and
Gujarat, it has proposed a “revised priority area” of 14,013 sq km (up from 13,163 sq km) and 740
sq km (up from 500 sq km), respectively. These priority areas are meant for focused conservation
and protection of the GIB.

¢ The corridors proposed by the seven-member committee will be 5 km wide in Rajasthan and
between 1 and 2 km wide across two separate zones in Gujarat. One member of the committee,
however, is learnt to have submitted a dissent note, raising objections to exempting several power
lines from mitigation.

e The committee has proposed a set of mitigation measures and restrictions based on zonal
priorities:

—Existing power lines in Bustard habitats to be dealt with based on voltage.
—Immediate burying of certain lines identified by the Supreme Court in key GIB habitats.
—Lines of 220 kV and above be assessed individually for possible mitigation.

—In some cases, rerouting lines outside proposed power corridors to reduce risk of GIB collisions.
For instance, in Gujarat, 79 km of lines have been identified for burial or rerouting outside the
revised priority area.

—No new overhead power lines, wind turbines, solar plants over 2 MW, or expansion of existing
plants in priority areas of Gujarat and Rajasthan. Only power lines of 11 kV (kilovolt) and lower
capacities will be permitted — and strictly through designated power corridors.
—No restrictions on laying new power lines outside the priority areas.
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 Sources said the idea behind creating power corridors is to ensure that birds, especially in high-
risk habitats like Jaisalmer and Kutch, aren’t forced to repeatedly navigate through a maze of criss-
crossing power lines. These areas are densely dotted with transmission and distribution lines,
which pose fatal risks to all birds, including the critically endangered GIB.

Do You Know:

» The estimated population of the large bird — once considered a candidate for national bird —
is below 150. Owing to its poor vision, the GIB is at high risk of injury and death due to collisions
with power lines. In addition to these collisions, GIB populations have plummeted over the years
due to hunting, poaching for eggs, predation and habitat loss.

¢ In March 2024, a Supreme Court bench headed by Justice D Y Chandrachud had recalled a 2021
Supreme Court order that required all power lines in GIB habitats to be buried underground,
following concerns about the technical and economic feasibility of such a move. It then tasked the
expert committee with prescribing measures to mitigate GIB deaths from power lines while
balancing conservation goals with mushrooming renewable energy development in these two
states.

e In April 2021, the Supreme Court had ordered that all power lines in the GIB habitat be buried
underground. However, earlier this year, the apex court said it would review its 2021 order after
the central government found that it would be “practically impossible to implement” over long
distances.

* The Great Indian Bustard is one of the heaviest flying birds in the world and has disappeared
from 90% of its habitat except in parts of Rajasthan and Gujarat. The International Union for
Conservation of Nature has categorised the species as ‘critically endangered’.

¢ According to the government, there are fewer than 150 GIB - birds that are found only in India.
Most of these are found in Rajasthan.

¢ Increased human activity in their habitat, predators preying on their eggs, and deaths due to
overhead power lines are seen as being among the causes of the bird’s population decline.

» In 2020, a study carried out by WII in the 4,200-sq-km of the great Indian bustard (GIB) habitat
in and around Desert National Park in Rajasthan estimated that power lines had killed around
84,000 birds of multiple species every year. This included the endangered GIB, which are
particularly vulnerable because of their narrow frontal vision and large size.

103 DAYS, 293 CAMERA TRAPS, 4,011 IMAGES — HOW KAZIRANGA RESERVE COUNTED
ITS TIGER POPULATION

Kaziranga Tiger Reserve has the third-highest density of tigers in the world, the first large-scale
assessment of the big cat’s population there has revealed. Officials say the reserve has an
estimated 18.65 tigers per 100 square kilometres.

* On Tuesday, officials released a summary report for 2024 titled ‘Status of Tigers in the Kaziranga
Tiger Reserve’, with the findings of a Phase IV tiger monitoring initiative across Eastern Assam,
Nagaon, and Biswanath Wildlife Divisions. This was done at the direction of the National Tiger
Conservation Authority.
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¢ The survey documented 148 tigers in the reserve, up from 104 recorded in 2022, 99 in 2018 and
96 in 2014. Reserve director Sonali Ghosh said these findings show that Kaziranga has the third-
highest density of tigers in the world, after Corbett Tiger Reserve in Uttarakhand and Bandipur
Tiger Reserve in Karnataka.

* The report attributes the increased count of tigers to the Biswanath Wildlife Division being
included in the sampling for the first time. “This growth is particularly notable due to the first-
time sampling of the Biswanath Wildlife Division, where 27 newly recorded tigers have
contributed to the overall increase.

¢ In the core Eastern Assam Wildlife Division, the population grew from 104 in 2022 to 115 in
2024, while the Nagaon Wildlife Division maintained a stable count of six tigers,” it states.

Do You Know:

» The survey was conducted over 103 days using 293 paired camera traps across 1307.49 square
kilometres, which yielded 4,011 tiger images in 242 locations. The report states that the right-
flank stripes of the animals in these images were used to identify 148 adult tigers - 83 females, 55
males, and 10 with undetermined gender.

¢ “The park’s diverse ecosystems, including Eastern wet alluvial grasslands, semi-evergreen
forests, tropical moist mixed deciduous forests, and wetlands, provide an ideal habitat for tiger
and megaherbivores. The conservation status of tigers in Kaziranga has been strengthened
through rigorous protection measures, including anti-poaching efforts, habitat restoration, and
community-based conservation initiatives,” states the report.

» “Despite these successes, Kaziranga’s tiger population faces persistent challenges, including
habitat fragmentation, human-wildlife conflict, and the pressures of agricultural expansion and
infrastructure development around the tiger reserve. The impacts of climate change further
complicate conservation efforts, necessitating adaptive management strategies to ensure long-
term population viability,” it states.

AS INDIA SEEKS MORE CHEETAHS, A FLURRY OF DIPLOMACY IN AFRICA

Over the past two years, India has been working its diplomatic channels with Botswana, South
Africa and Kenya as it navigates a complex set of negotiations to replenish its African cheetah
population.

» Senior members of the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) have said that talks with
South Africa, a key source country, have slowed down following the formation of a new political
coalition after general elections there last year.

¢ At the same time, Botswana has formally committed to sending four cheetahs, and discussions
are underway to finalise timelines. In Kenya, negotiations remain broad, centred on long-term
collaboration rather than immediate translocation.

¢ As many as 20 cheetahs have already been brought to India as part of the country’s ambitious
translocation plans. Of these, eight were brought from Namibia in 2022 and 12 from South Africa
in early 2023. They were all brought to Kuno National Park in Madhya Pradesh.

¢ In April this year, the Madhya Pradesh government announced that eight new cheetahs would
be brought from Botswana and that the first four would arrive by May. That is yet to happen.
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« A senior official from the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) said, “We have sought
an engagement to work out the logistics. Our High Commission is coordinating to arrive at dates
of mutual convenience. The Union Minister concerned has been working on speeding up
negotiations with the other countries.”

» Records of Cheetah Project Steering Committee meetings show that as early as December 13,
2023, the committee was apprised that “steps have been taken for bringing further cheetahs from
Kenya, Tanzania, Sudan, and other range countries as well.” However, the NTCA has clarified that
as of now, there is “no arrangement with Sudan or Tanzania”.

Do You Know:

* As for South Africa, with the translocation of 12 cheetahs having already taken place in 2023,
experts from the country have been closely associated with India’s Cheetah Project. However, the
changes in government in the country have led to delays in further discussions to bring more
cheetahs to India, officials said.

 Project Cheetah kickstarted in 2022 with the translocation of eight cheetahs from Namibia and
12 from South Africa to Kuno National Park. The project has faced setbacks with the deaths of
eight of these cheetahs and five cubs born in Kuno.

¢ The Cheetah Project Steering Committee was constituted by the National Tiger Conservation
Authority in May 2023 to review and monitor the project, and also act as an advisory body.

» Cheetahs are among the oldest of the big cat species, with its ancestors going back about 8.5
million years. It is listed as “vulnerable” by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) Red List of
Threatened Species. Two subspecies, the Asiatic cheetah and the Northwest African cheetah, are
listed as “critically endangered”.

KERALA’S GOLDEN JACKALS SHOW ADAPTABILITY TO HUMAN-DOMINATED LANDSCAPES:
STUDY

An extensive citizen science study has estimated that Kerala is home to a population of 20,000 to
30,000 golden jackals (Canis aureus naria).

In one of the most comprehensive assessments of the elusive canid in the State to date, the
research undertaken by NGO Aranyakam Nature Foundation has shed light on the widespread
presence of the species in Kerala’s varied landscapes, from coastal belts to peri-urban settlements.

The study led by former Director of the Kerala Forest Research Institute P.S. Easa, S. Dhruvaraj,
and Sandeep Das involved over 2,200 participants and recorded more than 5,000 sightings across
874 villages.

The study found that only 2% of jackal sightings were from protected forest areas. Instead, jackals
thrive in open lowland regions, particularly those below 200 metres in elevation. Their preferred
habitats include coconut groves (24%), rural settlements (10%), and even urban areas (5.6%),
showing a remarkable adaptability to human-altered environments.

However, concerns linger about poultry predation, cases of rabies and the species’ increasing
reliance on organic waste, especially in coastal areas. Their dependency on anthropogenic waste
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raises ecological and public health concerns. The report also flags an emerging threat of
hybridisation with stray dogs, which could compromise the jackal’s genetic integrity. The study
calls for an urgent realignment of conservation policies to protect landscapes beyond protected
areas.

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP: HOW PIPRAHWA GEMS RETURNED TO INDIA

The Piprahwa Gems, Buddhist relics which in 1898 were taken by an Englishman from their
resting place in India, have been brought back to the country, the Ministry of Culture announced
on Wednesday. This return was made possible by “an exemplary case of public-private
partnership,” Culture Minister Gajendra Singh Shekhawat said on Wednesday.

» In May, a collection of 349 gemstones came up for auction at Sotheby’s Hong Kong. These were
a part of a larger collection of antiquities unearthed in 1898 by William Claxton Peppé, an English
estate manager, at a Buddhist stupa in Piprahwa, a village in UP’s Siddharthnagar district, near
the border of Nepal.

« Viceroy Elgin donated the sacred bones and ashes in the collection, believed to be of Lord Buddha
himself, to Siamese King Rama V. Much of the remaining collection, including caskets, a coffer, and
various jewels, were sent to the Imperial Museum (now Indian Museum) in Kolkata, where they
remain till date.

* But a part of the collection was passed down for generations in the Peppé family. In 2013, they
came in possession of Chris Peppé who decided to put the antiquities up for auction. Sotheby’s
listed an estimated selling price of over $100 million.

¢ On May 5, the Ministry of Culture served a legal notice to Sotheby’s and the Peppé family,
demanding the “immediate cessation” of the auction, and repatriation of the relics to India. The
Archaeological Survey of India too requested the Consulate General of Hong Kong to immediately
stop the auction.

¢ Pressure from New Delhi prompted Sotheby’s to halt the auction, originally slated for May 7. But
India’s legal claim over the Piprawaha gems fell in a grey area. This is because the relics were
excavated by Peppé on land allocated to him by the British government, and privately held for 127
years by his family, making it difficult to prove the illegality of their possession. Also, the
gemstones were taken out of India long before India’s Antiquities and Art Treasures Act, 1972
came into being.

¢ In the end, the collection of 349 gemstones was acquired by Indian industrialist Pirojsha Godrej
for an undisclosed amount. While unconventional, this allowed the government to not have to
make a commerecial transaction for the antiquities, which would have raised ethical issues.

» Godrej has agreed to loan a “large portion” of the collection to the National Museum for a period
of five years, and display the entire collection for three months upon its arrival, Shekhawat said.

Do You Know:

* Buddhism is a significant world religion today, influencing many with its teachings. Originating
in the 6th century BCE in the Indian subcontinent, Buddhism, along with other Sramanic sects
emerged as a result of growing discontent towards ritualistic and hierarchical aspects of the
Brahmanical tradition.
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¢ The date of the Buddha’s life and death has long been a subject of debate among scholars. The
canonical texts in Pali, especially the Pitakas (Sutta and Vinaya), contain his hagiography (writing
about the lives of saints). One can also find information about Buddha and his life in texts like
Mahavastu, Buddhacharita, and others.

¢ Buddhism was founded by the Buddha, who was born as Siddhartha. He was the son of king
Suddhodana, a leader of the Sakya clan of Kapilavastu (located in modern day Nepal). According
to various narrations, Maya gave birth to Siddhartha in a grove at Lumbini while en route to her
natal home.

* The Piprahwa relics were discovered during the excavation of an ancient Buddhist stupa in Uttar
Pradesh’s Piprahwa, near the India-Nepal border. They hold immense religious and cultural
importance for the Buddhist community.

HOW BUFFALO IS INTEGRAL TO INDIA’S CULTURAL IMAGINATION

Buffaloes are found in ponds, rivers, marshes, and wetlands meant for rice cultivation. Cows, on
the other hand, prefer drier jungle areas. India has both dryjungles and wet river basins. Dry areas
are meant for wheat and millet cultivation, while wet areas are for rice cultivation. Cows and bulls
thus represent two different ecosystems of India. Nomads move around with cows, while farmers
are linked to buffaloes, who do not enjoy moving away from their watery habitat.

Bulls are castrated and used as bullocks for pulling carts and for tilling hard soil. Male buffaloes
do not need to be castrated. They can be controlled by nose rings. Some buffaloes can also be used
as pack animals and used to till flooded rice fields. While most Indians focus on cows, we often
overlook how important buffaloes are to India’s economic ecosystem, and how they play a key
role in rituals, art and culture.

Buffaloes are depicted on Harappan seals, indicating they were domesticated and were part of the
Harappan civilization over 4,500 years ago. This was the river buffalo, whose milk was curdled
and churned into butter that was made into ghee. Buffaloes were also used for meat (even today
India is a major exporter of buffalo meat), and their bones were used for making tools. The buffalo
is found on the famous Pashupati seal facing the hermit who wears buffalo-horns on his head.
Buffalo horns are also found on other seals, indicating power and virility.

Buffalo in Jain and Hindu mythologies

Around 3,500 years ago, in the Rig Veda (4.18.13), the mighty Indra, energised by the Soma drink,
is equated with a wild buffalo. About 2,000 years ago, in Tamil Sangam poetry, Kuruntokai 65, the
buffalo in a lotus pond is equated with an uncouth man who doesn’t appreciate the refined girl he
is about to marry. This indicates how integral the buffalo was to India’s cultural imagination, from
North to South India.

The Mahisha Jataka, illustrated on the walls of Ajanta, speaks of a gentle buffalo who tolerates the
mischief of a monkey. He refuses to punish the monkey for his irritating and incorrigible
behaviour, even though he is advised to do so by the tree spirit or yaksha. One day, the gentle
buffalo is away and his place is taken by another buffalo. The monkey, without realising it is
another buffalo, plays the same tricks and is trampled to death.

In Jain mythology, the buffalo is the emblem of the 12th Tirthankara Vasupujya. The Jain Yakshi
Jwalamalini is shown riding a buffalo. As per one story, the Yakshi was a devout Jain in her
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previous life, who fed Jain monks, but her husband treated her badly. So she was reborn as a
Yakshi and she rides a buffalo who was her husband reborn.

The buffalo plays a very important role in Hindu mythology. It is the vahana (vehicle) of Yamraj,
the god of death. The buffalo is also popular as the demon Mahisha who is slain by the many-
armed goddess Durga. The oldest image of this goddess killing the demon was found in Rajasthan
and dated to 100 BC. Many terracotta images from the Kushan age show the goddess killing the
buffalo with her bare hands.

Later, the image gets more elaborate. The goddess is shown riding her lion and killing the buffalo
by pinning him down with her feet. Such images are found in the Gupta, Chalukya, and Pallava
temples. Now they are part of the Navaratri celebrations held every autumn across India.

Buffalo sacrifice in folk festivals

In folk festivals across Deccan, a young male buffalo (reda) is offered to the goddess as a sacrifice.
The offering of buffalo to the goddess is also meant to make her happy so that the children are safe
from tiger attacks. When one buffalo is sacrificed, its leg is put in its mouth and presented to the
goddess. This practice is found in Nepal, too. At the same time, a new male calf is chosen and
fattened up the whole year to be offered to the goddess the following year. Such rituals ensure the
fertility of the earth: with new life replacing old life.

In Kerala, the local god Ayyappa, son of Hara (Shiva) and Hari (Vishnu), defeats Mahishi, the sister
of Mahisa. In Maharashtra, there is worship of Mhaso-ba the buffalo-god, husband of the village
goddess. It seems that while the buffalo suitor of the goddess is killed, she chooses the bull-riding
Shiva as her husband.

Many folk goddesses of the Deccan region have young male priests called Potraj or the buffalo
king, who lead processions in honour of the goddess. The Potraj is dressed like a fierce man with
whips, and found in processions such as Bonalu, celebrated in the Telangana region of Andhra
Pradesh. This figure is sometimes identified as the son of Kali, and sometimes as her husband,
while he calls himself her servant.

BEFORE MAGNA CARTA, CHOLAS HAD ‘BALLOT POTS’: WHAT IS THE ANCIENT VOTING
SYSTEM PM LAUDED?

Village councils in the Chola empire were not just symbolic but elected bodies with real powers
over revenue, irrigation, temple management and even justice.

» Standing before the thousand-year-old stone temple built by Rajendra Chola I, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on Sunday said the Chola empire carried forward India’s ancient democratic
traditions. “Historians talk about Britain’s Magna Carta in the name of democracy,” he said,
referring to the 1215 English charter. “But many centuries ago, elections were held in the Chola
Empire through a democratic method.”

 Long before the Enlightenment in Europe birthed the ideals of representative governance, the
Cholas had etched out rules for local self-rule, literally inscribed into stone. The inscriptions of
Uttaramerur, a village in present-day Kanchipuram district, offer some of the world’s earliest
surviving evidence of a formal electoral system.
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* However, the Chola system was far from egalitarian in the modern sense. It excluded women,
labourers, and landless groups. But as historian Tansen Sen wrote in The Military Campaigns of
Rajendra Chola, the Cholas were masters of strategic signalling, not just through naval conquests
but in governance structures that prefigured electoral thought

Do You Know:

» The Gangaikonda Cholapuram Shiva temple, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is often considered
the pinnacle of Chola architecture, a triumphant declaration of the might and magnificence of an
empire that at its peak stretched from near the banks of the Ganga in north India to parts of
Sumatra, Malaysia, and Myanmar.

* Rajendra Chola I, who reigned for 30 years (1014 to 1044 AD), built Gangaikonda Cholapuram
as his capital after his Army marched right up to the Ganga river, defeating the Pala kingdom of
Bengal, and returned victorious. In this new town, he built a grand water tank and a grander
temple. The tank, Cholagangam, was meant to be a ‘Ganga-jalamayam jayasthambham’, or “a liquid
pillar of victory”.

¢ As chronicled by K A Nilakanta Sastri in The Cholas (1935), the Chola administrative framework
was built on two foundational units: the Sabha for Brahmin settlements and the Ur for non-
Brahmin villages. These were not symbolic councils but elected bodies with real powers over
revenue, irrigation, temple management, and even justice. “It was democracy at the grassroots —
built into the fabric of Tamil civic life,” Sastri wrote in Chapter VIII, “Local Self-Government”.

¢ But what made the system particularly striking was the method of voting, a process called the
Kudavolai system or “ballot pot” election. Under this method, as detailed in the Uttaramerur
Inscriptions documented in Epigraphia Indica Vol. XXII (1933-34), the names of eligible
candidates were inscribed on palm leaves and placed inside a pot. A young boy, typically chosen
for his impartiality, would draw the lot in full public view. This randomised draw was not a game
of chance but a civic ritual rooted in transparency, fairness, and collective consent.

SHORT NEWS

REPORT BY QUESS CORP AND UDAITI FOUNDATION

— The report titled ‘State of women in the blue-grey collar workforce 2025’ was released by Quess
Corp and Udaiti Foundation, noting that “Income is a make-or-break factor driving women’s exit
from the blue-grey collar workforce.”

— According to the report, Low wages are holding women back from formal employment - 54 per
cent of blue- and grey-collar women employees are unhappy with their pay and 80 per cent saving
nothing or less than Rs 2,000 per month.

— The report found that blue- and grey-collar women employees earn just 70 per cent of what
men do, and that low wages, combined with high opportunity costs like unpaid caregiving, time
lost to commuting, or the cost of migration, make it difficult for women to “sustain at work”.
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‘ GLOBAL TIGER DAY 2025

— Global Tiger Day is a global observance that seeks to preserve tigers’ natural habitats and raise
public awareness and support for conservation efforts worldwide. The day is celebrated on July
29 annually.

— It was first established in 2010 at the Saint Petersburg Tiger Summit, highlighting the alarming
decline in tiger populations and the urgent need for conservation efforts.

— The theme of this year is “Securing the future of Tigers with Indigenous Peoples and Local
Communities at the heart.”

— The first large-scale assessment of the big cat’s population at Kaziranga Tiger Reserve revealed
that it has the third-highest density of tigers in the world.

— This was declared in the summary report for 2024 titled ‘Status of Tigers in the Kaziranga Tiger
Reserve’, with the findings of a Phase IV tiger monitoring initiative across Eastern Assam, Nagaon,
and Biswanath Wildlife Divisions.

— The survey documented 148 tigers in the reserve, up from 104 recorded in 2022, 99 in 2018
and 96 in 2014. It has an estimated 18.65 tigers per 100 square kilometres, making it the third-
highest density of tigers in the world, after Corbett Tiger Reserve in Uttarakhand and Bandipur
Tiger Reserve in Karnataka.

GRASSLAND BIRD CENSUS

— Also, in the recent Mann ki Baat radio programme on July 27, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
highlighted a “first-ever grassland bird census” in Assam’s Kaziranga National Park and the
technology used for this.

— Between March 18 and May 25, a survey to record the grassland bird population in Kaziranga
National Park was undertaken by a team of forest officials, scientists, and conservationists.

— It recorded a total of 43 grassland bird species, including 1 Critically Endangered, 2
Endangered, and 6 Vulnerable species, according to the IUCN Red List.

— A new methodology was deployed in the survey, passive acoustic recording monitoring, which
enabled non-invasive and continuous monitoring even in inaccessible and high-risk areas.

— The acoustic recorders were placed in tall trees near grasslands during the breeding season of
the birds, between March and May. This is the season when they are very vocal, calling out for
mates and with males defending territory. The instruments recorded all the birds singing in the
landscape.

— The Birdnet tool was also used, which uses machine learning to try and identify species by bird
song. — The survey prioritised 10 species that are either globally threatened or endemic to the
Brahmaputra floodplains.
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‘ RAMSAR COP15

— The Ramsar 15th Conference of the Parties was held at Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe, from 23 July
to 31stJuly 2025.

— India’s resolution on ‘Promoting Sustainable Lifestyles for the Wise Use of Wetlands’ was
adopted at the Conference.

— It recognises that adequate individual education and skills can further accelerate collective
efforts for sustainable consumption and production and promote more sustainable lifestyles.

PRALAY MISSILE

— India has successfully test-fired the newly developed tactical missile Pralay, which is capable
of carrying conventional warheads. The missile was test-fired from the AP] Abdul Kalam island off
the coast of Odisha

— Pralay is a short-range surface-to-surface missile with a payload capacity of 500-1,000 kg.

— The missile, capable of carrying conventional warheads, has a range of 150 to 500 km. It has
been developed by the Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO).

SIMBEX 2025

— INS Satpura participated in the 32nd edition of the Singapore-India Maritime Bilateral Exercise
(SIMBEX-25). This year, it is taking place in Singapore.

— SIMBEX series of exercises began in 1994 and were initially known as Exercise Lion King.

OPERATION MAHADEV

— At least three militants were Kkilled in the Dachigam forest area on the outskirts of Srinagar
during the Operation Mahadev conducted by the Indian forces.

AIRBUS C-295

— India on Saturday (2nd August) received the last of its 16 Airbus C-295 military transport
aircraft from Spain, marking an important milestone in strengthening its defence capabilities

— The aircraft, with a flight endurance of up to 11 hours, is a versatile and efficient tactical
transport aircraft.

— India signed a contract with Airbus Defence & Space, Spain, for acquisition of 56 C-295MW
transport aircraft for IAF in Sep 2021. Under the C-295 programme, a total of 56 aircraft are to be
delivered, of which 16 were to be delivered directly by Airbus from Spain, and the remaining 40
will be manufactured in India.

LYME DISEASE
— Recently, Singer Justin Timberlake revealed that he has been diagnosed with Lyme disease.
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— Lyme disease is a bacterial infection that can be transmitted to humans by infected black-legged
ticks, commonly known as deer ticks.

— It can cause flu-like conditions, neurological problems, joint pains and other symptoms. In a
majority of cases, Lyme disease is treated with antibiotics and is usually easier to treat if it’s
diagnosed early.

— It is caused by a bacterium called Borrelia burgdorferi. The tick picks it up while biting an
infected animal and then transmits it to a human while biting it.

— Lyme disease is more common in temperate forests and tall grasses, especially in North
America, Europe, and Asia. Ticks that can transmit Lyme disease are found in India, too,
particularly in the Himalayan region.

— Ticks pick up the bacteria from feeding on infected animals, like mice or deer. Once infected,
the tick can pass the bacteria to humans through a bite.

— It usually takes a tick attached to the skin for at least 36 to 48 hours to transmit the bacteria.

MEGHNAD DESAI

— Eminent India-born British economist, former Labour Party politician, and House of Lords
member Meghnad Desai passed away at the age of 85.

— In 2008, he was awarded India’s third-highest civilian honour—the Padma Bhushan.

— He authored numerous books, the most recent being The Poverty of Political Economy: How
Economics Abandoned the Poor (2022).

— His other notable books are Marx’s Revenge: The Resurgence of Capitalism and the Death of
Statist Socialism, Rethinking Islamism: Ideology of the New Terror, The Route to All Evil: The
Political Economy of Ezra Pound, a novel Dead on Time, and The Rediscovery of India.

MOUNT LEWOTOBI LAKI LAKI

— Mount Lewotobi Laki Laki, one of Indonesia’s most active volcanoes, erupted for a second
straight day, on 2nd August.

— Saturday’s eruption was one of Indonesia’s largest since 2010 when Mount Merapi, the
country’s most volatile volcano, erupted on the densely populated island of Java.

— Lewotobi Laki Laki, a 1,584-meter (5,197-foot) volcano on the remote island of Flores, has been
at the highest alert level since it erupted on June 18, and an exclusion zone has been doubled to a
7-kilometer (4.3-mile) radius as eruptions became more frequent.

— Indonesia has 120 active volcanoes and sits along the “Ring of Fire,” a horseshoe-shaped series
of seismic fault lines encircling the Pacific Basin.
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‘ FIDE WOMEN’S WORLD CUP 2025

— Divya Deshmukh, aged 19, became the FIDE Women’s World Cup champion by defeating the
veteran Koneru Humpy, 38, in the final via the tiebreakers on 28th July. She became the first-ever
Indian woman to win the FIDE Women’s World Cup.

— With this, she also becomes the 88th Grandmaster of India, the fourth woman to achieve this
feat in India.

Ul7 WORLD WRESTLING CHAMPIONSHIPS 2025

— The U17 World Wrestling Championships 2025 was held at the Ano Liosia Olympic Hall in
Athens, Greece, from July 28 to August 3.

— Hardeep Singh became India’s first under-17 world champion in the 110kg weight class of
Greco-Roman style, recovering from a 0-2 deficit after the first round to beat Iran’s Yazdan
Delrouz 3-2 in a nail-biting final.

— According to United World Wrestling, this ‘is the heaviest weight class India has ever won a
gold medal at the World U17 level.

71ST NATIONAL FILM AWARDS 2025

— The winners of the 71st National Film Awards were announced at the National Media Centre
in New Delhi on Friday (1st August).

— National Film Awards were established in 1954, where the Best Feature Film award was given
to Shyamchi Aai (Marathi). Coincidentally, the most awarded film in the history of the awards
remains Lagaan, directed by jury chief this year, Ashutosh Gowariker.
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Until July 20, Nigeria was the 58th largest economy in the world. A day later, it rose three spots to
the 55th rank, overtaking Ukraine, Qatar, and Hungary in the process as it added more than $50
billion, or roughly 30 per cent of its GDP, in 2024.

¢ On July 21, Nigeria’s National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) published the results of its GDP rebasing
exercise, which saw the base year of the indicator being updated to 2019 from 2010, among other
changes. The result? Nigeria’s GDP in 2024 is now estimated at $243 billion in nominal terms, up
from $187 billion forecast by the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

* A new base year - which essentially means measurement of GDP, or the final value of goods and
services in any particular year, with respect to the prices prevailing in that year — does not
automatically lead to a larger economy. However, Nigeria’s base-year revision exercise included
other more meaningful changes in the manner in which the African nation calculates the GDP.

¢ This included increasing the scope of its methodology to include previously undercounted
sectors such as digital services, pension fund operations, and e-commerce activities, among
others, in what the NBS has called “by far the most comprehensive rebasing” it has ever carried
out. As the NBS said, technological development, structural changes, and changes in production
and consumption patterns mean “the methods and data used in estimating GDP must change with
the times to reflect current economic realities”.

« This is not the first time Nigeria has seen such a huge increase in its GDP due to the base year
revision. More than a decade ago, change in the base year from 1990 to 2010 had helped propel
Nigeria to the position of Africa’s largest economy thanks to an even-larger 89 per cent increase
in the GDP to $510 billion in 2014.

Do You Know:

» While the rebasing brings Nigeria $50 billion closer to achieving the government’s target of
becoming a $1 trillion economy by 2030, the objective is well-nigh impossible after the Nigerian
currency, the naira, was devalued sharply in 2023 and 2024. The result was that the naira fell by
49 per cent against the US dollar in 2023 and another 41 per cent in 2024.

* The GDP rebasing also brought into spotlight changes in the Nigerian economy that will not make
for happy reading. One, the share of agriculture in the country’s GDP had increased to almost 26
per centin 2019 from 22 per cent estimated earlier, while that of industry declined sharply to 21
per cent from 27.65 per cent. Two, the contribution of the informal sector to the GDP has increased
to 42.5 per cent from 41.4 per cent.

« India, of course, is no stranger to GDP revisions; in fact, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (MoSPI) is currently in the process of updating the GDP base year to 2022-23
from 2011-12. The rebased GDP numbers will be released in February 2026. The last time India’s
key macroeconomic indicator underwent a major revision was in 2015, when questions were
raised about the accuracy of the numbers even by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) after the GDP
growth rate for 2013-14 was initially revised upwards to 6.9 per cent from 4.7 per cent, prompting
Raghuram Rajan - then the governor - to comment that the Indian central bank found it “hard to

see the economy as rollicking in 2013-2014".
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TRUMP, EU CHIEF STRIKE TRADE DEAL: 15% TARIFFS ON ALL IMPORTS TO US

US President Donald Trump said on Sunday that the United States and the European Union have
reached a basic agreement on a new trade deal, following talks with European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen in Scotland. The agreement includes a 15% tariff on most goods
imported from the EU to the US, according to the BBC.

¢ Speaking at his Turnberry golf resort, Trump said, “The European Union is going to agree to
purchase from the United States $750 billion worth of energy. They are going to agree to invest
into the United States $600 billion more than they’re investing already.”

* The deal came just before a US deadline to impose a 30% tariff on European imports starting
August 1, which Trump had warned about in a letter sent to EU officials earlier this month.

¢ The new 15% tariff, which will take effect on Friday, is higher than the 10% rate previously
applied to British goods. It is, however, the same as the rate recently agreed in the US-Japan trade
deal, CNN reported.

» The talks also touched on pharmaceutical exports, one of Europe’s biggest exports to the US. Last
month, the Trump administration had threatened a 200% tariff on European medicines, which
would have severely affected the industry. Trump said on Sunday that pharmaceuticals were “very
special” and “need to be made in the United States,” but acknowledged the country would “still
import a lot” of medicine from Europe.

Do You Know:

* Germany, Europe’s biggest economy, had pushed for lower tariffs on its car exports to the US,
which have been hit by a 27.5% duty since April. European carmakers exported nearly €39 billion
worth of vehicles to the US last year.

*The EU had been preparing countermeasures in case no deal was reached. Some member states
believed having a retaliation plan ready was essential to maintain leverage.

» The agreement, is expected to set a baseline tariff rate of 15% on most European imports into
the US. Earlier this month, Trump had threatened to increase this rate to 30%, effective August 1,
if a trade deal was not realised. The two have been in talks for nearly four months. Since April, the
US has charged an additional 10% ‘reciprocal’ tariff on top of the pre-existing 4.8% average duty
on imports from the EU.

CANADA PLANS TO RECOGNISE PALESTINE, TRUMP STEPS UP TRADE WAR OVER MOVE

US President Donald Trump on Thursday warned that Canada’s decision to support Palestinian
statehood could make it difficult to finalise a trade agreement between the two nations, just a day
ahead of looming tariff deadline.

* Canada Prime Minister Mark Carney said that the country plans to recognise a Palestinian state
in September, becoming the third G7 nation after France and the UK to make such an
announcement, stating that his goal was to preserve the possibility of a two-state solution.
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* The two countries are currently in negotiations to reach a trade deal before August 1, the date
Trump has set as the deadline to impose a 35% tariff on Canadian goods not covered under the
existing US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA).

¢ Carney said Wednesday that the tariff discussions with the Trump administration had been
constructive, but cautioned that a deal might not be reached by the deadline.

e Israel and the United States have both rejected Carney’s announcement backing Palestinian
statehood. Almost 150 countries out of the 193 member countries of the United Nations formally
recognise a Palestinian state.

Do You Know:

* Procedurally, admission to the UN as a Member State is granted by a two-thirds majority vote in
the UN General Assembly. However, the UNGA takes up the candidature only upon the
recommendation of the UN Security Council.

¢ The UNSC comprises five permanent members — the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia,
China, and France — and 10 temporary member countries chosen on a rotational basis. For the
UNSC recommendation to pass there must be a vote, with at least nine members in favour and no
permanent members using their veto. Essentially, it is the P5 who determine the fate of an issue
in the UNSC.

SOURED RELATIONS

The 25% tariff “plus penalty” on imports of Indian goods in the United States, announced by
President Donald Trump, should have come as no surprise to India. Mr. Trump has, for a while
now, been voicing his displeasure at India’s dealings with Russia, with regard to energy dealings
and military equipment. He has also been quite vocal about India’s high tariff and non-tariff
barriers. These were the reasons he cited in his announcement on Wednesday. Add to this these
facts — first, U.S. Trade Representative Jamieson Greer, as recently as Monday, had said that a
trade deal with India needed “some more negotiations”, and second, Indian Commerce Ministry
officials had stopped talking about a mini-deal for a while now. Thus, the writing on the wall was
pretty clear: a deal before August 1 was not in the offing. The only uncertainty in this mix was the
mercurial Trump, but he has finally made his position clear. However, while there was an
expectation that a mini-deal would not materialise, something does seem to have shifted in India-
U.S. relations. This is showing up now in Mr. Trump’s language — as a snide remark on Thursday
about Pakistan selling oil to India in the future, or he, even more recently, calling the Indian
economy “dead”. Whether this was him venting his frustration at not being able to secure a deal
with India — after calling himself the “Dealmaker in Chief” — or whether something else has
triggered him is not clear yet. The fact is that both sides have not budged from their core policies.
The U.S. wants India to reduce its tariffs and provide market access across the board and India has
held firm about ring-fencing agriculture and dairy.

All of this makes negotiating a potential bilateral trade agreement (BTA) that much more
complicated. Where government officials have constantly changed deadlines for a mini-deal, they
have been remarkably consistent about meeting the Fall deadline for the BTA. But now Mr. Trump
has linked India’s dealings with Russia to India’s trade relations with the U.S. Who India does
business with is a sovereign matter, and the Ministry of Commerce and Industry rightfully
reiterated its commitment to securing India’s national interest. On the other hand, the U.S.
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accounts for around a fifth of India’s exports. The 25% tariffs plus a yet-unknown penalty places
India at a relative disadvantage when compared to competitors such as South Korea, Indonesia,
Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam. Trade associations representing several sectors have
already voiced their concern. Indian negotiators will have to work doubly hard to conclude an
acceptable deal.

WHAT DOES THE NEW U.K.-INDIA TRADE DEAL ENTAIL?

The story so far:

India and the U.K. signed a Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) on Thursday,
after having announced the conclusion of negotiations on the deal in May this year. With
negotiations starting in January 2022, the deal marks a more than three-year effort to enhance
bilateral trade between the two countries.

What has broadly been agreed to?

Under the deal, the U.K. has removed tariffs on 99% of its product lines. However, not all of these
product lines are exported by India to the U.K. According to an analysis by the Global Trade
Research Initiative, about $6.5 billion or 45% of what India currently exports to the U.K. — such
as textiles, footwear, carpets, automobiles, seafood, and fresh fruits such as grapes and mangoes
— will now enter the U.K. duty-free. The remaining $8 billion worth of goods that India exports to
the U.K. — petroleum, pharmaceuticals, diamonds, and aircraft components — already enjoy zero
duty access. India has agreed to either eliminate or reduce duties on 90% of its tariff lines, which
comprises about 92% of what the U.K. exports to us, according to data with the U.K. government.
Alcohol from the U.K,, especially whiskey, is set to become cheaper in India, as are British cars,
and engineering products.

The U.K. is a relatively small trading partner for India. About 3.3% of India’s exports in 2024-25
went to the U.K, and the U.K. made up 1.2% of India’s imports that year.

Is the deal restricted to the goods trade?

No, the CETA incorporates a significant section on services, which is especially of interest to India
since services exports are a vital engine of growth. Under the ‘economic’ component of the deal,
India has agreed to open up some key sectors of its service economy to U.K. firms, such as
accounting, auditing, financial services, telecom, and environmental services.

What this means is that U.K. companies operating in these sectors can offer their services to Indian
customers without first having to establish a local presence here. Despite this, they will be treated
at par with Indian firms. India has also agreed to recognise U.K. professional qualifications in law
and accounting, but not in legal services.

The U.K. has agreed to grant commercial presence rights to Indian companies in sectors such as
computer services, consultancy, and environmental services. This means Indian companies
operating in these sectors can set up branches, subsidiaries, or representative offices in the U.K.

One major positive for India arises out of the Double Contribution Convention (DCC), which is a
parallel agreement between the two countries that was negotiated simultaneously, and that will
come into force when the CETA does. Under the DCC, the U.K. will allow 75,000 Indian workers on
short U.K. assignments to continue paying into India’s social security system without also having
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to pay the same in the U.K. This is highly beneficial for Indian workers in the U.K. since many of
them work there for so short a stint that they do not get to avail of the benefits of social security
there while having to contribute to it.

Is the deal a standard one or does it include unusual aspects?

While the broad contours of the deal are pretty standard, dealing with tariff and non-tariff
barriers, there are some aspects that are unusual. The first is to do with auto tariffs. India has, for
the first time, included cuts in its tariffs on imported cars in a trade deal.

Large-engine luxury petrol cars imported into India from the U.K. will see their import duty cut to
10% over 15 years from the current maximum of 110%. However, this is subject to a quota
starting at 10,000 units and rising to 19,000 in the fifth year of the deal. For mid-sized cars, the
tariff has been cut to 50% subject to a quota, which will fall to 10% by year five.

Small cars will enjoy a similar tariff reduction and growing quota.

The idea behind the quota, according to government sources, is to allow the domestic industry
enough time to prepare to compete with U.K. imports. Further, nascent industries such as electric
vehicles have been further protected with no duty concessions being given for electric, hybrid,
and hydrogen-powered vehicles for the first five years.

The other unusual aspect of the deal is that U.K. firms will now be allowed to participate in Indian
central government procurement bids. India will open about 40,000 high-value contracts from
central ministries and departments in sectors such as transport, green energy, and infrastructure.

So what next?

The deal does not come into effect immediately. It needs to be ratified by the Cabinets of both
countries, a process that could take as long as six months to a year. For India, the deal also serves
as a template for future deals with other economies, such as the U.S. and the EU, both of which are
in various stages of negotiation.

INTERRUPTED GROWTH

The Index of Industrial Production (IIP), the nation’s monthly barometer of goods output, revealed
a 10-month low growth rate in June, at 1.5%, largely due to the sharp contraction in mining
activity, by -8.7% (10.3% in June 2024), and electricity output, by -2.6% (8.6% in June 2024). The
early onset of the southwest monsoon, with its erratic and uneven distribution, led to water
logging in large parts of the mining belts in Odisha, Jharkhand and West Bengal, hampering a key
economic activity. Ranchi’s regional meteorological office has said that Jharkhand recorded 504.8
mm (against a normal of 307 mm) between June 1 and July 12 — but five districts were
categorised as rain deficient. The resultant damage to the power distribution infrastructure and
disruptions to supply chains may have contributed to the sluggish growth in industrial output at
3.9% in June, up from 3.5% a year ago. This in turn, is likely to have led to subdued power demand.
While mining and power production collectively make up for almost a quarter (22.3%) of the IIP’s
weightage, the rest is apportioned for manufacturing activities. The robust growth in capital
(3.5%), intermediate (5.5%) and infrastructure (7.2%) goods output, indicates that much of
industrial growth continues to hinge on the government’s infrastructure spends.
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There has been a general reluctance, both institutionally and in public economic discourse in
India, to explicitly correlate disruptions in economic activity with climate-related events,
especially in official narratives such as the IIP or GDP data releases. The Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) tend to frame industrial and
economic under-performance in terms of ‘high base effects; supply chain bottlenecks; input cost
fluctuations; global demand softening; and domestic consumption contraction’. Climate-related
disruptions, such as in mining belts, are rarely mentioned in IIP or national accounts commentary.
Economic data agencies in India have been slow to integrate climate risk frameworks into routine
macroeconomic reporting, unlike institutions such as the European Central Bank or the Bank of
England which have begun mapping climate risk to output and financial stability. True, climate
attribution is complex: linking a specific event such as waterlogging in a coal mine to broader
climate change involves scientific rigour and probabilistic modelling. Policymakers often avoid
this due to fear of politicising economic data. Indeed, the RBI's Financial Stability Reports now
include climate-related risks. But this has not yet filtered into production-side metrics such as the
[IP. The time has come for India to make a systemic shift to integrate climate attribution to
economic activity.

WHY THE GINI INDEX IS WRONG ABOUT INDIA

The Gini Index ranked India among the world’s most equal societies, by giving the country a score
of 25.5. This places India in a ‘moderately low’ inequality category. While this may be cause for
celebration, the lived reality in India paints a very different picture. Inequalities, lived and those
captured in statistics, permeate into everyday life in urban and rural India. The question that
therefore arises is, on what basis can India be considered one of the world’s most equal societies?
While there is sufficient critique on the flawed methodology used in the Gini Index, this article
highlights the general state of inequality that plagues India. While gender, economic, health,
educational, and social inequalities have always been endemic to India, with technology and a
modern ways of life, new forms of inequality such as digital and banking inequality have arisen.

Forms of inequalities

One of the fundamental forms of inequality is wealth inequality. A ride through any busy street in
urban India in a luxury car which costs an average of 30 lakh, driven by a chauffeur who earns
and supports a family on approximately X3 lakh per year, will highlight the stark wealth inequality
that exists. Statistics also supports this reality. According to a study titled ‘Income and Wealth
Inequality in India, 1922-2023: The Rise of the Billionaire Raj’, in 2022-23, 22.6% of the national
income went to just the top 1% of the population. Further, the study mentions that data on wealth
inequality is challenging to capture because of the large-scale prevalence of informal employment,
low-income levels, and high thresholds for non-taxable incomes, which means that data on tax
pertains to less than 10% of the adult population. The reason for the lack of data itselfis indicative
of inherent wealth inequality, as a large part of the population has to rely on the informal sector
for employment, earning significantly less than those employed in the formal sector.

Gender inequality is another fundamental form of inequality in India. Women have historically
been marginalised from the workforce and comprise about 35.9% of the worker population ratio.
The number is starker at senior and middle management levels where women accounted for only
12.7% leadership roles as of 2024. While India has the third largest startup ecosystem in the
world, women-run start-ups stand at only 7.5% of all active startups in the country. Social norms
aggravate gender inequality in terms of spending family resources on the girl child, and in matters
of inheritance.
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With rapid development of technology, access to digital technology is crucial to broadly navigate
through modern day life such as easily accessing formal banking channels. While India has made
commendable progress in providing access to the Internet to a large part of the population, a
careful analysis of the numbers points to a severe digital divide. Lack of access to the Internet and
to digital technology exacerbates the digital divide, leading to lack of opportunities for a certain
demography.

For instance, only 52.7% schools have functional computers, and Internet is accessible in only
53.9% of schools across India. This contributes to the digital divide because only students from a
certain socio-economic background, who have access to schools with functional computers and
the Internet, will be adept in the use of technology and computers, a critical skill in today’s times.

Access to quality higher education and even basic entry-level jobs are difficult for students left
behind. They are then pushed into employment that requires lower skills. This digital divide will
continue to perpetuate the cycle of inequality at the household level.

Other forms of digital technology also contribute towards fuelling educational inequality. For
instance, combined access to broadband within households, encompassing both urban and rural
areas, stands at 41.8%. This deepens educational inequality because when education becomes
virtual, which is a routine occurrence in New Delhi when schools are closed during November and
December because of severe air pollution, only those students in households with access to a
broadband system and digital technology can continue with their education.

Inequality across realms

Inequality in one realm often permeates into other realms. For instance, digital inequality severely
affects the lower income demography. However, overall, digital inequality affects women more
than men. For example, only 25% of women in rural India have access to the Internet, compared
to 49% of men in rural India. The Internet is a fundamental medium in accessing opportunities
and technology such as Internet banking. It guarantees financial freedom and job postings. Lack
of access to the Internet disables women from accessing these opportunities that are readily
available to male adults, further exacerbating digital and gender inequality.

While we have reasons to pat ourselves on our backs for achieving some amount of equality in the
last few years, the methodology to adjudge the ranking by Gini Index, seen along with actual and
lived realities, makes one wonder as to how we achieved this ranking. It is only when a large part
of the population has access to equal opportunities can we truly be among the world’s most equal
societies. Until then, as a society and a country, we have a lot of groundwork to cover in bridging
all forms of divide.

INDIA’S EMERGING SHIELD AGAINST THE CLIMATE CRISIS

In the span of a few days, Himachal Pradesh was battered by over 20 flash floods, series of
landslides, and cloudbursts, events that upended daily life and damaged critical infrastructure in
the State. Events like these are now part of an unsettling pattern. The return period for such
catastrophic weather events is shortening, making them more frequent, and far less predictable.

India recorded 764 major natural disasters since 1900 with almost half of them occurring after
2000. A clear pattern is emerging: climate volatility and global warming are accelerating and with
them, scale and complexity of economic disruption.
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Between 2019 and 2023 alone, India suffered over $56 billion in losses from weather-related
disasters. That's nearly a quarter of all climate losses in the Asia-Pacific during the same period
and the highest in South Asia by far.

As extreme events become both more frequent and harder to predict, conventional insurance
models need a fundamentally different approach

Parametric insurance offers an alternative built for speed and clarity. It pays out the moment a
predefined threshold is breached — rainfall crossing a certain mark, seismic activity above a set
magnitude or wind speed crossing destructive limits. Payouts are triggered automatically, based
on independently-verified data, and given within hours.

How it works

At its core, parametric insurance is a simple proposition: it pays out when a pre-agreed index
threshold is breached.

These thresholds, such as rainfall below a certain level or temperatures above a critical mark, are
based on verified data from sources like the India Meteorological Department, NASA MERRA or
other accredited global satellite systems. Everything, from trigger to payout, is defined upfront.

This is finding application across transportation, manufacturing and even livestock farming where
claim delays can hugely compound financial stress.

A microfinance institution in Jharkhand, for instance, could structure a parametric policy that
automatically covers loan repayments for small farmers if rainfall during the sowing season falls
below 300 mm or temperatures cross 40°C.

This would help protect income during weather extremes, without requiring damage inspections.

Even in emerging sectors like renewable energy, such insurance has a role to play. A solar power
firm operating in Rajasthan can link its policy to solar irradiance data. If sunlight hours drop
significantly below expected levels for a given month, payouts will compensate for lost output.
When climate-linked disruptions strike, liquidity is needed immediately—to buy seeds, cover
interest costs, and quickly restore working capital. Parametric models remove subjectivity and
replace it with automation.

Where it’s working

Parametric insurance is already being deployed across India and beyond. In parts of Rajasthan
and U.P, a pilot protected thousands of women small-holder farmers from drought. It used a water
balance index and delivered payouts automatically when water availability dropped below a
defined threshold. When sowing conditions fail on rainfall deficits or extreme temperatures, the
policy triggers loan support — aiding borrowers avoid defaults and maintain livelihoods. Globally,
countries in Africa, the Pacific Islands, and even the U.K. have used parametric products to cover
everything from droughts and floods to cyclone winds and flood depths. The examples prove such
insurance works across contexts.

What India needs next

Parametric insurance has demonstrated its ability to deliver fast, transparent relief when climate
volatility strikes. The building blocks are already in place—robust climate data, digital delivery
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platforms, and early success stories across agriculture, energy, and disaster-prone geographies.
What'’s needed now is scale — and a clear framework to finance it.

In 2024, Nagaland became the first Indian state to purchase multi-year parametric cover for
landslides and extreme rainfall, using disaster mitigation funds. Other States now have the green
light to act pre-emptively.

India must treat parametric insurance as essential climate infrastructure, much like UPI did for
payments. That means expanding data networks, encouraging State-level adoption, and
embedding smart cover into public disaster response. In a future shaped by climate uncertainty,
it offers something rare viz. speed, trust and financial resilience when it matters most.
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The story so far:

The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) is planning to launch the NISAR satellite from
Sriharikota on July 30 onboard a GSLV MKk-II rocket. ‘NISAR’ stands for NASA-ISRO Synthetic
Aperture Radar and is a joint mission of the two space agencies. It is a sophisticated earth-
observation satellite designed to study changes on the earth’s surface in fine detail, covering
earthquakes, volcanoes, ecosystems, ice sheets, farmland, floods, and landslides.

What’s the need for NISAR?

NISAR is the first major earth-observing mission with a dual-band radar, which will allow it to
observe changes more precisely than any other satellite. It will be able to see through clouds,
smoke, and even thick vegetation, both at day and night, in all weather conditions. The three-tonne
machine costs more than $1.5 billion, making it one of the most expensive earth-observing
satellites to date.

The earth’s surface is constantly changing. Natural disasters, human-driven changes, and climate
shifts all affect environments and human societies. Satellites provide critical information by taking
snapshots of these changes from space, helping scientists, governments, and relief agencies
prepare for, respond to or study them. To this end, NASA and ISRO have created a powerful global
mission that also allows ISRO guaranteed access to a stream of high-resolution data tailored to
India’s needs.

NISAR’s science and application goals span six areas: solid earth processes, ecosystems, ice
dynamics, coastal and ocean processes, disaster response, and additional applications (including
tracking groundwater, oil reservoirs, and infrastructure like levees, dams etc.). The planned
mission lifetime is three years although its design lifetime is at least five years. Notably, the
mission’s data policy entails that the data NISAR produces will be freely available to all users
(typically) within a few hours.

How does NISAR work?

Once itis launched, NISAR will enter into a sun-synchronous polar orbit at 747 km altitude and an
inclination of 98.42. From here, instead of snapping pictures, NISAR’s synthetic aperture radar
(SAR) will bounce radar waves off the planet’s surface and measure how long the signal takes to
come back and how its phase changes. The ability of a radar antenna to resolve smaller details
increases with its length, called its aperture. In orbit, deploying an antenna hundreds of metres
long is impractical. SAR gets around this by mimicking a giant antenna. As the spacecraft moves
forward, it transmits a train of radar pulses and records the echoes. Later, a computer coherently
combines all those echoes as if they had been captured simultaneously by one very long antenna,
hence the “synthetic aperture”.

NISAR will combine an L-band SAR (1.257 GHz), which uses longer-wavelength radiowaves to
track changes under thick forests and soil and deformations on the ground, and an S-band SAR
(3.2 GHz), which uses shorter-wavelength radiowaves to capture surface details, such as crops
and water surfaces.
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Although NISAR will operate globally at L-band, ISRO has reserved routine, planned acquisitions
with the S-band SAR over India. The latter acquisitions have extended sensitivity to biomass,
better soil-moisture retrieval, and mitigate ionospheric noise — all capabilities tuned to India’s
needs in agriculture, forestry, and disaster management. Because the L-band radar is the principal
tool for NASA’s mission goals, the instrument is expected to operate in up to 70% of every orbit.
This said, operating both radars together is an official implementation goal so that mode conflicts
over the Indian subcontinent are minimised.

Polarisation is the direction in which the electric field of some electromagnetic radiation, like
radiowaves, oscillates. SAR can transmit and receive radar signals with horizontal or vertical
polarisation. Using different combinations will allow the instruments to identify the structure and
types of different surface materials, like soil, snow, crop or wood.

The swath width, that is, the breadth of the bands on the ground the SARs will scan, is an ultra-
wide 240 km. The radars’ SweepSAR design will transmit this beam and, upon its return, digitally
steer multiple small sub-apertures in sequence, synthesising beams that sweep across the ground
track. This scan-on-receive method allows the 240-km swath without compromising resolution.

The resulting scans will have a spatial resolution of 3-10 m and centimetre-scale vertical mapping
— enough to spot impending land subsidence in cities, for example — depending on the mode.
Each spot on the ground will be scanned once every 12 days. The satellite also features a large 12-
m-wide mesh antenna. NISAR will produce annual maps of aboveground woody biomass of 1 ha
resolution and quarterly maps of active and inactive cropland. High-resolution maps of flooded
versus dry areas will be available as well. During a disaster, NISAR can also be directed to collect
data for ‘damage proxy maps’ to be delivered in under five hours.

This said, for certain acquisition modes, NISAR won’t be able to achieve full global coverage at the
highest resolution. Above roughly 602 latitude, every alternative observation will be skipped due
to converging ground tracks. Similarly, some 10% of the surface may not be mapped from either
direction (of the satellite’s passage over the ground) in any given 12-day cycle.

How was NISAR built?

At the time the two space organisations agreed to build NISAR, NASA and ISRO decided each body
would contribute equivalent-scale hardware, expertise, and funding.

ISRO supplied the I-3K spacecraft bus, the platform that houses the controls to handle command
and data, propulsion, and attitude, plus 4kW of solar power. The same package also included the
entire S-band radar electronics, a high-rate Ka-band telecom subsystem, and a gimballed high-
gain antenna. The S-band electronics were designed and built at the Space Applications Centre in
Ahmedabad.

NASA’s biggest contribution was the complete L-band SAR system. NASA’s Jet Propulsion
Laboratory (JPL) supplied all radio-frequency electronics, the 12-m antenna, a 9-m carbon-
composite boom, and the instrument structure that carries both radars. The agency also
fabricated the L-band feed aperture and provided the supporting avionics, including a high-
capacity solid-state recorder, a GPS receiver, an autonomous payload data system, and a Ka-band
payload communications subsystem. The spacecraft was to be integrated at the ISRO Satellite
Centre in Bengaluru after the two radars were mated at JPL. Following observatory-level tests, the
mission will lift off from Sriharikota onboard a GSLV MKk-II rocket, with ISRO providing end-to-
end launch services.
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While the mission operations are to be centred at the JPL Mission Operations Center, day-to-day
flight operations will be led from the ISRO Telemetry, Tracking and Command Network in
Bengaluru.

Once NISAR is in orbit, most of its data will be sent through NASA’s Near Earth Network facilities
in Alaska, Svalbard (Norway), and Punta Arenas (Chile), which can together receive around 3 TB
of radar data per day. They will be complemented by ISRO’s ground stations in Shadnagar and
Antarctica. After the raw data arrive, India’s National Remote Sensing Centre will process and
distribute all products required for Indian users, mirroring NASA’s pipeline.

Do You Know:

¢ A number of SAR-mounted satellites are currently deployed in space. ISRO’s RISAT (Radar
Imaging Satellites) series of satellites, which have now been renamed to the EOS series, carry SAR.
Some of ISRO’s other Earth observation satellites, like Cartosat or Oceansat, do not use SAR.

WHAT IS THE UNIVERSE’S ANTIMATTER MYSTERY?

The universe’s antimatter mystery—why matter dominates despite the Big Bang producing equal
amounts of matter and antimatter—has long baffled physicists. A breakthrough at CERN’s Large
Hadron Collider (LHC) in July 2025, reported by The Hindu, offers a tantalizing clue. Scientists
observed charge-parity (CP) violation in the decay of a baryon, the Ab®, with a 2.45% difference
in decay rates between its matter and antimatter forms, meeting the 5.2-sigma threshold for a
discovery. This finding, the first of its kind in baryons, suggests subtle differences in how nature
treats matter and antimatter, potentially explaining why our universe is matter-rich.

Yet, this discovery, while historic, doesn’t fully solve the puzzle. The observed CP violation is too
small to account for the vast matter-antimatter imbalance, as noted by physicist Minakshi Nayak.
Theories like leptogenesis, which posits that heavy neutrinos skewed the balance, or gravitational
particle production during cosmic inflation, remain speculative but promising. Meanwhile,
experiments like Japan’s T2K, studying neutrino oscillations, and CERN’s antihydrogen studies
continue to probe for new physics beyond the Standard Model.

The implications are profound. Understanding this asymmetry could answer why we exist at all,
as a perfectly balanced universe would have annihilated itself into pure energy. However, the
search isn’t just scientific—it’s philosophical, touching on the question of why there is something
rather than nothing. The LHC'’s findings open a new window, but the mystery persists, urging
scientists to hunt for undiscovered particles or forces.

As we peer into the cosmos, we must support these quests. Funding for projects like the LHC and
space-based observatories, such as the Fermi Gamma-ray Telescope, is crucial. The antimatter
enigma challenges our grasp of reality, and each clue brings us closer to unravelling the universe’s
deepest secrets.

HOW THE FAIR USE CLAUSE IS BEING APPLIED TO GENERATIVE Al

Access to diverse kinds of materials is vital for building and fine-tuning Large Language Models
(LLMSs). These materials could include those that are available in the public domain (for example,
works where the copyright has expired or works wherein copyright was relinquished by the
authors) as well as those under copyright protection. Apart from gathering data through sources
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such as Common Craw], Al firms often scan copies of books and other materials, and convert them
into machine readable text from which data can be extracted for training purposes.

Whether the use of copyrighted materials for training purposes, without permission from the
copyright holders, constitutes copyright infringement is a challenging legal question. Many
litigations are happening across the globe around this issue.

One of the key factors that could determine the outcome in these litigations is how the courts view
whether the concerned activities fall within the scope of any of the exceptions to infringement
under the relevant copyright laws. For litigations in the U.S., this means one of the primary
determinants in the outcomes would be the application of the ‘fair use’ doctrine under U.S.
copyright law. Two trial courts in the U.S. have recently delivered summary judgments on fair use,
and they may be considered as the beginning of the adjudications on this complex issue.

Factors considered

The U.S. courts generally take into consideration four factors while assessing whether a use
constitutes as ‘fair use’. They are — (i) purpose and character of the use, and the enquiry in this
regard includes the extent to which the use can be considered ‘transformative’; (ii) nature of
concerned copyrighted materials (there is a higher likelihood of the fair use clause being
applicable when it is used for works that are factual in character as compared to works of fiction
or fantasy); (iii) amount of the portion taken, and this includes both qualitative and quantitative
analyses; and (iv) the effect of the use on the potential market of the plaintiff’'s works or value of
the plaintiff's works. The questions of transformative use and the impact on the potential
market/value of the plaintiffs works have historically played critical roles in determining the final
outcomes in a fair use litigation.

The Anthropic case

Anthropic trained the LLMs underlying Claude, one of their popular GenAl agents, using books
and other texts from a library compiled by them. The library consisted of works obtained from
different sources, including books purchased and converted to digital form as well as books
acquired from potentially illegal sources. The copyright infringement action was initiated by the
plaintiffs as their works were used for training without any authorisation from them.

Based on the application of the four above factors to the specific facts of the case, specifically the
highly transformative nature of the use of copyrighted materials, the court, in Andrea Bartz et al.
versus Anthropic PBC, granted summary judgment in favour of Anthropic on the question of
whether the training of the Al was fair use. The court was of the view that the print-to-digital
format conversion of the books purchased by them constituted fair use. However, it denied the
request of Anthropic that downloading and storing of the copies sourced from illegal sources must
be treated as fair use. It remains to be seen how the infringement analysis and remedies would be
handed down by the court with regard to those activities.

The Meta judgment

In Richard Kadrey et al. versus Meta Platforms, Inc., 13 authors had sued Meta for downloading
books from illegal sources and using them for training Llama, the LLM of Meta. Based on the
specific facts and the specific averments made by the parties with regard to the four fair use
factors, the court granted a summary judgment in favour of Meta.
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The court was of the view that use of the works for training purposes was highly transformative
in character and in such instances the plaintiffs will have to bring in substantial evidence with
regard to the fourth factor (whether such use has affected the plaintiff’'s works market value) to
avoid a summary judgment against them. But as the plaintiffs in the instant case couldn’t produce
any meaningful evidence, the summary judgment was in favour of Meta with regard to the copying
and use of the plaintiffs’ books as training data. However, the court will be continuing the
proceedings against Meta with respect to the argument of the plaintiffs that Meta also unlawfully
distributed their works during the torrenting process.

Comparative analysis

One of the common dimensions of both the summary judgments is the recognition of the highly
transformative character of the use of copyrighted works in training LLMs. This substantially
influenced fair use analysis in both cases. There is an alignment on the third factor also, as both
courts considered the extent of materials used reasonable in the broader context of training.

But on the fourth factor, one can see substantial differences. Judge Chahabria, who authored the
Meta summary judgment, rejected the argument of the plaintiffs that Meta harmed the potential
licensing market of the plaintiffs, primarily on the ground that it is not a market that the plaintiff
is legally entitled to monopolise. However, he also observed that in many cases, Al training on
copyrighted materials may become illegal due to “market dilution”. According to him, the rapid
generation of countless works that compete with the originals, even if those works aren’t
themselves infringing, can result in market dilution through indirect substitution. But the inability
of the plaintiffs in the case to produce sufficient empirical evidence in this regard illustrates the
difficulty in proving this kind of harm.

On the other hand, Judge Alsup, who authored the judgment in the Anthropic case, categorically
rejected the market dilution argument and observed that the “[a]uthors’ complaint is no different
than it would be if they complained that training schoolchildren to write well would result in an
explosion of competing works. This is not the kind of competitive or creative displacement that
concerns the Copyright Act. The Act seeks to advance original works of authorship, not to protect
authors against competition.”

It is also worth highlighting here that the Judge in the Anthropic case considered downloading or
building a permanent library of infringing works as a different use that warrants separate analysis
and a different outcome. But the Meta summary judgement didn’t take that approach and focused
just on the ultimate purpose, that is, the training of models.

Other Al cases

Earlier this year, in Thomson Reuters versus Ross Intelligence, the court had reached the
conclusion that the fair use exception was not applicable. However, this was not a GenAl case. The
Al in question merely retrieved and shared judicial opinions based on queries from users. As this
was not considered a transformative use by the court, and as the Al in question competed directly
with the works of the plaintiff, the court concluded that the use of those materials without
permission was not fair use.

Broader implications

Both the summary judgments in the Anthropic and Meta cases recognise the highly transformative
character of use of materials in the GenAl training context, thereby favouring a finding of fair use
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with respect to the use of copyrighted materials for training purposes. But both judgments also
reflect many of the anxieties of copyright holders. Whether the sourcing of materials from
potentially illegal sources can negate the claims of fair use is an issue where scholarly opinion is
divided and more discussions are warranted.

[tis also evident that the kind of evidence copyright holders will bring in to illustrate the negative
impact on their market will play a prominent role in determining the final outcome in many cases.
This also implies that copyright infringement related issues are far from settled in the Al training
area, and depending on the specific facts and evidences in each of these cases, the outcomes can
be very different.

ANDROID PHONES BROUGHT EARLY QUAKE WARNINGS TO 98 COUNTRIES

Android smartphones around the world have been actively helping provide earthquake alerts
using their acceleration sensors. Between 2021 and 2024, these phones sent thousands of
successful warnings to people living in quake-prone regions in 98 countries.

Since 2020, Google has included its Android Earthquake Alert (AEA) system in its phones to detect
seismic P- and S-waves that precede an earthquake and provide alerts.

The company and the University of California Berkeley’s Seismology Laboratory have released
data in a new paper in Science, detailing the performance and methods of the algorithm over the
last three years.

Monitoring and alerting

The AEA system was first rolled out in the U.S. in 2020, followed by New Zealand and Greece in
2021, and then the rest of the world. It issued alerts for 11,231 events, including ahead of the
Turkey-Syria (magnitude 7.8), the Philippines (6.7), and Nepal (5.7) events, all in 2023, and the
6.2-magnitude event in Turkey in April 2025. In the Philippines, Turkey-Syria, and Nepal quakes,
users received 10 to 60 seconds of advance warning.

The system has thus far detected more than 18,000 quakes of varying magnitudes, including more
than 2,000 strong quakes (moderate shaking or more on the MMI scale) and issued a total of 79
crore alerts. The AEA team also surveyed users between February 2023 and April 2024. Some
79% of 1.5 lakh users said they found the alerts very helpful.

AEA crowdsources signals from a phone’s accelerometer, a sensor that measures acceleration. On
stationary phones, accelerometers can sense the faster-moving P-waves from an earthquake,
which stretch and squeeze the geological material they pass through.

When an accelerometer senses these waves, it sends a signal to Google’s earthquake detection
server, which then analyses data from other phones nearby to confirm the wave is real. This data
is collected and processed rapidly together with the waves’ location and magnitude. The goal is to
issue an alert before the slower and more destructive S-waves arrive. While P-waves can travel
through both solids and liquids, S-waves move only through solids. They also move up and down,
displacing the material they move through.

AEA doesn’t monitor surface waves, the third type of wave to arrive in an earthquake. Surface
waves are much slower and traverse only the outermost layer of the crust, and are typically
responsible for the most aboveground damage.
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Algorithm at work

To detect an earthquake, all smartphones bank on their accelerometers to sense vibrations on
surfaces and in the air. Earthquakes produce many such vibrations before the energy that causes
damage actually reaches a location. The extent of damage caused by a quake increases with each
type of wave that reaches a location on the surface.

The algorithm estimates the distance to the epicentre in one of two ways. If it's within 200 km of
the surface, it's equal to the time difference between the arrival of the S- and P-waves multiplied
by 8 km/s. For deeper epicentres, the algorithm includes additional methods to account for the
waves’ motion through the mantle.

The algorithm issues two kinds of alerts: ‘BeAware’ alerts for impending light shaking and
‘TakeAction’ alerts for stronger shaking; the latter are accompanied by an audio warning that
overrides ‘do not disturb’ settings. Alerts can also be manually enabled and disabled.

According to the paper, the system has increased the number of people with access to earthquake
early warning by nearly a factor of 10: from around 25 crore people in 2019 to 250 crore people
in 98 countries.

The authors of the paper, who are also affiliated with Harvard University and Google Germany,
also highlighted the AEA’s shortcomings — including its inability to accurately estimate the
magnitude and tendency to relay warnings after shaking has begun.

They also documented these issues in detail and specified tweaks to fix many issues, including
lowering the median absolute error in the first estimates of a quake’s magnitude from 0.5 to 0.25.
They also traced three false positivesin the 11,321 events to two hurricanes and one mass phone
vibration from an unrelated alert, and included fixes for alerts to be issued faster.

“The proliferation of low-cost sensors in consumer products provides opportunities for new
observations of our physical environment that are both dense and global in scale. AEA makes it
possible to make global observations of earthquakes,” the authors wrote.

THE KAMCHATKA QUAKES

An 8.8 magnitude earthquake, one of the strongest on record, struck the Kamchatka Peninsula, in
Russia’s far-east, about 6,500 km east of Moscow, on Wednesday morning, triggering a tsunami
that struck several countries on both sides of the northern Pacific Ocean.

¢ The tsunami generated waves as high as 3-4 metres in the Kamchatka Peninsula and some other
places, about five feet in Hawaii, and about two feet in Japan. Flooding and damage were reported
from several places, but no lives were lost.

* The earthquake in Kamchatka was the strongest since the 9.1 magnitude quake that had struck
Japanin 2011. That quake too had caused a major tsunami which then led to the nuclear disaster
at Fukushima.

* Wednesday’s event was rare — only five earthquakes of magnitude 8.5 and above have occurred
in the past 20 years — but it occurred in a region that is one of the most earthquake prone in the
world.
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Do You Know:

* Kamchatka Peninsula lies on the Circum-Pacific seismic belt, more popularly known as the “Ring
of Fire”, that witnesses the maximum number of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions on Earth.

« This seismically active belt encircles almost the entire Pacific Ocean — on its eastern side is the
western coast of the Americas, and on its western side lies the Far East and Oceania. It touches
countries like the United States, Mexico, Chile, Peru, New Zealand, Australia, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Japan and Russia.

¢ According to the United States Geological Survey (USGS), the Ring of Fire accounts for more than
80% of the planet’s largest earthquakes. The biggest recorded earthquake, of magnitude 9.5 in
Chile in 1960, occurred in this belt, and so did a magnitude 9.2 event in Alaska in 1964. In fact,
each of the 23 events of 8-plus magnitude recorded in the last 20 years have happened along this
seismic belt.

 The nearly 2,000-km long region extending from Kamchatka Peninsula in the north to northern
Japan in the south, and including the volcanically-active Kuril Islands of Russia, has witnessed
more than 130 earthquake events of 7-plus magnitude since 1900, USGS data show. In 1952, this
region even recorded a magnitude 9 earthquake.

¢ The Circum-Pacific seismic belt is home to multiple subduction processes, in which the Pacific
tectonic plate is clashing against continental land.

» Subduction is a geological process in which one tectonic plate — put simply, a large section of
the Earth’s crust — presses against another. Usually, the heavier or denser plate, that is, the one
with more mass per unit of area, tends to go below the lighter plate. But this process results in
deformities and creates a huge stress at the plate boundaries. It is this stress that is released in
the form of earthquakes.

HOW IS INDIA PREPARING AGAINST GLOF EVENTS?

The story so far:

On July 8, Nepal experienced a catastrophic Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOF) event which
caused a flash flood along the Lende River, flowing from Tibet to Nepal, and washed away a China-
built friendship bridge. The bridge had serviced the 10-year-old inland container port at
Rasuwagadhi in Rasuwa (north of Kathmandu). The catastrophe is also reported to have made
four Nepalese hydro-power plants along the Bhote Koshi river unusable, obliterating 8% of the
country’s power supply. With rising temperatures and subsequent glacial melt, the increased risk
of GLOFs is threatening life and property in the higher Himalayas.

Do trans-boundary watersheds diminish possibilities of early warning?

While Chinese authorities have as yet refrained from confirming the cause, most Nepalese
scientists and officials confirmed a GLOF event in Tibet, where a supra-glacial lake had burst,
diminishing its surface area to 43 hectares from 63 hectares a day before. Nepalese officials were
quoted lamenting in local media that neither did the Chinese authorities provide an early warning,
nor was there an established system of doing so, despite a recent increase in supra-glacial lakes
on the Tibetan side.
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Hours later, on the same day, another GLOF event occurred at a moraine-dammed lake in the
northern part of the Mustang district in Nepal (north-west of Kathmandu). Two months before,
two glacial lakes in the Humla district (far-north corner of Nepal) had witnessed significant GLOF
events, while in 2024, a GLOF in the Solukhumbu district had destroyed the Thame village in
Nepal, the base camp for Mount Everest climbers. The need for trans-boundary collaborations in
setting up early warning protocols seems paramount, given that Nepal has lost many lives and
much infrastructure in successive GLOF events.

Similar events have impacted Nepal regularly, including the GLOF in Cirenma Co, a glacial lake, in
Tibetin 1981, which released 20 mcm of water raising the Bhote Koshi river by 30 metres. Several
decades later the same lake was reported to have rejuvenated and was rated high-risk. Other
significant events include the Digi Tsho GLOF event in 1985, and the Tama Pokhari GLOF event in
1998. In response, Nepal has conducted risk mitigation works on the Imja Tsho and Tsho Rolpa
lakes by drawing down water levels through artificial channels, a challenging task at heights above
5,000 m, and has further plans to target half a dozen more at-risk glacial lakes.

What is the nature of GLOF risk for India?

As per India’s National Remote Sensing Centre, the Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) is home to 11
river basins and 28,000 glacial lakes. There are two prominent types of glacial lakes found in the
[HR. The first are supraglacial lakes, formed in depressions on glaciers from meltwater, highly
prone to melting in the summer months. The second are moraine-dammed lakes, formed by
meltwater at the toe/snout of a glacier, dammed by loose debris or ice-cores, making them prone
to sudden failure. Almost two-thirds of GLOF events are triggered by ice avalanches or landslides,
and the remaining due to excessive meltwater pressure on weak moraine dams and earthquakes.

With 2023 and 2024 being the hottest years on Earth, extreme temperatures in smaller
geographies have been higher, thereby causing more glacial melt in certain pockets, making some
glacial lakes highly risky.

In addition to rising heat, is the problem of scale. 7,500 glacial lakes are situated in India, with
most above 4,500 metres in height, hence approachable for surveys only during a short window
in the summer season. There are almost no weather and water monitoring stations in these
regions due to inaccessibility, lack of sustainability and cost, leaving this growing risk largely
unmapped.

The only credible means is measuring growth in surface area via remote sensing over periods of
time, a measure which is post-facto and provides little by way of risk assessment or early warning
of any sort.

Additionally, vulnerability of the immediate geography is critical to determining the exact nature
of risk. This includes damage to homesteads, livelihoods, biodiversity, bridges and hydro-power
projects along rivers that relay GLOFs downstream. The South Lhonak GLOF in 2023 in Sikkim
wiped out the $2 billion and 1250 MW generating Chungthang dam and also intensified the flash
flood causing massive silting downstream. Since then, the Central Water Commission has found
that the Teesta riverbed has risen several metres, significantly reducing its carrying capacity and
increasing the chances of its banks overflowing.

Besides the Sikkim GLOF, one of the most damaging events in recent times was the Chorabari

GLOF in 2013, which turned into a cascading disaster accompanied by cloudbursts and landslides,
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known as the Kedarnath catastrophe — causing hundreds of casualties and billions in

infrastructure damage.

How can India reduce GLOF risk?

The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) has markedly accelerated its efforts to
manage these increasing risks. With respect to mitigation, it has initiated a proactive shift from
mere post-disaster response to risk reduction through its Committee on Disaster Risk Reduction
(CoDRR). This national coordination effort brought together related central scientific agencies,
academic and research institutions, and States/UTs to study, monitor, warn, and mitigate GLOF
risk in India. As a result, the central government finalised its first national programme of $20
million, prioritising 56 at-risk glacial lakes. The list has now been expanded to 195, categorised
into four risk levels. Following the expected award of the 16th Finance Commission for the period
FY2027 to FY2031, there are plans to scale up this programme, significantly.

Objectives of this programme are five-fold — hazard assessment of each at-risk lake; installing
Automated Weather and Water Stations (AWWS); establishing Early Warning Systems (EWS)
downstream; mitigating risk by drawing down water levels or building flow through retention
structures; and community engagement, an essential element of risk reduction. Under the
programme, States where glacial lakes are resident were encouraged to take the lead in sending
scientific expeditions to 40 of the highest at-risk lakes in the summer of 2024.

One of the critical parameters in the exercise was to encourage Indian technology, systems and
scientific expertise, one of which is the science of SAR interferometry — the art of analysing micro-
changes in slope stability (upto a centimetre) using remote sensing satellite imagery as high as
10-metre resolution. The near-absence of usage of this scientific method to predict GLOFs and
landslides is an identified gap that needs to be plugged through this programme. Another
significant gap is the absence of well-resourced Indian foundations and innovative technology
providers in the business of risk reduction in the Himalayan cryosphere.

What is status of mitigation efforts?

Several multi-institutional expeditions returned with success stories, across ]J&K, Ladakh,
Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh with a couple of light-hearted
tales for their archives. One such expedition lost its way in bad weather, and another had to leave
behind an expedition member in the village as security so that the rest of the expedition did not
pollute the sacred lake by entering its holy waters. These episodes were evidence of the critical
need for community engagement, to integrate the local community in expeditions and the need to
convince residents of the credibility and sincerity of the exercise.

The successful expeditions conducted bathymetry to assess the volume of water in the lakes; used
Electrical Resistivity Tomography (ERT) to understand the existence of ice-cores under moraine-
dams, a key reason for dam breaks; and performed UAV and slope surveys of surrounding land/ice
forms. Monitoring stations were installed at two lakes in Sikkim, which relay weather and water
data every 10 minutes, with a daily dose of pictures of both ends of the lake and its shoreline. In
subsequent summers, States will be installing more such systems, thereby overcoming an oft-
repeated data-gap in the IHR cryosphere. In the absence of automated early warning mechanisms,
Indo Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) deployments in high reaches have been oriented towards the
role of manual early warning. After the monsoon this year, States/UTs are gearing up for another
round of expeditions.
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AIR POLLUTION

How does air pollution affect the brain?

Air pollution is increasingly being recognised as an important threat to brain health. Research has
demonstrated that exposure to airborne pollutants like fine particulate matter (PM2.5), nitrogen
dioxide (NO2), and ozone can affect brain structure, functioning, and even increase the risk of
neurological and mental health disorders. On July 24, for example, scientists reported in The
Lancet Planetary Health that after analysing data in 51 studies representing more than 26 million
adults across four continents and follow-ups of up to 23 years, every additional 5 micrograms per
cubic m (g/m3) of PM2.5 particles in the air increased the risk of dementia by about 8%. They also
found a 10g/m3 increase in NO2 increased the same risk by around 3% and a 1g/m3 increase of
soot did so by 13%.

The researchers rated the overall certainty of the evidence to be ‘moderate’. They argued that
improving air quality could cut future dementia risk in the population, lower healthcare expenses
and ease familial burdens.

WHY THE WORLD NEEDS BETTER GREEN TECHNOLOGIES

As the global demand for sustainable energy soars and countries strive to meet climate
commitments, silicon photovoltaics have emerged as the most widely adopted solution,
transforming landscapes from urban rooftops to sprawling rural installations. Yet as the energy
transition accelerates, a critical question surfaces: are conventional silicon panels, despite their
proven track record, truly the most effective path forward, or is it time to embrace next-generation
technologies promising higher efficiencies and lower environmental footprints?

The landscape is further complicated by new demands such as the widespread production of
green hydrogen, touted as a key enabler of deep decarbonisation. Today’s solar panel technologies
not only affect the quantity of clean electricity generated but directly shape the potential and
credibility of downstream solutions like green hydrogen, green ammonia, and green methanol. As
nations grapple with land constraints, rising carbon dioxide levels, and the urgency of energy self-
sufficiency, the imperative grows not just to deploy more renewables but to invest in smarter,
more efficient, and more diverse energy innovation.

Silicon photovoltaics

The widely used solar panels, or silicon photovoltaics, were originally invented by researchers at
Bell Laboratories in the U.S. in 1954 and first deployed on satellites so they could generate power
in space. From there, they slowly entered other industries over time until, in the last few decades,
their adoption exploded worldwide.

Current solar panels generally have a reported efficiency of around 18-21% and an in-field
efficiency of 15-18%. In the last 15 years or so, around 80% of the supply of solar panels has been
from China. In India, the production of silicon solar cells has reached around 6 GW and is expected
to increase further in the coming years.

At this juncture, as the world prepares to invest more in solar power even as the ability to harness
it has become a strategic ability, an important question has arisen: should we continue to adopt
silicon solar panels even though superior, more efficient technologies have become available?
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The best research-based solar cell efficiency chart has been regularly updated from 1976 for a
broad range of photovoltaic technologies. There are many, with the maximum efficiency of around
47% being achieved by single junction gallium arsenide thin-film technology. Many of these
photovoltaic setups have already been demonstrated at a high level and are ready to be
commercialised.

Because silicon solar panels’ efficiency is below 18%, they need to have greater area exposed to
the sun than panels of higher efficiency. When the efficiency doubles, the required collection area
halves.

Land area is becoming a rarer commodity: countries are urbanising rapidly even as increasing
environmental consciousness, driven by the pressures of climate mitigation, render green spaces
too valuable to be diverted for solar power plants.

Silicon photovoltaics are also slow runners in the world’s race to catch up with its own growing
energy demand. While 4.45 TWh of renewable energy generation capacity had been installed until
the end of 2024, the CO2 concentration in the atmosphere has continued to increase — from 350
ppm in 1990 to around 425 ppm in 2025 — implying energy demand is only increasing faster.

Costs of green hydrogen

The widespread adoption of silicon photovoltaics also has implications for the ‘greenness’ of green
hydrogen, among other fuels. Hydrogen as a fuel can be produced by using a large electric current
to break apart water molecules (H20). If this current comes from a renewable energy source, the
resulting hydrogen is called green hydrogen.

Green hydrogen is environment friendly and doesn’t emit any greenhouse gases when it is
combusted. However, the current electrolysis technologies available consume more energy to
produce green hydrogen than its energy value in use. The yet other costs hydrogen imposes
include that of its storage and transportation, which are very difficult because of the element’s
extremely low density, which causes it to leak easily.

As alternatives, experts have proposed infusing the green hydrogen into molecules like green
ammonia (NH3) and green methanol (CH30H), which are easier to transport, before extracting
the green hydrogen at the destination.

However, using green hydrogen to produce green ammonia or methanol by conventional catalysis
methods, followed by stripping hydrogen out of those molecules, also requires a significant
amount of energy.

Thus, at the first step itself — the act of generating renewable energy from silicon photovoltaics
— there is a compromise on efficiency (that is, by not adopting more efficient solar power
technologies). And in the subsequent steps, energy is consumed for electrolysis, storage or
conversation, transport, and finally utilisation. As a result, the greenness of green hydrogen should
not be taken at face value.

CO2 recycling

One alternative is to produce green methanol or ammonia directly from water, sunlight, and
carbon dioxide or nitrogen, respectively. The plants in our gardens are already doing this
everyday in a process called photosynthesis. Similarly, some scientists are working on a process
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called artificial photosynthesis, or APS. Currently, while APS technologies are restricted to the lab
bench, some bright spots indicate they have a promising future.

As the world’s various net-zero targets come into view, it's important to develop and perfect
diverse technologies, rather than just a few, so that it has the best shot of achieving carbon-neutral
economies.

Europe is already working on ‘Renewable Fuels of Non-Biological Origin’, or RFNBO, which is the
production of fuels with renewable energy and resources and without biomass. India should also
work on such futuristic solutions to become energy independent, from its current position of
importing nearly 85% of different forms of energy resources (including oil, coal, and natural gas)
from other countries.

As geopolitical conflicts proliferate and the supply of energy is increasingly disrupted, achieving
energy self-sufficiency is paramount. As such the Government of India should consider spending
more on research, innovation, and technology development with help from the private sector.

Prevention is better than cure. Spending X1 crore on preventing pollution today will save us from
having to spend several crore in the future on damage control. While green hydrogen and silicon
photovoltaics are good technologies, the world already needs better, that is, more efficient, more
practicable, more economic, and more diverse solutions.

THE VIRTUES OF THE TOMATO, A HEALTHY VEGETABLE

The evolution and growth of the humble tomato as an essential ingredient of our daily diet across
the world is a fascinating story. Yolanda Evans writes in the June 5, 2025, issue of National
Geographic magazine about the rise in tomatoes with myth and folklore and how tomatoes
weren’t always a beloved ingredient.

Once deemed sinful, stinky, and “poison apples”, they were linked to superstition and illness, in
part due to their reaction with lead in copper-based dinnerware. The use of a more appropriate
vessel by farmers from Salem, New Jersey, to cook tomatoes shifted public opinion in the U.S.

Tomatoes were not native to India but brought to us by the Portuguese traders in the 15th century.
They were then adopted by the British colonisers in the 16th century who started growing them
across the country and added them to their menu. But the people were still wary of it.

As the independent journalist Ms. Sohel Sarkar has written, in 1938 the physician Dr Tara Chitale
and her colleagues tried to convince people about the benefits of using tomatoes to cure common
cold, scurvy, and iron deficiency, but the response was lukewarm.

The change finally transpired when more and more inputs came from travellers who
recommended tomatoes in our diet, and experts from the National Institute of Nutrition in India
pointed out the importance of vitamins and minerals in our daily diet and how tomatoes are rich
in them.

Health benefits

Plant biologists classify tomato as a fruit. The benefits that tomatoes offer to our daily health have
been described among others by the dietitian and public health specialist Ms. Cynthia Saas of
California. Let us highlight some of these. Tomatoes are rich sources of antioxidants that offer
health benefits for the heart and brain. They have nutrients that reduce the risk factor for heart
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disease significantly. Increased tomato intake decreases high blood pressure, a noteworthy point
for senior citizens. The cellulose fibre content in tomatoes helps to prevent constipation. The red
carotenoid pigment called lycopene in tomatoes might help protect people above 70 years of age
from Alzheimer’s disease. Ms. Saas has warned that before cooking tomatoes, one must ensure
they are thoroughly washed and free of any dust-borne germes.

Tomatoes are grown in farmlands all over India, numbering between 5,000 and 10,000 plants per
acre. According to one estimate from Professor Jayashankar Telangana Agricultural University,
India produced 210 lakh tonnes in the year 2022-2023, second only to China (680 lakh tonnes).

The Indian Institute of Horticultural Research, Bengaluru, has been researching a variety of
tomato plants. One, called ‘Arka Rakshak’, is a disease-resistant hybrid while another, ‘Arka
Shreshta’, has a long shelf-life, making it easier to transport.

The top seven tomato cultivating States are Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, Karnataka, West Bengal,
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, and Tamil Nadu. The average wholesale price is estimated to be about
1,700 per quintal.

Today, just about every house in the country uses tomatoes in their daily diet. A typical Indian
dish these days invariably has some tomatoes in it, be it as a soup, added to a vegetable curry,
chutney, added to rice or wheat as a ‘rasam’, and as ketchup for sandwiches and pizzas.

Having tasted the tomato and learnt that it is not sinful but in fact has several health benefits, let
us enjoy this vegetable.

DEEP-BRAIN STIMULATION: NUDGING NEURONS

WHAT IS IT?

Deep-brain stimulation (DBS) is a medical technique where doctors implant electrodes deep
inside specific areas of the brain to treat certain disorders. These electrodes are connected by
wires to a small device, similar to a heart’s pacemaker, which is usually placed under the skin in
the upper chest. The device sends controlled, mild electrical impulses to targeted brain regions,
helping adjust abnormal brain activity or chemical imbalances.

DBS is most commonly used for movement disorders, especially in people with Parkinson’s
disease, essential tremor, and dystonia, whose symptoms no longer respond well to medication.
Ithas also been approved for some psychiatric conditions like obsessive-compulsive disorder, and
is being studied for severe depression and epilepsy.

Technically, DBS works by modifying how groups of neurons talk to each other. Many of these
disorders involve faulty electrical signals in the brain. Delivering electrical pulses through DBS
can interrupt these erratic signals, helping reduce symptoms such as tremors or muscle stiffness.
The amount and pattern of stimulation can be precisely adjusted by doctors or, to some extent, by
patients themselves using external programmers.

One advantage of DBS is that, unlike brain surgery that destroys tissue, its effects are reversible:
if you turn off the device, the stimulation stops. While the exact ways DBS works are still not fully
understood, it is believed to help normalise disrupted brain circuits at both the cellular and
network levels. More than 1.6 lakh people worldwide have received DBS.
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