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INTERNATIONAL

AMORPHOUS AND IDEOLOGICAL

U.S. President Donald Trump, on Wednesday, declared that he was going to designate the anti-
fascist movement known as “Antifa” as a terrorist organisation. This is the second time Mr. Trump
has made such a declaration; the first was in May 2020 in the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter-
driven protests over the murder of African-American George Floyd. This time around, the
announcement came amid the fallout of the killing of conservative activist Charlie Kirk. Mr.
Trump’s administration has sought to up the ante against left-wing activism following the
assassination.

Antifa, short for “anti-fascist”, from all accounts, is not really an organisation, but more of an
ideological and political movement that functions as autonomous groups and individuals who
share the goal of confronting groups and people who they identify as fascist, including those who
are white supremacists or have far-right beliefs or have engaged in extremist actions. The
movement does not have any command structure or central leadership. Legal experts such as
Mary McCord, former acting head of the Justice Department’s national security division, have been
quoted by the New York Times saying that there is no legal mechanism to designate such a
decentralised movement as a terrorist organisation.

Mr. Trump’s declaration on Truth Social calling Antifa a “radical left disaster” and “a major
terrorist organi[s]ation” reflects the views of the powerful conservative establishment of the U.S.
polity. Increasingly radicalised over time, this section includes the largely Internet driven “alt-
right”, conspiracy theorists and “MAGA” activists who have formed the powerful populist wing of
the Republican party and have aligned with Trumpism to move the GOP to the far-right.
Conservative media outlets, such as Fox News, often amplify calls for a crackdown on left-wing
groups, with Antifa being a particular focus.

While the U.S. President’s position may reflect the anger within the far-right over Kirk’s
assassination, formally designating Antifa is going to be a difficult task. Legal experts in the U.S.
aver that foreign terrorist organisations can be designated under federal law but there is no
domestic legal equivalent. While Mr. Trump could attempt to work with a Republican-controlled
Congress, such a move would likely face legal challenges due to First Amendment protections for
freedom of speech and assembly. The effort to designate Antifa seems to be a strategic manoeuvre
— a political ploy to justify a broader crackdown on left-wing activists.

Historical context

The anti-fascist movement’s roots can be traced to the 1930s Europe, where activists organised
to oppose the rise of Nazism and fascism. Historian Mark Bray notes in his book Antifa: the Anti-
Fascist Handbook that, in 1932, the Communist Party of Germany had founded the
Antifaschistische Aktion to confront the Nazis on the streets and during demonstrations.

This group was forcibly dissolved after Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. He also notes that a key
historical precedent is the 1936 “Battle of Cable Street” in London in which Jewish residents and
leftist demonstrators physically resisted agitators from the British Union of Fascists. This event is
seen by modern Antifa adherents as proof that direct action can prevent fascist movements from
gaining power.
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In the U.S.,, Mr. Bray traces the movement evolving from the Anti-Racist Action (ARA) groups of
the 1980s to later form a loose coalition known as the Torch Network that also used
confrontational tactics against white supremacists.

The movement gained significant attention following the violent clashes at the 2017 “Unite the
Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Princeton professor Cornel West, who witnessed the
events, has said that anti-fascist activists played a protective role that day.

Ideologically, Antifa members are generally left-leaning, with many holding anarchist, anti-
capitalist, and anti-authoritarian views. They are not known to align with the Democratic Party.

Tactics and controversy

The tactics employed by Antifa have created a deep divide among progressives. The movement
has used a variety of methods, from non-violent activism to more confrontational approaches that
sometimes involve property damage and physical altercations.

Their digital actions can include “doxxing” (revealing personal information about opponents
online) and “no-platforming” (disrupting events to cancel speakers they consider fascist).

These militant tactics have drawn criticism even from within the left. Veteran intellectual Noam
Chomsky has argued that such actions are a “major gift to the Right,” as they can undermine leftist
political objectives. This view is supported by academic research suggesting that non-violent
movements are often more successful than those relying on violence. On the other hand, some
sympathetic figures such as Mr. Bray, argue that militant anti-fascism is a “reasonable, historically
informed response to the fascist threat.”

Despite these controversies, there is a clear distinction between Antifa and far-right extremism in
the U.S. Research by Gary LaFree at the University of Maryland found no terrorist incidents linked
to Antifa activists. This finding is corroborated by FBI data, which is why U.S. internal security
agencies have not treated Antifa as a monolithic terror threat.

Mr. Trump’s persistent push for this designation appears to be a calculated political move. It could
provide a pretext for harsher police measures at protests — which have been on the rise since the
beginning of Mr. Trump’s controversial second tenure — and create a broader chilling effect on
dissent.

The pattern of exaggerating Antifa’s threat, as exhibited by Mr. Trump, is not new. During the
Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, false narratives about Antifa activists spread rapidly through
local communities across at least 41 U.S. cities, mostly amplified by Republican politicians and
conservative media figures, despite police departments later confirming that no such threats
existed or materialised.

The decentralised nature of Antifa means the designation is practically meaningless in traditional
counter-terrorism terms, but it could serve as a justification for increased surveillance and
harassment of left-wing activists. Unlike his first term, Mr. Trump may face less internal resistance
to such a move, as loyalists are now more entrenched in key positions within his administration.

RIGHT TO STATE

When the state of Israel was declared in Palestine on May 14, 1948, the U.S. recognised it in just
11 minutes. In the years since, most UN members extended recognition to the Jewish nation, which
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became a UN member in 1949. When the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) declared a state
of Palestine in 1988, much of the Global South recognised it, but powerful western nations stayed
away with the position that recognition would come only as part of a negotiated two-state
settlement. But this week, at the UN General Assembly, the U.K., France, Canada and Australia
finally recognised Palestine, which shows their fraying ties with Israel and diminishing faith in a
coercion-free diplomatic process leading to a final settlement. For Palestinians, the western
recognition could be seen as a diplomatic respite but comes too late — Gaza has been devastated
by Israeli forces; Jewish settlements and Israeli checkpoints have mushroomed in the West Bank;
and settler violence has displaced thousands of Palestinians over the past two years. Israel’s Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu openly declares that there will never be a Palestinian state, and
Washington offers Israel unconditional support.

Recognition may not have an immediate impact on the ground. Israel’s ruling coalition is incapable
of even ending the slaughter in Gaza, let alone discuss a two-state solution. Yet, this wave of
recognition is not just a symbolic act. It shows cracks in the post-1948 pro-Israel consensus in the
West. The U.K. played a decisive role in the establishment of the state of Israel. France armed it in
its early years and helped it build nuclear weapons. These powers bear historical responsibility
to find a solution to the problem they were a party to from the beginning. And Palestinians have
an internationally recognised right to have their own independent, sovereign state. If Israel does
not stop the war in Gaza, which should be the first step, and continues with the settlements in the
West Bank, Europe should impose an arms embargo on Tel Aviv. Israel should be warned against
annexing the West Bank, which should be treated as a red line. Mr. Netanyahu and his extremist
Ministers, though internationally isolated, will not be persuaded. But they will not rule forever. A
future Israeli leader could abandon Mr. Netanyahu’s militarism. This forever war and genocidal
tag are not helping Israel’s interests either, even though it allows Mr. Netanyahu to cling on to
power. The recognition of today should serve as a stepping stone for a Palestinian state tomorrow.
That is the best chance for peace for Palestinians, Israelis and West Asia.

THERE CAN BE NO JUSTICE IF PALESTINE IS NOT FREED, SAYS ABBAS AT UNGA

Speaking over video after the United States revoked his visa, the Palestinian leader told world
leaders on Thursday that his people reject the 2023 Hamas attack on Israel and pledged that the
militant group would have no role in governing the Gaza Strip after war ends and must hand over
its weapons to his administration. Mahmoud Abbas said to his people: “The dawn of freedom will
emerge.”

Mr. Abbas told the UN General Assembly that Palestinians in Gaza “have been facing a war of
genocide, destruction, starvation and displacement” by Israel. His speech came as Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu heads to New York to give his own address in person on Friday.

In a short but resolute speech, Mr. Abbas lay out his continued vision for a Palestinian state in the
West Bank and Gaza alongside Israel. That two-state solution has gained traction after a string of
countries - including top U.S. allies — announced recognition of a Palestinian state this past week.
But it also appears further than ever from realities on the ground. Mr. Netanyahu’s government
has rejected the creation of a Palestinian state.

Israeli troops control most of the Gaza Strip. Mr. Netanyahu says Israel will maintain security
control over the territory after Hamas is defeated, and he has rejected giving Mr. Abbas’s
Palestinian Authority any role in there. Some Ministers in Mr. Netanyahu’s government have
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pushed for annexing the occupied West Bank, where Mr. Abbas’s authority currently administers
small pockets of territory.

ENABLER OF JUSTICE

Last week, the United Nations Independent Inquiry Commission on the Occupied Palestinian
Territory announced its findings that Israel has committed genocide in Gaza, making it the first
UN-affiliated body to do so. Leading the charges against Israel is Navi Pillay, the Commission’s
chairwoman and an international jurist of repute with several roles under her belt.

Navanethem ‘Navi’ Pillay was born in 1941 in apartheid-era South Africa to Indian parents of
Tamil descent. She received her BA and LLB degrees from the University of Natal. In later years,
she also earned a Master of Law and a doctorate from Harvard University. In 1967, Ms. Pillay
became the first woman to start a law practice in Natal, her home province. Her early years saw
her defending anti-apartheid activists and advocating for prisoners’ rights.

The first democratic government in South Africa was set up under Nelson Mandela post the end
of apartheid in 1994. Ms. Pillay was appointed Acting Judge of the High Court of South Africa in
1995, becoming the first non-White woman in this role. The same year, she was also elected as a
judge on the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, serving for eight years, with four of them
as president (1999-2003). During her time on the Tribunal, Ms. Pillay contributed to
jurisprudence on propaganda, free speech and crimes of sexual violence in conflict, including rape
as part of genocide. “The judicial panel over which I presided convicted three Rwandans of
genocide. So I understand the word “genocide,” and it is not one I use lightly,” Ms. Pillay wrote in
an opinion piece for The New York Times on September 16.

A 13-YEAR-OLD AFGHAN STOWAWAY, AND THE DREAM OF A BORDERLESS WORLD

Some desires are so audacious as to require either innocence or naivete. Take travel. In the world
as it is today — as it has been for some time - the scope of ambition, of the dreams people are
allowed to dream, is limited by their context. Where you are born and to whom, skin colour and
religion, the passport you carry — myriad factors act as borders, policed by social conventions,
heartless bureaucracies and political realities. In a different time, perhaps, the 13-year-old boy
who stowed away on a plane from Kabul and was found in Delhi could have been another Ibn
Batuta or Marco Polo. But even today, his chutzpah can inspire.

The 13-year-old Afghan stowaway is reportedly from Kunduz, a city of less than three lakh
denizens. He made his way to Kabul, walked into the airport and managed to board a KAM flight
to Delhi. For one-and-a half hours, he was in the wheel well of the aircraft — far from safe, with
limited oxygen — with only a “small red-coloured audio speaker”. Remarkably, he suffered no
injuries on his journey. He was discovered by airport staff in Delhi on Sunday morning, and after
some questioning, put on a flight back to Afghanistan.

The boy, barely in his teens, wanted to visit Iran. In another world, not subject to borders, red
tape, passports and visas, he may well have been able to. Or, had he been born in a country with a
“strong” passport to doting parents with means, he could have flown first class, guide and
translator in tow. As things stand, he was sent back. The lines on a map — and the mechanisms to
enforce them — however, leave no room for the human factor. The stowaway, given his sense of
adventure, will probably find a way to get to his destination eventually. Unless, of course, he
“grows up”.
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President Donald Trump’s decision to charge new applicants for the H-1B highly skilled non-
immigrant visa $100,000, nearly six times the current fee, has caused widespread consternation
that not only might the lives of tens of thousands of potential visa applicants in the tech space be
impacted, leading to “humanitarian consequences” for families, as mentioned by India’s Ministry
of External Affairs, but there will also be widespread disruption among major tech companies in
the U.S. thatrely on hiring skilled workers under this visa. While the number of visas issued in this
category has been capped at 85,000 per year since 2004, and allocations are decided through a
lottery, reports based on U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services data suggest that applications
for the upcoming fiscal year have dropped to a four-year low of nearly 3,59,000. Indian nationals
typically account for 71% of these visas, yet data also suggest that close to 60% of these visa
recipients earn less than $100,000, which, over the longer term, implies that their employers may
find it harder to justify hiring such specialised workers from abroad. The External Affairs
Ministry’s response to the White House action included a reiteration of the fact that “Skilled talent
mobility and exchanges have contributed enormously to technology development, innovation,
economic growth, competitiveness and wealth creation in the U.S. and India”, yet there is limited
scope for South Block to apply pressure, diplomatic or political, to get the policy reversed.

However, the fallout for Indian citizens can be contained if there is a proactive approach by the
Government to bolster India’s infrastructure and undertake necessary reforms to improve the
prospects for the Indian tech industry to make even greater strides than it has done so far. This
might be achieved by capitalising on opportunities to develop new capabilities in the Artificial
Intelligence space and exploring new markets across Asia, including China and Russia, and in parts
of Europe, where the transatlantic contagion of nativist protectionism has not yet found willing
takers. While the Trump order is set to expire within a year, there is no guarantee that it would
not be extended, making it all the more pertinent for policymakers in India to evolve a long-term
plan to reduce reliance of Indian tech workers on the shrinking pool of job opportunities in the
U.S. economy. As India and other countries adjust to this new reality of the hostility of the Trump
White House to welcoming future innovators, job-creators, and tax-payers to their shores, itis the
U.S. rather than other nations that will suffer a shortage of scientific and engineering prowess to
fuel economic progress.

THE OTHER WORK VISA FOR US: HOW L-1 COMPARES WITH H-1B

At a time when the President Donald Trump administration has announced a steep new $100,000
fee on fresh H-1B applications, many are asking if the lesser-known L-1 visa could be an
alternative. The L-1 has been used for decades by multinational firms to shuffle executives and
staff between overseas and US offices.

— The L-1 is a non-immigrant work visa for intracompany transfers. A worker must have been
employed abroad by a multinational’s parent, branch, subsidiary, or affiliate for at least one
continuous year in the last three years, in either an executive/managerial role (L-1A) or a
specialised knowledge role (L-1B). Only the company can petition; individuals cannot apply on
their own.
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— The main attraction is that there is no lottery or quota. Multinationals can apply year-round,
and large firms can use “blanket petitions” to speed up processing. The visa also allows dual intent
holders can pursue a green card without jeopardising their status, and spouses on L-2 visas can
work automatically in the US.

— But the restrictions are sharp. The visa is available only if the worker has already spent a year
abroad in the same company. It ties the employee to that firm’s US branch, with no portability to
another employer. And it has hard time limits: five years for L-1B and seven for L-1A. Unlike H-1B
holders, L-1 workers cannot extend simply because they are waiting for a green card.

— The H-1B is meant for “speciality occupation” professionals with a bachelor’s degree or higher,
and is capped at 85,000 new visas each year. Employers must pay the prevailing wage and prove
they are not undermining US workers:. By contrast, the L-1 has no cap and no prevailing wage
requirement, but only applies to intra-company transferees.

— The L-1 is not a blanket substitute for H-1B. It is a specialised tool, meant for multinational
transfers, with big advantages for those who qualify but hard limits for everyone else.

Do You Know:

— The H-1B visa programme allows US employers to hire immigrant workers in specialty
occupations that require “a high level of skill” and “at least a bachelor’s degree”, according to the
US Department of Labour.

— The program was started in 1990, with the intention of helping “employers who cannot
otherwise obtain needed business skills and abilities from the US workforce by authorising the
temporary employment of qualified individuals who are not otherwise authorised to work in the
United States”.

— The initial validity of the H-1B visa is up to three years. It can be extended once, for another
three years, giving a total of up to six years in most cases.

— Currently, there is an annual numerical limit (regular cap) of 65,000 new statuses/ visas under
this program each fiscal year, with an extra 20,000 visas available to those with a master’s degree
or higher from a US university.

RAJNATH’S MOROCCO VISIT MARKS NEW CHAPTER IN INDIA-AFRICA DEFENCE TIES

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh’s maiden visit to Morocco to inaugurate India’s first overseas
defence manufacturing facility has marked the beginning of a new chapter in the long-standing
friendship between India and Morocco.

On Tuesday, Mr. Singh and Morocco’s Defence Minister Abdelatif Loudyi jointly inaugurated Tata
Advanced Systems Limited’s (TASL) state-of-the-art defence manufacturing facility in Berrechid.
The plant will produce India’s indigenously developed Wheeled Armoured Platform (WhAP),
making it a significant milestone in India’s growing global defence footprint.

A senior Defence Ministry official described Morocco as a gateway to Africa and a potential market
for Indian defence equipment. “There is a strong demand in Africa for small arms, bulletproof
jackets, armoured vehicles, tanks, and helicopters. This is the right time for India to strengthen its
presence in the African defence market by also establishing Maintenance, Repair, and Overhaul
(MRO) facilities. Russia has traditionally been the major supplier to the continent, but the Ukraine
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conflict and subsequent sanctions disrupted its supply chains. Since India has long experience
with Russian defence equipment as a major importer, it has a better understanding of maintaining
these systems,” said the official.

On India’s defence outreach to African nations, Professor Harsh V. Pant, Vice-President - Studies
and Foreign Policy at Observer Research Foundation, said, “India is expanding its defence
outreach, particularly focusing on enhancing defence exports. Africa presents good opportunities
due to historical links and strategic comfort levels with India. India straddles a unique position in
global politics by not being part of either the U.S.-China or Russia-West binaries... Sanctions
against Russia may create opportunities for India in the African market due to its neutral stance.”

Officials also underlined that Mr. Singh’s Morocco visit signals a new phase in India-Africa defence
cooperation, coming just ahead of the India-Africa Forum Summit scheduled next year.

SAWALKOTE DAM: PANEL TO WEIGH GREEN NOD FOR CHENAB PROJECT

The stalled Sawalkote dam on the Chenab, a river which is part of the Indus system, in Jammu and
Kashmir, is back at the centre of India’s strategy to tap the river’s hydropower potential.

— With the Indus Waters Treaty now in abeyance, the Environment Ministry’s expert panel will
this week appraise NHPC’s 1,865 MW project, one of the largest on a western river, for grant of
environmental clearance, according to official documents.

— The upcoming Expert Appraisal Committee (EAC) meeting is particularly significant for the
project, with the panel set to decide whether to recommend clearance without cumulative impact
and carrying studies (CIA and CCS). These studies are generally seen as essential to gauge the long-
term ecological and social impacts of large hydroelectric projects, and an exemption would
effectively fast-track Sawalkote.

— On July 10, less than three months after suspension of the IWT, the Environment Ministry’s
Forest Advisory Committee (FAC) - its clearance is required in parallel with EAC appraisal if forest
land is to be diverted - granted an exemption from these studies at the request of the Ministries
of Power and Home Affairs.

— While granting the exemption, the FAC had noted that though CIA and CCS studies are a
prerequisite for considering forest clearances in a river basin, the Sawalkote project was initiated
in 1984, and hence the guidelines only have “prospective applicability”. It said that since the
guidelines on these studies were brought in 2013, they may not be retrospectively applied. The
final forest clearance, though, is subject to environmental clearance.

— With the IWT in abeyance following the April 2025 Pahalgam terror attack, the government
has pushed Sawalkote project as a strategic priority, already floating multiple tenders for its
various components.

— The project will divert 846 hectares of forest in Udhampur, Mahore, Batote and Ramban. This
will include cutting of 2,22,081 trees, with the maximum - 1,26,462 - to be felled in Ramban
district. The project’s installed capacity will be 1,406 MW in Stage-I and 450 MW in Stage-II.

— The EAC recommended environmental clearance for Sawalkote HEP in January 2017. However,
the final environmental clearance order was not issued since forest clearance had not been
granted.
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— Although it is described as a “run-of-river” scheme, Sawalkote entails construction of a 192.5-
metre-high concrete gravity dam with a reservoir capacity of 530 million cubic metres spread
over 1,159 hectares. This has been a contentious issue in the past.

— Hydrology experts and environmentalists from J&K and other parts of the country had written
to the J&K State Pollution Control Board in January 2016, stating that it was “misleading” to term
the project as “run-of-river” in its environmental impact assessment study.

— They had also pointed out that there is a “bumper-to-bumper” hydropower situation on Chenab
with three projects already in operation - the 390-MW Dulhast project at Kishtwar, the 890-MW
Baglihar at Ramban, and the 690-MW Salal project at Reasi.

Do You Know:

— The IWT was signed in Karachi on September 19, 1960, following nine years of negotiations
between India and Pakistan. The Treaty has 12 Articles and 8 Annexures (from A to H).

— According to the provisions of the Treaty, all the water of the “Eastern Rivers” of the Indus
system — Sutlej, Beas and Ravi — shall be available for the “unrestricted use” of India. Pakistan
shall receive water from the “Western Rivers” — Indus, Jhelum, and Chenab.

— The Chenab River, the largest tributary of the Indus, has a length of 1,180 km in India. It is
formed by the confluence of the Chandra and Bhaga rivers at Tandi in Keylong, Himachal Pradesh.

WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SAUDI-PAKISTAN PACT?

The story so far:

Saudi Arabia and Pakistan have signed a mutual defence pact. The agreement formalises decades
of informal military cooperation. Its timing, coming days after Israel’s bombing of Qatar and amid
doubts over U.S. security guarantees to the Gulf monarchies, signals a shifting regional order. With
Israel's war in Gaza, Iran-backed Houthis flexing their military power, and America’s
retrenchment, Saudi Arabia is hedging its bets — and Pakistan, strapped for cash but rich in
military manpower, is seizing the chance to present itself as a security provider.

What are the terms of the agreement?

The official text released in Riyadh and Islamabad declares that “any aggression against either
country shall be considered an aggression against both.” This principle of collective defence
effectively commits each side to respond to threats to the other. The two countries will establish
permanent coordination mechanisms, including a joint military committee, intelligence-sharing
arrangements, and expanded training programmes.

Pakistan has stationed military personnel in Saudi Arabia for decades. The mutual defence
agreement takes the partnership into a formal treaty framework. Saudi Arabia had reportedly
provided generous financial assistance to Pakistan’s nuclear programme. In his 2024 book War,
American journalist Bob Woodward writes about a conversation Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman had with U.S. Republican Senator Lindsey Graham, which speaks of the close
cooperation the countries have had. When MBS, as the Crown Prince is widely known, told Mr.
Graham that Saudi Arabia planned to enrich uranium, the U.S. Senator asked whether the Saudis
were planning to build a bomb with the uranium. “I don’t need uranium to make a bomb. I will just
buy one from Pakistan,” MBS told Mr. Graham. While MBS’s comments clearly show the close
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cooperation between the two countries, the agreement does not spell out whether Pakistan’s
nuclear capabilities extend to Saudi defence (though Pakistan’s Defence Minister Khawaja Asif has
said Saudi Arabia could access Pakistan’s nuclear capabilities). But the symbolism is clear: Saudi
Arabia is no longer satisfied with existing security ties and is letting Pakistan play a larger role in
the Persian Gulf.

Why was the agreement signed now?

The timing is as significant as the content. Saudi officials said talks with Pakistan had been going
on for more than a year. But its announcement — barely a week after Israel attacked Qatar —
underscores how the Gulf's security environment is changing. Qatar is home to the Al-Udeid
airbase, the largest U.S. military base in West Asia. As such a heavily defended ally came under
Israeli attack without consequence, Riyadh seems to have concluded that it cannot rely solely on
U.S. security guarantees.

This sense of vulnerability is not new. In 2019, when Iran’s allies attacked Saudi oil installations,
the U.S. looked away. The U.S. doesn’t want to get entangled in West Asia’s conflicts any more as
its strategic focus is shifting to East Asia. Moreover, Saudi’s calculus is further complicated by two
other factors — the Gaza war and the Houthis. The October 7, 2023 Hamas attack in Israel, and
Israel’s devastating response in Gaza, derailed Saudi Arabia’s plans to normalise ties with Israel
under the U.S.-brokered Abraham Accords. Since then, Israel’s war in Gaza has spilled over into
the region, deepening the insecurity of Gulf kingdoms. The Houthis in Yemen have also steadily
expanded their military capabilities. Their missile and drone strikes had disrupted Saudi oil
facilities and shipping in the Red Sea. While there is a tenuous ceasefire between Saudi Arabia and
the Houthis now, the Saudis continue to look at the Houthis as a challenge. The Saudis, the U.S. and
[srael have repeatedly bombed Houthis, but they still remain a force in Yemen, controlling almost
half of the country, including its capital Sanaa. Against this backdrop, Pakistan offers a practical
option. It is a Muslim-majority country, and has long experience in providing security services to
the kingdom. In return, Pakistan needs Saudi financial support to stabilise its battered economy.

What about West Asia’s security landscape?

The U.S.’s pre-October 7 plan was to bring Israel and the Gulf kingdoms closer. But Israel’s attacks
in Gaza, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Iran and Qatar have alarmed Arab states. Post-October 7, Riyadh
has said it would normalise ties with Israel only if Tel Aviv commits itself to the creation of a
Palestinian state based on the 1967 border. Israel, on the other hand, says there won’t be a
Palestinian state. This means that the further expansion of the Abraham Accords is in doubt. By
turning to Pakistan, Saudi Arabia is signalling to both Washington and Tel Aviv that it is
diversifying its security alliances.

The risks, however, are substantial. Pakistan could be dragged into Saudi Arabia’s regional
rivalries with Iran or into the conflict in Yemen. For Saudi Arabia, the deal could entangle it in
South Asian instability, particularly if tensions between India and Pakistan flare up again. The pact
does not resolve Riyadh’s core vulnerabilities, such as Iranian missile strikes or Houthi drones,
but it does provide a hedge at a time when America’s reliability is under doubt and Israel’s
behaviour is destabilising the region.

How does India view the pact?

For India, the Saudi-Pakistan defence pact introduces complications on multiple fronts. Over the
past decade, New Delhi has invested heavily in its relations with Riyadh, deepening energy ties,
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expanding trade, and securing cooperation on counter-terrorism. Roughly 2.6 million Indian
expatriates work in the kingdom. India has also sought to balance these ties with its growing
strategic partnership with Israel. But Indian policy in West Asia clearly has a pro-Israeli tilt. Now
that Israeli-Saudi normalisation is not happening and Israel’s unchecked militarism poses security
threats to Gulf kingdoms, Saudi Arabia seems to have overlooked India’s concerns by formalising
the defence pact with Pakistan. If India can have a pro-Israel tilt, Riyadh can have a pro-Pakistan
tilt is what the Saudis seem to be conveying.

As Arab monarchies diversify their alliances, they may be less sensitive to India’s concerns. If
Pakistan successfully positions itself as a credible security provider to the Gulf, India’s influence
in the region could come under question. At the same time, New Delhi must reckon with the
broader structural shift: U.S. dominance in West Asia is no longer assured. Regional powers are
recalibrating, and security arrangements once taken for granted are being reconfigured. India’s
interests — ensuring energy security, protecting its diaspora, and preventing extremist spillovers
— are best served by stability and balance in the Gulf.

New Delhi’s best course lies in maintaining balance — deepening economic and political ties with
Riyadh, while continuing to engage with other Gulf states, Iran, and beyond.

CAN TIMELINES BE FIXED FOR GOVERNORS?

The story so far:

The Supreme Court is currently hearing a Presidential reference made in May 2025 that has
sought the opinion of the Court on 14 questions, primarily surrounding the interpretation of
Articles 200 and 201 of the Constitution.

What is the current reference?

The current reference is a result of a Supreme Court judgment in April 2025 (The State of Tamil
Nadu versus the Governor of Tamil Nadu & Anr) that had specified timelines for Governors and
the President to act on Bills passed by State legislatures. It had held that if the Governor was to
withhold assent or reserve the Bill for consideration of the President, contrary to the advice of the
State Council of Ministers, he/she should do so within a period of three months. It further held
that if a Bill for which assent has been withheld is again passed by the State legislature, the
Governor shall assent to such Bill. It had prescribed a timeline of three months for the President
to decide on State Bills reserved for his/her consideration. The court had also held that decisions
by Governors and the President on such Bills, including delays beyond the prescribed timelines,
will be subject to judicial review.

The government has raised questions regarding the authority of the Court to prescribe timelines
when they are not specified in the Constitution.

What does the Constitution say?

Article 200 of the Constitution lays down that when a Bill, passed by a State Legislature, is
presented to the Governor for his/her assent, he/she has four alternatives: (a) may give assent to
the Bill (b) may withhold assent to the Bill, that is, reject the Bill in which case the Bill fails to
become law; (c) may return the Bill for reconsideration of the State Legislature; or (d) may reserve
the Bill for the consideration of the President.
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As held by the Supreme Court in various cases including the Shamsher Singh case (1974), the
Governor does not exercise his/her discretionary powers while withholding assent for a Bill.
He/she is required to act as per the advice of the Council of Ministers. The return of any Bill to the
State Legislature for reconsideration is also to be done based on ministerial advice. As explained
in the Constituent Assembly by T.T. Krishnamachari, this may be done if the Government feels that
the Bill needs modifications. The Governor shall assent to such a Bill if it is passed again by the
State Legislature.

As far as reserving any Bill for consideration of the President, the Governor must reserve certain
Bills like those which reduce the powers of the High Court. He/she may reserve certain Bills based
on the advice of the Council of Ministers like those that relate to a subject enumerated in the
Concurrent List, to ensure operation of its provisions despite repugnancy to a Union Law. Itis only
under rare circumstances that the Governor may exercise his/her discretion and reserve a Bill
where he/she feels that the provisions of the Bill contravene any of the provisions of the
Constitution and therefore, reserve it for the consideration of the President.

The Constitution does not lay down any time limit within which the Governor is required to make
a decision with respect to any Bill presented for his/her assent. The main part of Article 200 states
that once a Bill is presented to the Governor, he/she ‘shall’ declare that he/she assents to the Bill
or withholds assent or reserves the Bill for consideration of the President. The proviso to the
article adds that the Governor may ‘as soon as possible’ return the Bill for reconsideration of the
State legislature.

What are the recommendations?

The Sarkaria Commission (1987) had stated that only the reservation of Bills for consideration of
the President, that too under rare cases of patent unconstitutionality, can be implied as a
discretionary power of the Governor. Apart from such exceptional cases, the Governor must
discharge his functions under Article 200 as per the advice of Ministers. It further recommended
that the President (Central Government) should dispose of such Bills within a maximum period of
six months. The Punchhi Commission (2010) had recommended that the Governor should take a
decision with respect to a Bill presented for his/her assent within a period of six months.

What are the arguments?

Article 163(1) of the Constitution requires the Governor to act as per the advice of the Council of
Ministers except in so far as he/she is required by or under the Constitution to act as per his/her
discretion. Article 163(2) further provides that if any question arises on whether the matter is a
matter which the Governor is required to act as per his/her discretion, the decision of the
Governor in such cases shall be final and shall not be called into question.

The Centre has argued that the Governor enjoys discretion as per the above Article which cannot
be inquired into by the courts and consequently no timelines can be fixed. It also raised objections
to the three-month timeframe that has been stipulated for the President to decide on Bills which
have been reserved. Article 201 that deals with this matter does not stipulate any timeline. The
Centre has maintained that any issues between the elected government in a State, the Governor
and the President need to be resolved politically within the framework of the Constitution and
that the courts cannot be an adjudicator for every such impasse.

However, Opposition-ruled States have argued that the Governors in such States have been
selectively delaying assent or reserving Bills, against the advice of the Council of Ministers, for the
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consideration of the President. They have argued that such deliberate delays cannot be termed as
discretion and that it disrespects the popular mandate of the people of the State.

What should be the way forward?

All the issues stated above are in the nature of symptoms. The underlying disease that has plagued
our federal set up has been the politicisation of the gubernatorial post. Many political leaders
starting from C.N. Annadurai to Nitish Kumar have called for the abolition of the Governor’s post
in the past. However, as per our Constitutional scheme, there is a need for a nominal head of the
State executive just like the President for the Union executive.

Nevertheless, federalism is also a basic feature of our Constitution and the Governor’s office
should not undermine the powers of popularly elected governments at the States.

The Court usually exercises restraint while stipulating timelines for action by constitutional
authorities where none is provided in the Constitution. However, when there are unreasonable
delays, the Court has stipulated timelines in the past like in K. M. Singh case (2020) where it laid
down a three-month timeframe for Speakers to decide on the Tenth Schedule disqualification.

The Supreme Court has purposively interpreted the words in Article 200 in its judgment in April
2025. It has interpreted that the main part of Article 200 uses the words ‘Governor shall’ and
hence it is not a discretionary power. It relied on its own past judgments including the Nabam
Rebia case (2006), the recommendations of various commissions as well as the Office
Memorandum of the Home Ministry in 2016 to prescribe the timeline of three months for actions
by Governors and the President.

The Centre and the Governors should follow the timeline prescribed by the April 2025 judgment
to uphold democratic and federal principles. Hopefully, the opinion of the Supreme Court in the
Presidential reference would also reiterate this position.

BASIC STRUCTURE

The Supreme Court of India recently reaffirmed that secularism is a fundamental principle and
part of the basic structure of the Constitution of India. While this is a welcome restatement, it is
concerning that the Court has to periodically reiterate this foundational aspect of Indian
nationhood. The need arose from a misguided petition that sought to communalise a moment of
celebration for all Indians. The Karnataka government had invited International Booker Prize-
winning Kannada writer Banu Mushtaq, who is Muslim, to inaugurate the Mysuru Dasara festival
at the Chamundeshwari Temple — which she did on Monday. This festival, a State-sponsored
cultural event that is not purely religious, serves as an occasion for all communities to come
together and share in the joy of the festival. The petition filed in the Court alleged that Ms.
Mushtaq’s participation violated Articles 25 and 26 of the Constitution, which guarantee freedom
of religion. A Bench of Justices Vikram Nath and Sandeep Mehta rightly dismissed the petition,
clarifying that the Dasara festival is a State event, not a private religious ceremony. The Court
emphasised that the State cannot discriminate based on religion when organising public events
and questioned whether the petitioner had even read the Constitution’s Preamble, which
unambiguously promotes equality and secularism. The Karnataka High Court had previously
upheld the government’s decision, stating that a person of one faith participating in the events of
another does not violate anyone’s constitutional right.
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The constitutional right to practise and profess religion cannot be interpreted as a right to restrict
others from participating in a faith’s practices. Restricting participation in any public gathering
based on religion is indefensible in a pluralistic society. Although some places of worship still limit
access to certain groups, such practices remain a source of legal and ethical debate. Those who
perceive a threat to their religion from someone who is voluntarily and happily joining its
festivities are either cynical or cunning. In fact, over many centuries and across different
geographies, festivals and pilgrimages have united India’s diverse population, often transcending
social barriers. The acceptance of this shared, mixed cultural heritage is a common thread among
all Indian political parties, even amid their disagreements. However, a new group of political
opportunists is exploiting this harmony by creating communal rifts, turning the logic of
coexistence on its head. As the Supreme Court has demonstrated, these individuals need to be held
accountable.

SC TO EXAMINE IF FOREIGNERS TRIBUNALS DISCRIMINATE AGAINST RURAL WOMEN

The Supreme Court on Thursday decided to examine a petition contending that Foreigners
Tribunals apply an “incorrect standard of proof” by insisting that rural, unlettered, and
marginalised women in Assam who marry at a young age produce documentary evidence of their
parental information and birth to establish Indian citizen- ship.

A Bench led by Justice Surya Kant issued notice to the Union government, Assam, the Election
Commission of India (ECI, and other authorities on a petition filed by Meherunnessa, who has
challenged a Gauhati High Court judgment upholding a Foreigners Tribunal finding that she was
a foreigner who entered the State after March 25, 1971 — the cut-off date in Section 6A of the
Citizenship Act.

The petition argued that an exclusionary and discriminatory legal position would have a
disproportionate impact on marginalised, rural women and amount to “indirect discrimination”.

The 2019 High Court decision had concluded that the woman, now in her mid-fifties, “failed to
make proof of the most crucial aspect, that is, in establishing linkage to her projected parents
and/or the grandfather”.

An interpretation of the Foreigners (Tribunals) Order, 1964, which excludes oral evidence, would
drive vulnerable women like the petitioner further towards statelessness and de-nationalisation,
Meherunnessa, represented by senior advocate Kapil Sibal, and advocates Rupali Samuel and Yash
S. Vijay, submitted.

The petition said she was born in 1969 in Mazdia village of Barpeta district, Assam, making her an
Indian citizen by birth under Section 3(1)(a) of the Citizenship Act. It submitted that her family
had been living in Assam since “time immemorial”.

The names of her father and grandfather were included in the 1951 National Register of Citizens.
Her family members’ names was on the electoral rolls issued by the Election Commission.

The petition contended that the High Court erred in relying on documentary evidence to prove
linkage with her parents.
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SC RAPS GOVT. OF MP, CBI FOR INACTION IN CUSTODY DEATH CASE

The Supreme Court on Thursday castigated the Madhya Pradesh government and the Central
Bureau of Investigation (CBI) for failing to arrest two police officers allegedly responsible for the
July 2024 custodial death of 25-year-old Deva Pardhi. The court said that the failure to comply
with its May 15 directions amounted to “aggravated contempt”.

“More than four months have passed, and the direction of the court has not been complied with.
[t appears that you are protecting the officers,” a Bench of Justices B.V. Nagarathna and R.
Mahadevan told the State’s counsel.

The court was hearing a contempt plea filed by the kin of the deceased, alleging wilful
disobedience of the May 15 order that had transferred the investigation from the Madhya Pradesh
Police to the CBI. The court had directed that “the police officials found responsible” shall be
arrested forthwith and not later than a period of one month.

Appearing for the petitioner, advocate Payoshi Roy submitted that despite the court’s direction,
the State government had continued to disburse salaries to the accused officers. Justice
Nagarathna asked the State’s counsel, “This is contempt of the order of the Supreme Court by the
State government. How can the State sanction salaries for persons who were directed to be
arrested?”

‘Efforts an eyewash’

When the State’s counsel contended that, as per the order, the responsibility for making the
arrests lay solely with the CBI, Justice Mahadevan remarked, “You are part of the State
administration. When a grave crime takes place, how can you wash away your responsibility?”

Additional Solicitor General Raja Thakare, for the CBI, told the court that the two officers had been
suspended on Wednesday.“Why yesterday? You say they have been absconding since April. What
is the meaning of this? All your efforts are eyewash,” the judges remarked.

When the petitioner’s counsel informed the court that one of the accused had even moved an
anticipatory bail application before a sessions court, Justice Mahadevan asked, “You are protecting
the officer who was directed to be arrested. How can he have the audacity to file an anticipatory
bail plea against an order of the Supreme Court?” The court directed that the case be listed at the
top of the board on September 26.

PENALTY IN PROPORTION

When the Supreme Court of India upheld the validity of criminal defamation in Subramanian
Swamy (2016), reasoning that reputation is part of the right to life, it may not have anticipated
the difficulties of this position. On September 22, during criminal defamation proceedings against
the Foundation for Independent Journalism, Justice M.M. Sundresh of the Court voiced his unease
at the growing use of criminal defamation proceedings by private individuals and political actors
as an insurance against criticism and as a means of retribution. His observation echoes a broader
judicial anxiety expressed in recent proceedings against Rahul Gandhi, Shashi Tharoor and other
public figures: that the law is being misused. Criminal defamation proposes imprisonment for
speech that injures reputation, a remedy disproportionate to the harm caused. Unlike physical
harm, reputational injury can be addressed adequately by monetary damages or injunctions.

While protecting dignity may justify strong safeguards, protecting reputation seldom warrants
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criminal punishment. Since 2016, criminal defamation has become a tool of intimidation. Editors
of The Hindu faced such cases under the Jayalalithaa government, and Mr. Gandhi over remarks
about political leaders, with trial courts issuing summons that required the Court’s intervention.
The tendency of the lower judiciary to issue summons without weighing the threshold of
defamatory speech has aggravated the problem.

The law has also become an instrument of propaganda: criminal complainants have weaponised
statements taken out of context or distorted in circulation, which the law has compounded by
attaching the threat of jail time to contested interpretations. In this way, criminal defamation has
fostered opportunistic litigation. For example, Subramanian Swamy versus Sonia Gandhi and Mr.
Gandhi (2012-14) entangled rivals in a punishing process rather than seeking timely resolution,
while suits filed by Nitin Gadkari and Arun Jaitley against Arvind Kejriwal and AAP leaders kept
the Delhi government from performing its duties. For journalists in towns, criminal defamation
complaints from local politicians or business interests create the risk of arrest and onerous travel
to distant courts, fostering self-censorship. Instead, those genuinely aggrieved can approach civil
courts for damages, injunctions or retractions, which address the harm of reputational injury and
strike a balance between free expression and protecting reputation. Importantly, civil proceedings
also reduce the scope for misuse by the powerful to silence criticism. Many countries, including
the U.K,, have abolished criminal defamation because such laws are incompatible with democratic
debate. It is time for India to follow suit.

HOW ARE COURTS PROTECTING PERSONALITY RIGHTS?

The story so far:

The Delhi High Court has recently issued a series of orders protecting the personality rights of
Bollywood celebrities from unauthorised commercial use. On September 9 and 10, Justice Tejas
Karia granted relief to actors Aishwarya Rai Bachchan and Abhishek Bachchan, after they flagged
the misuse of their images and voices through Al-generated content and merchandise. A week
later, Justice Manmeet P.S. Arora extended similar protections to filmmaker Karan Johar, by
barring the unauthorised use of his persona through deepfakes, and other digital manipulation.
Actors Amitabh Bachchan, Anil Kapoor, and Jackie Shroff have already secured such protections.
These petitions signal a wider push for judicial recognition of personality rights in the digital era.

Are personality rights protected?

Personality rights safeguard an individual’s name, likeness, image, voice, signature, and other
distinctive traits from unauthorised commercial exploitation. Though not codified in a single
statute, personality rights in India are grounded in common law doctrines of privacy, defamation,
and publicity rights, and reinforced through judicial precedents. Courts may grant injunctions,
award damages, or issue takedown orders to curb misuse in advertisements, merchandise, Al-
generated content, or digital platforms.

Statutory protection is dispersed across intellectual property laws. The Copyright Act, 1957,
grants performers both exclusive rights under Section 38A and moral rights under Section 38B,
allowing them to control how their performances are reproduced and to object to any distortion
or misuse. The Trade Marks Act, 1999, permits individuals, particularly celebrities, to register
distinctive attributes of their persona, such as names, signatures, or even catchphrases, as
trademarks.
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For instance, actors such as Shah Rukh Khan, Priyanka Chopra, Ajay Devgn, and Amitabh Bachchan
have registered their names as trademarks. However, the most robust safeguard lies in the
common law tort of “passing off” under Section 27 of the Act, which protects the goodwill of an
unregistered mark and prevents misrepresentation that could deceive the public or imply false
endorsement. This protection is neither automatic nor absolute, as courts generally require clear
evidence of reputation and goodwill before granting relief.

At the heart of personality rights lies the right to autonomy and privacy rooted in Article 21 of the
Constitution. When a celebrity consents to appear in a film, advertisement, or public campaign,
they exercise control over their public identity. But when third parties print their image on
merchandise or use Al tools to generate deepfakes or chatbots without authorisation, that
autonomy is stripped away and the individual’s dignity and agency are compromised.

What have courts ruled so far?

The jurisprudence on personality rights in India traces its origins to the seminal 1994 judgment
in R. Rajagopal versus State of Tamil Nadu, where a magazine sought to publish the autobiography
of Auto Shankar, a death-row convict, recounting details of his private life and alleged links with
State officials. The government moved to restrain the publication on grounds of privacy and
defamation. The Supreme Court recognised that individuals possess a legitimate interest in
controlling the use of their identity, grounding this protection in the constitutional right to
privacy. However, it clarified that remedies for privacy violations must follow publication, through
actions such as defamation suits, rather than through prior restraint by the state. The court held
that personal details may be published without consent if they are already part of the public
record.

Two decades later, the Madras High Court crystallised the emerging doctrine in a case involving
actor Rajinikanth. The lawsuit, filed against the producers of the film Main Hoon Rajnikanth,
alleged misuse of the actor’s name, image, and distinctive style of delivering dialogues. The court
stressed that infringement does not require proof of falsity, confusion, or deception if the celebrity
is readily identifiable, and accordingly upheld the actor’s right to restrain the unauthorised
commercial exploitation of his persona.

With the advent of Al, courts have had to grapple with novel threats to identity. In 2023, the Delhi
High Court granted actor Anil Kapoor wide-ranging protection over his personality rights,
restraining 16 online entities from exploiting his name, image, voice, likeness, or his catchphrase
“jhakaas,” which he popularised in films. Justice Prathiba Singh clarified that free speech extends
to “genuine write-ups, parody, satires and criticism” but cannot be stretched to justify commercial
exploitation. She cautioned that when such use “crosses the line and results in tarnishing,
blackening or jeopardising the individual’s personality and elements associated with them, it
would be illegal.” Referring to morphed images of the actor with other actresses, she said this was
“not merely offensive” to him but also to third parties, adding that the court “can’t turn a blind eye
to such misuse,” particularly where dilution and tarnishment are actionable torts. Similarly, in
May 2024, the Delhi High Court protected the personality and publicity rights of actor Jackie
Shroff, restraining e-commerce platforms and Al chatbots from misusing his name, image, voice,
and likeness without consent. The court observed that the “unauthorised use of these
characteristics for commercial purposes not only infringes upon these rights but also dilutes the
brand equity painstakingly built by the plaintiff over the years.”
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A few months later, the Bombay High Court delivered a significant ruling in favour of singer Arijit
Singh, who alleged that Codible Ventures LLP had used Al tools to create artificial recordings of
his voice, a practice known as voice cloning. The court reiterated that the singer’s “name, voice,
image, likeness, persona and other traits” are protected under his personality rights. Expressing
concern over the risks of generative Al, Justice R.I. Chagla observed, “What shocks the conscience
of this court is the manner in which celebrities, particularly performers such as the present

Plaintiff, are vulnerable to being targeted by unauthorised generative Al content.”

To what extent can such rights curtail free expression?
Critics argue that the expansive protection of personality rights could stifle free expression.

Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution guarantees every citizen the right to freedom of speech, which
includes the creative freedom to criticise, parody, or satirise public figures. However, Indian
courts have repeatedly affirmed that this right is not absolute and must be balanced against an
individual’s dignity and autonomy.

In DM Entertainment Pvt. Ltd. versus Baby Gift House (2010), the Delhi High Court dealt with a
petition filed by a company to which singer Daler Mehndi had assigned his personality rights. The
company had alleged that gift shops were selling dolls that were “cheap imitations of, and identical
to the likeness” of Mr. Mehndi, amounting to the unauthorised commercial exploitation of his
persona. While granting an injunction, Justice S. Ravindra Bhat cautioned that caricatures,
lampooning, and parodies would not ordinarily infringe publicity rights. He warned that an
“overemphasis on a famous person’s publicity rights” could chill free speech and deprive the
public of an entire genre of expression.

This principle was reaffirmed more than a decade later in Digital Collectibles PTE Ltd. versus
Galactus Funware Technology Pvt. Ltd. (2023), which involved the unauthorised use of sports
stars’ likenesses despite exclusive licences held by the plaintiff.

The Delhi High Court refused to broaden publicity rights at the expense of free expression, noting
that material already in the public domain could not reasonably mislead the public into believing
there was an endorsement. Justice Amit Bansal clarified that the use of celebrity names or images
for “lampooning, satire, parodies, art, scholarship, music, academics, news and other similar uses”
is a legitimate exercise of Article 19(1)(a) and does not amount to infringement of publicity rights.

What are the concerns?

Jwalika Balaji, research fellow at the Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy, told The Hindu that a
comprehensive legislative framework is the need of the hour to ensure that the enforcement of
such rights is not reliant on piecemeal judicial precedents. “In the absence of a regulatory regime,
responses remain fragmented and ad hoc. More importantly, there is a fine line between artistic
creation and a breach of personality rights. Exceptions must be clearly identified and firmly
respected, especially in times when concerns over censorship loom large,” she said.

She further pointed out that personality rights are not the exclusive privilege of celebrities, since
all individuals enjoy the right to privacy. “Ordinary citizens, especially women, are increasingly
targeted through deepfakes and revenge pornography. Laws must be tailor-made to address this
disproportionate impact on women,” she said. She noted that in such cases, courts often direct the
government to block URLs impersonating an individual or misusing their images without consent.
However, she cautioned that tracking every such breach and acting on it remains a herculean task.
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FINAL EVM TALLY ONLY AFTER COUNTING OF ALL POSTAL BALLOTS: EC’S NEW RULE

Reversing its 2019 decision to de-link the counting of postal ballots and votes polled on EVMs, the
Election Commission on Thursday changed the counting process to ensure that the EVM tally is
only completed after all the postal ballots are counted.

— In case of a Parliamentary constituency, if votes are counted Assembly segment-wise at
multiple counting centres, the penultimate round of EVM/VVPAT counting need not be stopped
atall counting centres until the postal ballots are counted, it said. It would only be halted in centres
where the postal ballot counting was still underway, it said.

— Sources said the decision was taken in keeping with the demand raised by political parties.
Opposition parties have been demanding this change, expressing concern that a close election
could be called based on the number of postal ballots being rejected or held valid at the last
minute.

— During the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, the INDIA bloc had asked the EC to rescind its 2019
directive and go back to withholding the penultimate round of EVM counting until all the postal
ballots were counted.

— Until 2019, the EC had followed the process of taking up the penultimate round of counting
EVM votes only after all the postal ballots were counted. On May 18, 2019, the EC changed the
procedure, citing the increase in the number of postal ballots.

— At the time, the EC had cited the increase in postal ballots due to the introduction of the
Electronically Transmitted Postal Ballot System (ETPBS), in which the postal ballots are sent to
service voters electronically instead of by post.

— The filled ballots, however, are still returned via post. The EC had said that the mandatory
requirement of reading QR codes for the ETPBS means more time is taken for counting postal
ballots.

— On Thursday, the EC said it was changing the process to “ensure uniformity and utmost clarity”.

Do You Know:

— In a gazette notification last year, the Union Law Ministry amended the Conduct of Elections
Rules-1961 to change the definition of senior citizens who are eligible to choose the postal ballot
facility from those “above 80 years” to those “above 85 years”. This, the notification said, was
“after consulting the Election Commission of India”.

— A restricted set of voters can exercise postal voting. Through this facility, a voter can cast her
vote remotely by recording her preference on the ballot paper and sending it back to the election
officer before counting.

— Members of the armed forces like the Army, Navy and Air Force, members of the armed police
force of a state (serving outside the state), government employees posted outside India and their
spouses are entitled to vote only by post. In other words, they can’t vote in person. Voters under
preventive detention can also vote only by post.
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— Special voters such as the President of India, Vice President, Governors, Union Cabinet
ministers, Speaker of the House and government officers on poll duty have the option to vote by
post. But they have to apply through a prescribed form to avail this facility.

— The rules enable postal ballot voting for a “notified class of electors”, which includes essential
services workers, persons with disabilities, Covid-19-infected or suspected cases and senior
citizens.

EC BRINGS IN E-SIGN FEATURE TO CHECK MISUSE OF IDENTITY FOR SEEKING VOTER LIST
DELETIONS

The Election Commission has rolled out a new ‘e-sign’ feature on its ECINet portal and app, which
requires those seeking to register as voters, or applying for deletion and corrections, to verify
their identity using their Aadhaar-linked phone numbers.

— The EC move comes less than a week after Leader of the Opposition Rahul Gandhi alleged the
misuse of online voter deletion forms in Karnataka’s Aland constituency, ahead of the 2023 state
Assembly polls, as part of his press conference on “electoral fraud”.

— Earlier, applicants could submit forms on the EC apps and portal after connecting a phone
number with an existing Electors Photo Identity Card (EPIC) number, with no verification done of
whether the details indeed belonged to them.

— The e-sign feature, not present till Monday, could be seen on the EC’s ECINet portal on Tuesday
while submitting forms. An applicant filling Form 6 (for registration of new electors), or Form 7
(for objecting to proposed inclusion/deletion of a name in existing rolls), or Form 8 (for correction
of entries), on the ECINet portal now has to clear the e-sign requirement.

— This means the portal warns the applicant to ensure that their name on the voter card that they
are using for their application is the same as the one on their Aadhaar, and that the mobile number
they are using is also linked to Aadhaar.

— After an applicant has filled the form, they are taken to an external e-sign portal hosted by the
Centre for Development of Advanced Computing (CDAC), which operates under the Union
Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology.

— On the CDAC portal, the applicant is required to enter their Aadhaar number and then generate
an “Aadhaar OTP”, where the OTP is sent on the phone number linked with that Aadhaar number.

— The applicant has to then consent to the Aadhaar-based authentication and complete the
verification. Only after thatis completed is the applicant re-directed to the ECINet portal to submit
the form.

— With the e-sign feature being rolled out, sources say the possibility of what happened in Aland
is greatly reduced.

— The ECINet, launched earlier this year, is one portal and app that combines around 40 earlier
apps and portals of the EC meant for voters and officials, including ERONet. The EC had launched
ERONet in 2018 as a centralised portal for Electoral Registration Officers (EROs).

— Through ECINet, electors can submit forms and election officials can process them. In each case,
the Booth Level Officer and ERO concerned are supposed to conduct an inquiry.
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Do You Know:

— Electoral registration officers (EROs) of Parliamentary constituencies are empowered by
Section 22 of the Representation of the People (RP) Act, 1950, to make corrections and deletions
to the electoral roll either on their own or acting on applications made to them.

— In each case, they must conduct an inquiry, give the elector concerned time to respond and then
pass an order.

— The ERO can delete an entry from the electoral roll in case the person has died, or is no longer
ordinarily resident in that constituency, or has been found ineligible — meaning, they are not a
citizen or are under the age of 18 years.

— Under the Registration of Electors Rules, 1960, the forms for new applications, corrections and
deletions from electoral rolls have been prescribed.

— Form 7 is the one for making “objection for proposed inclusion/deletion of name in existing
roll”. Electors can file a Form 7 if they want to delete their own name or if they want to object to
any other elector in their constituency.

WHY INDIA’S URBAN DEFINITION IS FAILING ITS GROWING TOWNS

The story so far:

Registrar General of India (RGI) and Census Commissioner Mrityunjay Kumar Narayan in a letter
dated August 14 to the States’ Directorates of Census Operations (DCO) said, “It is proposed to
retain the same definition for urban areas for Census 2027 as this will ensure comparability with
the previous Census and provide the basis for analysis of urbanisation trends in the country.”

In the 2011 Census, an urban unit was defined as either a statutory town or a census town.
Statutory towns are areas that are formally notified as urban by the State government.They have
urban local bodies like municipal corporations, municipal councils and nagar panchayats. All
other places that satisfied the following criteria — a minimum population of 5,000, at least 75%
of the male main working population engaged in non-agricultural activities, and a population
density of at least 400 persons per sq. km — are classified as census towns. The census towns
remain administratively rural, but they function like urban areas.

What are the limitations?

In India, urban local bodies are more autonomous and have more freedom and control over their
finances, while Panchayati Raj institutions are limited to implementing centrally designed welfare
schemes. Hence, urban status, if granted to a settlement, would imply development of the area.

The current definition of urban and rural areas is a binary that ignores the complex and evolving
nature of the settlements in India. It fails to take into account the settlements that fall in the
spectrum between rural and urban. Rapid urbanisation is transforming many villages into towns
both in function and form, yet these areas often lack formal recognition and remain under rural
governance.

As a result, settlements such as census towns and peri-urban regions — despite having dense
populations, non-agricultural livelihoods, and urban lifestyles — remain excluded from urban
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governance structures and infrastructure provision, leading to gaps in planning, services, and
resource allocation.

Census data from 2001 and 2011 show that 251 census towns identified in 2001 remained under
rural governance by 2011, despite meeting urban criteria.

West Bengal illustrates this gap. Data from the 2001 and 2011 Censuses show that a significant
number of settlements classified as census towns in 2001 continued to be governed by rural local
bodies even a decade later. West Bengal experienced the highest increase in the number of census
towns, with 526 new census towns identified in 2011. However, 251 settlements that had already
been classified as census towns in 2001 saw no change in governance status by 2011. This delay
highlights how many urbanised settlements are not ‘municipalised’ — that is, not being converted
into statutory towns with elected urban local bodies — leaving infrastructure and planning
inadequate.

What are the implications?

As India prepares for its next Census, it is crucial to revisit and revise the definition of what
qualifies as “urban.” A 2019 research paper published in the journal Population and Environment,
stresses the importance of population size and density in defining what is ‘urban. ’ The study
shows that relying solely on a narrow framework — such as a population size above 5,000 and
the percentage of non-agricultural workers — can result in a substantial undercount of urban
populations. Depending on the density threshold used, India’s urban population in 2011 could be
35-57%, higher than the official 31%.

Many settlements that appear rural on paper actually form part of larger, informal urban clusters
that lack any recognition under current Census methods, simply because they fall outside
municipal limits or are divided across administrative units.

The 75% male workforce rule is outdated; small towns may not meet this threshold, yet show
clear urban traits. Industries, service jobs, and gig economy work are spreading into villages and
semi-urban areas, blurring rural-urban distinctions.

The rule also fails to take into account those who engage in both agricultural and non-agricultural
work, often seasonally or concurrently. Many people in semi-rural and transitional areas
commute daily or seasonally to nearby towns or cities for work, while still maintaining ties to
agriculture, either through land ownership or seasonal farming. The expansion of app-based and
gig economy jobs into smaller towns and semi-urban or rural areas highlights how urban-type
employment is no longer confined to traditionally urban centres. The ‘male workforce’ criterion
is also problematic, as it ignores the women'’s informal or unpaid work.

Hence, retaining the outdated definition of ‘urban’ in the 2027 Census risks misclassifying
millions, undercounting urbanised areas, and excluding rapidly growing settlements from
appropriate governance and services. A rigid, binary framework no longer reflects India’s evolving
settlement patterns.

THE AGE OF INDIA’S LEADERS HAS STEADILY RISEN

When Jagdeep Dhankhar stepped down as Vice-President, citing age-related health issues,
discussions on ageing in politics sharpened in India. The suggestion of Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) chief Mohan Bhagwat two months ago that leaders should step aside at the age of 75
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had also triggered a debate. Narendra Modi continues as Prime Minister despite crossing the age
of 75 and so do several other leaders, underscoring the lack of a clear retirement norm. The BJP’s
unofficial age limit of 75 years — symbolised by the creation of the Margadarshak Mandal, often
seen as a euphemism for the party’s retirement cell — has kept the spotlight on the question of
when politicians should call it a day.

At the State level too, Chief Minister Nitish Kumar’s age and health have emerged as key talking
points ahead of the Bihar elections. Several instances of incoherence at public events have raised
doubts about his ability to take crucial policy decisions and effectively discharge his duties. This
is in sharp contrast to the image of ‘sushasan babu (boss of good governance)’ that he cultivated
during his early years.

In fact, gerontocracy — commonly defined as rule by a group of old men or a council of elders —
has become an important theme in the global discourse on democracy. In the 2024 U.S.
presidential elections, age dominated the campaign conversation: Joseph Biden, the oldest
President in American history, left office at 82, while his successor Donald ]. Trump took office at
78 years and 220 days, setting a record as the oldest to be inaugurated. That year, celebrated
worldwide as the ‘year of democracy’ for its many pivotal elections, saw the rise of several
geriatric leaders to power, including Brazil’s President Lula da Silva, 79; Israel’s Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, 75; and Narendra Modi, 74.

The persistence of gerontocracy is evident even among unelected leaders and dictators. From
long-ruling strongmen in parts of Africa to supreme leaders in oil-rich Asian republics, many
continue to hold on to office well into old age. Authoritarian leaders such as Turkey’s Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, 72, and Russia’s Vladimir Putin, also 72, have extended their grip on power for decades,
underscoring how age is rarely a barrier to political dominance outside democratic systems.

This trend of elderly leaders dominating politics, whether through democratic elections or
authoritarian rule, is hardly new. Gerontocracy was a defining feature of governance in the Greek
city-states and the Roman Senate, where advancing age was closely associated with wisdom and
experience, creating a form of traditional authority that legitimised the rule of the old.

An analysis of the ages of India’s Prime Ministers shows a steady upward trend. At independence
in 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru became the first Prime Minister at 58, serving with a median age of 66
during his tenure. By 2014, Narendra Modi entered office at 63, and the median age of Prime
Ministers had climbed to 76. The range has been wide: Rajiv Gandhi was the youngest to assume
office at 40, while Morarji Desai was the oldest, taking charge at 81. Tellingly, Nehru demitted
office at 74 in 1966, whereas Manmohan Singh, the last Prime Minister before Modi, stepped down
in 2014 at 81. Across India’s history, the median age of Prime Ministers has hovered around 67.

In comparison, the median age of Chief Ministers increased only modestly, from 57 in the 1950s
to 59.5 in the 2020s, with the peak decade being 2010-2020 when it touched 62.25. A breakdown
by party — regional versus national, and within national parties between the Congress and the
BJP — shows negligible variation, with the average age of Chief Ministers across the board
hovering around 58 years. The presence of younger leaders such as Nayab Singh Saini, Mohan
Yadav, and Yogi Adityanath might suggest that the BJP promotes younger talent, especially when
contrasted with the Congress’s image as India’s ‘Grand Old Party’. However, our analysis shows
minimal difference in average age between the two.
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In general, the younger appointments across parties are balanced out by veterans such as the late
Prakash Singh Badal in Punjab, the late V.S. Achuthanandan in Kerala, and the late M. Karunanidhi
in Tamil Nadu, all of whom served well into their late 80s and 90s.

The age profile of the Lok Sabha has shifted markedly over the decades (Chart 1), with the 18th
Lok Sabha, which began its term last year, being the “oldest” yet. The average age of
parliamentarians rose from 46.5 years in 1952 to 56 years by 2014. Meanwhile, the share of
younger members (25-40 years) declined sharply from about 25-30% in the early years to under
10%. In contrast, the share of members aged 56-70 grew from less than 25% to nearly 40% by
2019. The data makes clear that India’s Parliament is ageing, with fewer young politicians making
itinto the House over time.

[f we were to pick out a random Indian, there is a 50% probability that they are less than 30 years
old. However, this probability is 0.007% if we were to do the same for a member of the Lok Sabha.
Chart 2 shows the number of MPs in Lok Sabha under the age of 35, over the years. Chart 3 shows
the age-profile of MPs in the Lok Sabha over the years.

THE TWO LADAKH OUTFITS SPEARHEADING STATEHOOD DEMAND

When Jammu and Kashmir’s special status was abrogated and the state split into two Union
Territories (UTs) — Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh, comprising twin districts of Leh and Kargil
— many in Leh celebrated it as a fulfilment of their long-standing demand.

For many decades, people in Leh had demanded their separation from J&K and UT status for
Ladakh, accusing the political leadership of Kashmir of political and financial discrimination. They
wanted the concentration of power with the people of Ladakh rather than Srinagar or Jammu.

There are two key bodies behind the articulation of the demands for statehood and autonomy.
They are the Apex Body, Leh, and the Kargil Democratic Alliance (KDA). Wangchuk is a member
of the Apex Body.

The political interests of the Buddhist-majority Leh and the Muslim-majority Kargil have often not
aligned with each other. While Leh always harboured mistrust about the political leadership in
the Valley, Kargil begrudged Leh’s hold on regional power, accusing it of political and
developmental discrimination.

However, with the ramifications of abrogation of Article 370 soon becoming apparent to the
people of Leh and Kargil — demographic changes, loss of land and jobs, etc — the Apex Body and
the KDA have united in the face of “common existential issues”.

Apex body is an alliance of various religious, social and political organisations of Leh. It includes
the Ladakh Buddhist Association (LBA) that spearheaded the struggle for UT status for many
decades. The other constituents of the Apex Body include the Anjuman-e-Moin-ul-Islam and the
Christian Association.

The people of Kargil formed the KDA in 2020 to lead the struggle for the region’s rights and
empowerment. It is an amalgamation of religious and social organisations in Kargil district,
including the influential Jamiat-e-Ulama Isna Asharia and the Imam Khomeini Memorial Trust.

Together, the Apex Body, Leh and the KDA have formed a joint core committee, sending three
members each to the panel.
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This core group of six is part of the High-Powered Committee that the government had set up to
look into the demands of the people of Ladakh. Led by Union MoS for Home Nityanand Rai, apart
from the representatives of Ladakh, it also has the Ladakh Chief Secretary and the Intelligence
Bureau Director.

The core committee, which flew to Delhi for talks on Thursday, has put forth four major demands:
statehood for Ladakh, protection under the Sixth Schedule (that provides for administration of
tribal areas through autonomous hill councils, among other guarantees), a separate Public Service
Commission, and a parliamentary seat each for Kargil and Leh. At present, Ladakh has a single
parliamentary seat.

Do You Know:

Ladakh is an eco-sensitive region with an area of 59,146 sq km, almost four times the size of the
Kashmir Valley. The region, however, has a sparse population and comprises almost entirely of
tribal communities.

As per the 2011 Census, Ladakh’s total population is 2,74,289. The people here fear demographic
change and a big industrial push and have been demanding certain legal safeguards for land and
jobs.

Ladakh became part of Jammu and Kashmir through a complex historical process. As the Sikhs
acquired Kashmir in 1819, Emperor Ranjit Singh turned his ambition towards Ladakh. Until then,
it was an independent Himalayan kingdom, similar to Bhutan and Sikkim.

[t was made a part of Jammu and Kashmir in 1834 when Gulab Singh, the Dogra feudatory of the
Sikh kingdom in Jammu and Kashmir, conquered the territory and made it a part of the Sikh
empire.

After the first Anglo-Sikh war of 1845-46, the state of Jammu and Kashmir, including Ladakh, was
taken out of the Sikh empire and brought under British rule.

Later, after the Chinese occupation of Tibet, Ladakh was expected to function as a buffer zone
between India and China.

Given that over 90% of Ladakh’s population belongs to the Scheduled Tribes, there has been a
consistent demand to include the region under the Sixth Schedule.

The Sixth Schedule under Article 244 of the Indian Constitution provides for the formation of
autonomous administrative regions called Autonomous District Councils (ADCs), which govern
tribal-majority areas in certain northeastern states.

ADCs have up to 30 members with a term of five years and can make laws, rules and regulations
on land, forest, water, agriculture, village councils, health, sanitation, village- and town-level
policing, etc. Currently, there are 10 ADCs in the North East, with three each in Assam, Meghalaya
and Mizoram, and one in Tripura.

DAY AFTER LADAKH VIOLENCE, GOVT CANCELS FCRA LICENCE OF WANGCHUK’S NGO

The Union Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) on Thursday cancelled the FCRA license of climate
activist Sonam Wangchuk’s NGO, a day after four people were killed in police firing in Leh during
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aviolent statehood protest which the government said was “incited” by Wangchuk’s “provocative
statements”.

— The CBI had initiated a preliminary inquiry into alleged violations of the Foreign Contribution
(Regulation) Act by Wangchuk’s NGO, Students Educational and Cultural Movement of Ladakh,
two months back.

— Wangchuk had been on a hunger strike seeking statehood for Ladakh for more than a month.
He called off his fast Wednesday after the violence broke out.

— The order said that the organisation was served a show cause notice on August 20, followed by
a letter dated September 10, asking why its FCRA registration certificate should not be cancelled.

— In its order Thursday, the MHA said Wangchuk deposited Rs 3.5 lakh in the FCRA account of
the Students Educational and Cultural Movement of Ladakh in violation of Section 17 of the Act
during the financial year 2021-22.

— Inits reply to this alleged violation, the organisation stated that ithad deposited Rs 3,35,000 in
the FCRA account as it was the sale proceeds of an old bus that had been procured from FCRA
funds.

Do You Know:

— The FCRA was enacted during the Emergency in 1976 amid apprehensions that foreign powers
were interfering in India’s affairs by pumping money into the country through independent
organisations. These concerns were actually even older, having been expressed in Parliament as
early as in 1969.

— The law sought to regulate foreign donations to individuals and associations so that they
functioned “in a manner consistent with the values of a sovereign democratic republic.”

— An amended FCRA was enacted under the UPA government in 2010 to “consolidate the law” on
utilisation of foreign funds, and “to prohibit” their use for “any activities detrimental to national
interest.”

— The law was amended again by the Narendra Modi government in 2020, giving the government
tighter control and scrutiny over the receipt and utilisation of foreign funds by NGOs.

— Broadly, the FCRA requires every person or NGO seeking to receive foreign donations to be (i)
registered under the Act, (ii) to open a bank account for the receipt of the foreign funds in State
Bank of India, Delhi, and (iii) to utilise those funds only for the purpose for which they have been
received and as stipulated in the Act.

— They are also required to file annual returns, and they must not transfer the funds to another
NGO.

— The Act prohibits the receipt of foreign funds by candidates for elections, journalists or
newspaper and media broadcast companies, judges and government servants, members of
legislature and political parties or their office-bearers, and organisations of a political nature.

— Registration can be cancelled if an inquiry finds a false statement in the application; if the NGO
is found to have violated any of the terms and conditions of the certificate or renewal; if it has not
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been engaged in any reasonable activity in its chosen field for the benefit of society for two
consecutive years; or if it has become defunct.

— It can also be cancelled if “in the opinion of the Central Government, it is necessary in the public
interest to cancel the certificate,” the FCRA says.

UP GOVERNMENT ORDER ON ‘CASTE-BASED SIGNS’: DON’T SILENCE THE MARGINALISED

Through much of the freedom struggle and in the decades since Independence, India’s politics and
democracy have contended with caste — as an axis of historical and ongoing discrimination, an
arena for affirmative action, and one of the primary modes of political and social mobilisation.
While navigating these complexities is an ongoing task, the Uttar Pradesh government’s decision
to prohibit “public display of caste-based signs” during political rallies, citing that it might
promote conflict, turns the clock back and undermines the gains made through an evolving
politics. The government’s directive issued to state officials is welcome insofar as it asks the police
not to reveal the caste of an accused — this is inherently discriminatory and could impact
investigations. However, the decision not to allow caste markers across public spaces, including
vehicles and rallies, presumes a non-discriminatory society. The directive appears blind to the
ground realities, especially the various ways in which caste operates today. Assertion of caste by
upper-caste individuals or groups might, intentionally or otherwise, intimidate marginalised
castes. For the latter, in contrast, public displays of identity — especially in political contexts —
are a way to counter historical injustices. The UP government’s decision blurs this line and
undermines the long struggle for visibility and equality. It also flies in the face of the Centre’s
decision to enumerate caste in the upcoming Census for the “holistic interests and values of the
nation and society”.

The UP government’s directive followed the Allahabad High Court’s September 16 order, which
asked the Home Department and the DGP to frame and implement standard operating procedures
to prohibit the disclosure of caste in any police documents except for the cases filed under the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989. Criticising the
practice of putting up caste identifiers on cars, homes and slamming the social media reels that
“often romanticise caste aggression and dominance, rural masculinity, and regressive honour
codes”, the court observed: “The socio-psychological, cultural, and legal dimensions of such
behaviour reveal how the assertion of caste in public domains undermines constitutional morality
and reflects an identity crisis rooted in historical superiority and modern insecurity.” The HC
order echoes the essence of SC/ST (PoA) Act, which considers intentional insult or intimidation
“with intent to humiliate” a member of the SC or ST communities in any place within public view,
an offence. In contrast, the government directive is a blunt instrument, ill-suited to the
complexities of caste discrimination and assertion.

The directive goes against the spirit of the rights to equality (Articles 14-18), and freedom of
expression and speech, and assembly in Articles 19(1)(a) and (b). Historical injustice and lack of
representation are recognised by the Constitution, just as free speech is protected by it. Caste
mobilisation is a phenomenon across the political spectrum. From the Brahmin Mahapanchayat
in Rajasthan to the BJP’s allies in UP — NISHAD party, Suheldev Bhartiya Samaj Party or Apna Dal
— caste-based mobilisations are not uncommon. The path to the “annihilation of caste”, as B R
Ambedkar saw it, was not by ignoring its realities. In fact, he suggested the opposite: Recognition
of caste discrimination and targeted affirmative action. The UP government should limit the
directive’s ambit — it should go by the HC order.
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DELHI’S INSTITUTE FOR THE BLIND FACES CLOSURE: PROGRESSIVE LAWS, POOR
IMPLEMENTATION

The imminent closure of Delhi’s Institute for the Blind, one of the country’s oldest blind schools,
founded in Lahore in 1939 and relocated to Delhi after Partition, tells a larger story of institutional
neglect and bureaucratic abdication. For over seven decades, the school has provided education,
accommodation, and community to visually impaired children from economically precarious
families from states such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Uttarakhand. Now, the institution, with its
115 students, faces the threat of closure in the absence of a government-issued certificate of
recognition, denied due to missing land documents dating back to Partition. While the Directorate
of Education has claimed the school failed to act on official notices, the administration alleges a
lack of meaningful engagement from authorities, including the National Human Rights
Commission (NHRC), which had previously raised alarms over infrastructural deficiencies and
safety lapses, including POCSO-related incidents.

What is unfolding in Delhi is not an isolated failure, but a broader pattern of indifference towards
the rights and needs of persons with disabilities. The NFHS-5 pegs the percentage of people with
some form of disability, including partial or complete blindness, at 4.5 per cent for the period
between 2019 and 2021. Despite a slew of progressive legislation and fund allocation — the
2025 Union Budget allocated Rs 1,275 crore for disability welfare — implementation on the
ground remains uneven and performative. The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act,
2016 promises inclusion, accessibility, and equal opportunity. In practice, however, resources
remain erratically distributed — data show that in 2023-24, 93 per cent of the budget allocation
remained unused — and countless schools for the visually impaired operate without formal
recognition. The Scheme for Implementation of the PwD Act (SIPDA), which funds accessibility
projects, has seen its allocation progressively slashed, despite a 2024 Supreme Court judgment
mandating improved access in public spaces.

These shortcomings converge in the local and immediate crisis faced by institutions such as the
Institute for the Blind. The Delhi institution’s crisis demands urgent attention — the closure order
should be stayed, provisional recognition granted, and land issues resolved without upending the
students’ lives. But the response must extend beyond reactive fixes. Disability should be treated
as a core governance priority, requiring sustained investment, transparent oversight, enforceable
obligations, and institutional accountability. Schools for the visually impaired — including this
institution — should be periodically audited for legal compliance, infrastructure, and safety.
Inclusion is a constitutional guarantee. Allowing systemic inertia to undermine that promise
amounts to an abandonment of some of the state’s most vulnerable citizens.

IRREGULARITIES AT NATIONAL SKILL DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION MUST BE ADDRESSED
URGENTLY

The problems of the National Skill Development Corporation have festered for too long. Only a
few months after the NSDC’s board fired its then CEO, Ved Mani Tewari, the Ministry of Skill
Development and Entrepreneurship has now filed a complaint with the Delhi Police against
officials alleging “misappropriation at NSDC” as per a report in this paper. Skilling is perhaps the
biggest challenge facing the country — the ability to harness the demographic dividend rests on a
skilled labour force. The sorry state of affairs in an agency deemed one of the “principal architects”
of the country’s skill ecosystem is, therefore, a cause for concern.
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The NSDC'’s support to the skilling ecosystem was operationalised through various instruments
such as funding, designing skill-based programmes and partnerships with industry. Reports in
this paper, however, paint a less-than-flattering picture of the its operations. Several FIRs have
been filed against its training partners across the country. Investigations have shown the
“blacklisted” training partners were “allegedly tampering with attendance records to include
students who were missing from training centres”. This is not the first time that the NSDC has
been mired in controversy. In 2015, a CAG report had noted that “there were serious issues in the
governance and accountability mechanisms at NSDF (National Skill Development Fund) and NSDC
and the implementation of the identified roles by these bodies”. Over the years, concerns have also
been raised over the quality of the training imparted and employment prospects. The corporation
has an ambitious goal — to skill or up-skill 150 million people. Its recent track record does not
inspire confidence.

The Centre has taken several steps to skill the country’s labour force. It has, for instance, launched
initiatives such as the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), and allocated a
considerable amount of funds to this area. Under the various avatars of this scheme, Rs 10,570
crore were released till March 2024. The total number of people certified under PMKVY and STAR
(Standard Training Assessment and Reward Scheme) stood at 1.13 crore, while the total reported
placement was 24.4 lakh. The government’s increasing involvement indicates that it recognises
the criticality of the skill mission in achieving the goal of developed country status by 2047. It now
needs to undertake a detailed examination of the skilling ecosystem and of the players therein.
The problems need to be resolved urgently.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU FACE ‘DIGITAL ARREST’

Last week, a 78-year-old former banker in South Delhi was conned of Rs 23 crore in a ‘digital
arrest’ case.

— According to police, scamsters in these cases often prey on unsuspecting individuals with
convincing tactics, such as fake job offers, alarming claims about courier packages, mobile
numbers being used for terror funding/illegal activities or threats of digital arrest.
— Police officials in the cyber unit said the Department of Telecom has an application called,
‘Sanchar Saathi’, which is available for i0S and Android users.

— A senior cyber official said, “On the app, you can enter your credentials and cross check if your
Aadhaar card or your name is being used by any other number. If you find it is so, it can be
reported.”

— “When we realise the call could be a scam, most of us disconnect it. Instead, one should report
the mobile number on this application to bring it under scrutiny.”
— Officials said if three people report the number, then it is automatically blocked. If 10 people
report the number, then the IMEI in use is blocked.

— Police officers also requested victims who fall prey to cyber frauds to report the matter
immediately on the 1930 cyber crime portal. “The faster the matter is reported, the better it is,” a
senior police officer said.

— In March this year, the Indian Cyber Crime Coordination Centre (14C) issued an advisory on
‘digital arrests’.
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— It detailed the methods used to dupe people, including impersonating officers through IVR
calling, intimidation tactics, digital confinement or victims being forced to stay on video calls, often
over Skype and WhatsApp, till demands are met and demands for money to conceal proof of ‘illegal
activity’.

Do You Know:

— A “Digital Arrest” scam involves fraudsters impersonating law enforcement via video calls,
threatening fake arrests to extort money.

— In the majority of cases, online frauds and criminals typically call potential victims and tell them
that they have sent or are the intended recipients of a parcel containing illegal goods, drugs, fake
passports or any other contraband item. In some cases, the criminals contact relatives or friends
of the target and tell them that the target has been found to be involved in a crime or an accident,
and is in their custody.

— The criminals, who often use pictures or identities of police personnel to convey authenticity,
usually demand money from the target for a ‘compromise’ and closure of the case. In certain cases,
the victims are “digitally arrested”, and forced to stay visible over Skype or other video
conferencing platforms to the criminals until their demands are met.

— Cybercriminals are also known to use studios that look like police stations or government
offices and to wear uniforms similar to those of law enforcement agencies.

— The 14(C, established in 2018, is a department under the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) tasked
with establishing a national-level coordination centre to address cybercrime-related issues.

— In September 2024, four 14C platforms were inaugurated — the Cyber Fraud Mitigation Centre
(CFMC(), the ‘Samanvaya’ platform, a Cyber Commandos programme and a Suspect Registry.

URANIUM UNREST

The Centre’s decision to mine uranium at any cost from Meghalaya, after deliberations with local
leaders proved futile, is a troubling benchmark in India’s history of resource extraction. Khasi
groups have opposed the exploration and extraction of large deposits in Domiasiat and Wahkaji
since the 1980s. Recently, the Union Environment Ministry issued an office memorandum (OM)
exempting the extraction of atomic, critical, and strategic minerals from public consultation. Local
groups have already condemned the OM-based route; one associated with the ruling party has
called on the Khasi Hills Autonomous District Council to use its Sixth Schedule powers to protect
tribal rights. OMs are executive instruments that erode procedural safeguards and are issued
without independent scrutiny. In this case, the OM reduces stewarding communities to bystanders
in decisions with profound consequences for them. This is not the first time that the government
has moved with force on the matter of uranium. The Uranium Corporation of India Limited has
conducted operations in Jharkhand’s Singhbhum district for decades. While hearings for
expansion or new mines were met with protests over radiation exposure and loss of livelihoods,
villagers have also alleged that the Corporation issued notices in unfamiliar languages and
disregarded objections. For tribal communities, the experience has reinforced the perception that
their land remains a ‘resource frontier’ for the ‘Rest of India’.

In its conversations with the local leaders, the state should have respected their refusal, but has
instead signalled that ‘no’ is no longer an acceptable answer. Uranium mining is highly polluting
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and can irreversibly alter the landscape. This is why free, prior, and informed consent, as under
global norms, is essential. If such consent is unavailable, it behoves the same state that instituted
the democratic protections to stop treating uranium as the only route to national security or
development and to weigh other deposits, substitutes or even power-generating strategies. Now,
the communities might consider challenging the OM’s validity in courts, banking on precedents
such as Niyamgiri (2013), and invoking protections under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules. Second,
the Ministry must withdraw its OM: by exempting the mining of several minerals from public
consultation, it sets a precedent that can reshape mining governance across India. Finally, if local
protests intensify, the Centre should once more respond with dialogue: coercion, while achieving
its goal in the short-term, will only breed resentment later. It is obligated not only to maintain
order but also to ensure that constitutional protections are realised in practice.

EYEING Al DATA CENTRE BOOM, INDIA OPEN TO ENCOURAGING SMR-LED NUCLEAR PUSH

The Centre is open to exploring the use of nuclear energy to power the data centre boom in India,
a trend which is already playing out in countries such as the US, since such centres grow
exponentially owing to the rise of artificial intelligence (AI).

— As part of framing a national policy on data centres, the IT Ministry is understood to have told
the industry that it would encourage them to deploy small modular reactors (SMRs) for long-term,
reliable and carbon free power supply, as part of their overall energy mix, The Indian Express has
learnt.

— Data centres have a massive energy demand. As per the International Energy Agency (IEA),
data centre power usage could double by 2026, making the challenge for companies to become
net zero or carbon negative by 2030 increasingly unattainable. This has forced companies such as
Google and Microsoft — with big stakes in the Al game — to sign deals with nuclear power plants
to purchase energy for their data centres.

— Power consumption and related infrastructure costs are a key part of a data centres’ capital
and operational expenditure. India’s data centre market is currently estimated to be worth $10
billion, with around $1.2 billion revenue generated in FY24, according to a recent report by
Anarock. As per real estate firm JLL, India is expected to add 795 MW of new capacity by 2027,
taking the total capacity to 1.8 GW.

— The consideration comes at a time when there’s renewed debate within sections of the
government if data centres are an area where India should offer policy incentives, especially given
how energy-intensive this sector is and the high capital-low employment intensiveness of this
industry.

— While renewables have been the first choice for companies, there are hurdles that green power
poses. Nuclear offers a solution, especially since the grid needs new electricity sources to support
Al applications and nuclear solutions offer a clean, round-the-clock power source that can tide
over the limitations of renewables — not generating power when the sun’s not shining or the wind
is not blowing, and absence of adequate storage options to bridge the shortfalls.
— SMRs — small reactors with a capacity of 30MWe to 300 MWe per unit — are increasingly seen
as important for nuclear energy to remain a commercially competitive option in the future,
especially in the wake of surging power demand from technology companies given the massive
incremental electricity requirement coming in from Al machine learning applications and data
centres.
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— As of now, two SMR projects have reached the operational stage globally. One is an SMR named
Akademik Lomonosov floating power unit in Russia that has two-modules of 35 MWe (megawatt
electric), which started commercial operations in May 2020. The other is a demonstration SMR
project called HTR-PM in China that was grid-connected in December 2021 and is reported to have
started commercial operations in December 2023.

— India, too, is working to get into the manufacturing value chain of small reactors, both as a way
of fulfilling its commitment to clean energy transition, and bundling SMRs as a technology-led
foreign policy pitch.

— Atomic energy has been one of India’s most closed sectors. The set of legal amendments are
being seen as a reform push that could help leverage the commercial potential of the Indo-US civil
nuclear deal, nearly two decades after it was inked. New Delhi is also keen to package this as part
of a broader trade and investment outreach with Washington DC, which could eventually
culminate with a trade pact that is currently under negotiation.

Do You Know:

— SMRs are conceptualised in such a way that their systems and components are manufactured
in a controlled factory environment and then transported straight to the project site to be
installed, which optimises the construction lead time and cuts down the cost of these projects —
two  big concerns with regard to  traditional large reactor  projects.
— They have potential deployment advantages like reduced size of the Emergency Planning Zone
(ring fenced areas around the project site) and passive safety system, rendering them relatively
safer than larger reactor-based projects.

EXPERT COMMITTEE NOD FOR 2,200-MW OJU HYDEL PROJECT NEAR CHINA BORDER

An expert panel of the Union Environment Ministry has recommended environmental clearance
for the 2,220 MW Oju hydroelectric project proposed on the Subansiri river in Taksing near the
China border.

— It is located uppermost among a cascade of hydroelectric projects planned in the Subansiri
basin, and will be the largest in terms of its approved capacity.

— The other hydro projects planned in the Subansiri basin are Niare, Naba, Nalo, Dengser, upper
Subansiri and Lower Subansiri, as per the project’'s environment impact assessment report. The
ministry’s expert appraisal committee (EAC) on hydroelectric and river valley projects cleared the
project.

— However, last month, Assam-based environmentalist and activist Bimal Gogoi had written to
the panel, saying that cumulative impact assessment study (CIA) and carrying capacity study
(CCS) — which scrutinise impact of multiple hydel projects on river basins — on Subansiri river
basin was dated as it was completed in 2014, and sought that these be updated.

— According to the minutes of its September 12 meeting, the EAC noted that the studies of the
Subansiri basin were completed in 2014, and the data used therein was now more than 10 years
old. However, it said that after detailed deliberations on hydrology and ecological flow data, it
accepted submissions made by the project proponent in this regard.
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— The Oju projectis proposed on the Subansiri river, 5 km downstream of Redi village of Taksing
block in Upper Subansiri district, and it will be developed by Oju Subansiri Hydro Power
Corporation Pvt Ltd.

— The strength of the Northeast region lies in renewable energy, tourism and human resources.
The Northeast accounts for over 40 per cent — estimated at 62,000 MW — of India’s hydropower
potential, of which only 6.9 per cent is currently being harnessed.

— Similarly, the region has an estimated solar power potential of 57,360 MW, though only 17 per
cent of the capacity is installed. Investments in solar, wind, and small-scale hydro projects offer a
huge opportunity.

— The Ministry of Road Transport and Highways allocated 10 per cent of its budget to the N-E
region, constructing 4,950 km of National Highways, investing over $5 billion.

— The North East Special Infrastructure Development Scheme (NESIDS) was launched in 2018. It
has a billion-dollar budget for roads, water supply and power infrastructure.

— The Northeast is a region with unique potential. It is the only region in the country to have
5,484 km of international borders with five neighbours — Myanmar, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan
and Tibet (China).

— Proposed projects like the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway, Kaladan Multi-Modal
Transit Transport Project, and the revival of the Stilwell Road will enhance the opportunities for
land-based trade between India and Southeast Asia.

— EIA is a systematic process used to evaluate the potential environmental effects — both positive
and negative - of a proposed project or development before it is approved. The primary objectives
of EIA include the prediction and evaluation of the environmental, economic and social impacts of
development projects.

IPR GANDHINAGAR PROPOSES ROADMAP FOR INDIA’S FUSION POWER PLANS

Researchers at the Institute for Plasma Research (IPR) in Gandhinagar have laid out a roadmap
for India to achieve fusion power.

They envisage developing India’s first fusion electricity generator, called the Steady-state
Superconducting Tokamak-Bharat (SST-Bharat), with a power output 5x the input. According to
the team, it will be a fusion-fission hybrid reactor with 100 MW of the total 130 MW provided by
fission. The estimated construction cost is X25,000 crore.

The team ultimately aims to commission a full-scale demonstration reactor by 2060 with an
ambitious output-to-input power ratio of 20 and to generate 250 MW.

Fission to fusion

“Fusion is the process where two small, light atoms come together to form a bigger, heavier atom.
When this happens, a huge amount of energy is released,” Daniel Raju, Dean of academics and
student affairs at IPR and lead author of the new study, said.

Nuclear fusion is the reason stars exist and produce heat and light.
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For decades, fission reactors have provided the backbone for nuclear power. Fusion, however, is
more attractive than fission because it produces less radioactive waste, eliminating many (but not
all) of the costs and headaches of storing hazardous material.

Controlled fusion can only happen in extreme physical conditions, the kinds that exist in the belly
of a star. There are currently two popular ways to achieve this: inertial confinement and magnetic
confinement. Inertial confinement uses powerful lasers to blast a capsule with X-rays to initiate
fusion. Magnetic confinement works by recreating some of the conditions inside stars.

India is already invested in magnetic confinement as a member of the International
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) project, which is building a large reactor in France.
In this method, scientists heat plasma to 100 million degrees C, then gently guide the nuclei with
magnetic fields until they fuse. To compare, temperatures in the sun’s core reach 15 million
degrees C.

Maintaining the plasma
The ratio of the output power to the input, called the Q value, determines efficiency.

“We need Q to be much greater than 1, meaning the reactor gives us more energy than we use to
run it. Right now, the best result has come from the Joint European Torus in the U.K., which got
about 0.67, that is, 67% of the energy back,” Raju said.

ITER aims to achieve a Q of 10. Future fusion power plants are expected to achieve a value of 20
to be commercially feasible.The doughnut-shaped reactor vessel in which fusion happens is called
a tokamak. Its success is measured by how long it can hold the plasma together without
dissipating.

“The longer we can hold it, the closer we get to continuous and reliable fusion reactions,” Raju
said.

In February 2025, the WEST tokamak in France maintained plasma for a record 22 minutes. The
current state-of-the-art facility in India is the SST-1 tokamak at IPR. According to Raju, “It has
managed to produce plasma for about 650 milliseconds, and it is designed to go up to 16 minutes.”

SST-1 is a research machine and not meant to generate electricity. SST-Bharat is presented as the
next step beyond this experimental base.

Digital twinning

To strengthen the new roadmap, the researchers have proposed digital twins — virtual replicas
of physical systems that mimic real-time conditions inside a tokamak. This would allow scientists
to test new designs and troubleshoot before building them physically. They also suggest machine
learning-assisted plasma confinement and programmes to develop radiation-resistant materials.
These innovations are still at an early stage, but the roadmap argues they are critical to making
progress.

Globally, however, timelines remain uncertain. The U.K.’s STEP programme aims for a prototype
fusion plant by 2040. Several U.S. private firms claim they will demonstrate grid-connected fusion
as early as the 2030s. China’s EAST tokamak has already set records for plasma duration. India’s
target of 2060 places it on a longer path — one that may be less competitive but more cautious.
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Funding and policy are crucial. While the EU and U.S. are investing billions of dollars in fusion R&D
and private start-ups, India’s budgets remain modest and almost entirely public-sector driven.
The absence of Indian private-sector engagement stands out when compared with the global
boom in fusion start-ups. Within India’s wider energy policy, fusion also competes with pressing
commitments: net zero by 2070, major expansions in solar and wind, and a long-standing nuclear
fission programme.

Rough terrain

M.V. Ramana, Simons Chair in Disarmament, Global and Human Security at the University of
British Columbia, also struck a note of caution on the prospects for fusion.

“Timelines in nuclear fusion are realistic and often not achievable,” Mr. Ramana emphasised.

He also pointed out that the economic viability of fusion power is unproven: “The unstated
assumption is that electrical power from this process will be affordable at some future date. There
is no reason to expect that to be the case.”

Raju himself acknowledged the cost challenge: “The economic viability of fusion energy will
certainly face a huge challenge while competing with fission and other energy sources due to costs
in R&D, construction, and operations.”

Even if commerecial viability remains elusive, the researchers argued that fusion R&D will produce
dividends in other areas, including radiation-hardened materials, superconducting magnets,
plasma modelling, and high-temperature engineering. These capabilities have strategic value,
potentially upgrading Indian industry and strengthening technological autonomy. Partnerships
with ITER and global firms may also spark innovation and bring project management expertise
into Indian labs.

“Since its [commercial viability hasn’t been demonstrated so far], we are aware that it would be
difficult to push it as a potential source of energy in the near future,” Raju said. “Since a lot of
private [entities], start-ups, and government bodies across the world are jumping into fusion
energy, it makes sense for us to go with optimism and align our domestic fusion programmes with
the world.”

CPCB REPORT: MARGINAL DIP IN POLLUTED RIVER STRETCHES ACROSS INDIA, MOST IN
MAHARASHTRA

Polluted river stretches in India have decreased marginally from 311 to 296, with a reduction in
most polluted stretches as well, according to a Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) assessment
report released Monday.

— The CPCB reviewed water quality data from 2022 and 2023, covering 2,116 locations, and
found that 296 river stretches were polluted on 271 rivers across 32 states and Union Territories.
Maharashtra continues to have the highest number (54) of polluted river stretches.

— The previous assessment for identifying polluted stretches was carried out in 2022, using data
from 2019 and 2021, while 2020 was omitted due to the pandemic.

— A polluted river stretch refers to two or more polluted locations on a river in a continuous
sequence. Stretches where the biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) exceeds 3 milligrams/litre

(mg/L) are identified as polluted stretches by CPCB.
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— BOD in excess of prescribed levels indicates a higher pollution load, especially for the health of
aquatic life.

— There are five such priority categories, with Priority Class V, with BOD level of 3.1-6 mg/L,
indicating the least pollution and in need of low intervention. BOD levels less than 3 mg/L are
considered fit for bathing.

— Stretches with BOD concentrations exceeding 30 mg/L are categorised as Priority I or the most
polluted stretches. Out of 296 stretches identified as polluted, 37 were classified as the most
polluted, or Priority I. This number has also seen a slight drop from 46 in the previous report.

— These 37 stretches were identified across 14 states, with the highest number, five, in Tamil
Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, and Uttarakhand; four in Gujarat, and three in Karnataka.

— Among the more prominent rivers where stretches were identified to have deteriorated in
quality were Jhelum in Jammu and Kashmir; Ganga, Ramrekha and Sikrahna in Bihar; Hasdeo,
Mahanadi in Chhattisgarh; Sal and Mapusa in Goa; Cauvery, Tungabhadra in Karnataka; Periyar in
Kerala, and Amba and Savitri in Maharashtra. It also included stretches on Krishna in Telangana
and Kosi in Uttarakhand.

— In 2018, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) took suo motu cognisance of the CPCB’s river
pollution assessment based on news reports and ordered states and the Centre to prepare action
plans for rejuvenation.

— According to the CPCB’s latest report, river rejuvenation committees were formed to develop
action plans and reduce pollution. The CPCB has directed states to focus on river catchment and
basin management, floodplain protection, and the treatment of sewage water.

Do You Know:

— The industrial effluents are one among several other reasons behind river pollution. Some of
the other reasons for the cause of River pollution are:

— Untreated sewage: Among all the anthropogenic sources, untreated sewage remains the
primary reason behind river pollution in India. According to the CPCB, more than 60% of
untreated sewage water is released into rivers daily, which makes the water unsafe and creates
serious problems for the local population and aquatic ecosystem.

— Untreated industrial effluents: After untreated sewage, untreated industrial effluents are a
major cause of river pollution. Industries such as those producing chemicals, sugar, paper, and
tanneries generate wastewater that contains toxic chemicals, which poses serious risks and
potentially fatal consequences in some cases.

— Municipal solid waste: Another major factor is municipal solid waste. Due to inadequate waste
management facilities and ineffective enforcement of waste management regulations, millions of
tons of solid waste are dumped directly into water bodies every year. It not only impedes river
flow but also damages the aquatic ecosystem.

— Agricultural runoff: Agricultural runoff further contributes to river pollution. It contains
pesticides and fertilisers, which introduce toxic chemicals into the water. The nutrients like
nitrogen in the runoff can also cause eutrophication - a process that depletes oxygen in the water
and thereby increases the BOD of the river.
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— Sand mining and illegal encroachment: Furthermore, sand mining and illegal encroachment are
also becoming significant contributors to river pollution. These activities disrupt the natural flow
of rivers, increase the risk of flooding in local areas, and add to river pollution due to inadequate
waste management facilities.

COOLING RIGHTS IN A SWELTERING SOUTH

In June 2025, the Government of India (Gol) proposed that all new air conditioning systems (ACs)
in homes, commercial spaces and vehicles must operate within the temperature range of 20 C to
28 C, with 24 C as the default setting. The Bureau of Energy Efficiency (BEE) estimates that this
proposal could save 20 billion units of energy annually, amounting to X10,000 crores and
emissions reduction of 16 million tonnes. While such energy-saving measures are important there
are more fundamental issues that need to be addressed. Access to air conditioning is currently
severely limited in developing countries, including India. Enhancing this access is urgently
required as a public health safeguard and a necessity for adaptation to climate change. By treating
cooling primarily as an energy and emissions concern, the need to universalise access to cooling
and provision of public facilities that can protect vulnerable populations from heat stress often
gets sidelined.

In India, access to air conditioning remains severely inadequate, and the main challenge is
insufficiency. Cooling is no longer a matter of comfort for the global South, but a frontline
adaptation need. In 2021, only 13% of urban and 1% of rural households in India owned an AC.
While efficiency and behavioural measures can reduce the emissions footprint of existing users,
without simultaneously prioritising access to the most vulnerable, such policies risk becoming
symbolic gestures that are ineffective in confronting deeper inequities at the heart of climate
justice.

While the national average of AC ownership in India is approximately 5%, it is overwhelmingly
concentrated amongst the urban rich. In 2021, the richest 10% in India, mostly residing in urban
areas, owned 72% of the total ACs.

This disparity is also reflected in interstate and regional differences.

The inter-country cooling divide is even more stark and inequitable. Developed countries have
long enjoyed near universal access to thermal comfort, primarily through widespread heating
systems, but more recently through the increased adoption of air conditioning. In 2020, nearly
90% households in the U.S. and Japan owned an AC, as compared to 22% in Central and South
America and only 6% in Sub-Saharan Africa. The per capita electricity consumption for space
cooling is 7 GJ in the U.S., which is over 28 times higher than in India, 19 times higher than in
Indonesia and 13 times higher than in Brazil.

During the European heatwave, which peaked around 42 C in cities like London and Paris, urgent
public investments were made in cooling infrastructure, with the current AC ownership doubling
in Europe since 1990, and the International Energy Agency (IEA) projecting a four-fold increase
by 2050. While several major cities in the global South routinely record temperatures above 40 C,
the international discourse around their rising cooling demand is widely framed as a mitigation
problem, while it is justified as a necessary adaptation measure for the North, indicating a
troubling hypocrisy.
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The Imperative of cooling

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that between 2000 and 2019, heat exposure
contributed to approximately 489,000 global deaths, with India alone recording more than 20,000
heat-related deaths in this period. While extreme heat is increasingly recognised as one of the
prominent health threats in the global South, the resulting mortality or morbidity rate is not solely
a function of rising temperatures. It in fact reflects the acute shortage of protective infrastructure
such as thermally secured housing, reliable electricity supply and adequately equipped public
health systems. In 2022, the majority of the health care facilities in high-income countries had a
reliable power supply, whereas nearly one billion people in the lower-middle and low-income
countries were served by facilities with unreliable or no power supply.

In South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 12% and 15% health centres, respectively, had no
electricity, while only 50% hospitals in SSA reported having a reliable power supply.

Without adequate energy infrastructure, providing essential services such as neonatal care,
climate-controlled emergency rooms, and vaccine refrigeration becomes precarious as they rely
on stable cooling systems. During periods of extreme heat, countries like Kenya, Ghana and
Burkina Faso have recorded sharp spikes in cardiovascular, respiratory and renal conditions that
cannot be treated safely in overheated and underpowered facilities. Beyond hospitals, the lack of
cooling access also undermines workspace safety and labour productivity.

In India, almost 80% of the labour force is engaged in sectors such as agriculture, construction
and street vending; jobs that require strenuous outdoor activities. Recognising this vulnerability,
several Indian States and cities have developed Heat Action Plans (HAPs) that include early
warning systems, information sharing, heat shelters and public awareness campaigns. However,
their implementation is often constrained due to underfunding, limited institutional coordination
and weak legal foundations. Addressing these intersecting challenges in the global South requires
an urgent need to integrate heat resilience as a core development priority through policies that
focus on stronger labour protection, targeted social safety nets and comprehensive heat action
plans.

As low-income nations already face staggering challenges due to economic and energy poverty,
without large-scale investments in public infrastructure and access to finance from the North,
cooling will remain unaffordable for billions in the South. Closing this gap is important to prevent
avoidable deaths, protect livelihoods and build climate-resilient public systems. Therefore,
cooling must not be treated as a climate liability to be rationed, but as a non-negotiable
development right that is crucial for strengthening equity and enabling adaptation.

ICMR IMPACT SCALE MAY DETER RESEARCH IN PUBLIC INTEREST

The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) recently proposed the Impact of Research and
Innovation Scale (IRIS), a scale with which to measure the impactfulness of the effects of
biomedical, public health, and allied research projects funded by the organisation. ICMR is India’s
topmost governmental grants-giving and research agenda-setting body vis-a-vis health research,
so the scale and its calculi will be of great consequence to the Indian medical and health research
communities.

ICMR proposes to measure research impact in units called publication-equivalents (PEs). A
research paper published in a peer-reviewed journal that reports results or methods of primary
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research, or a systematic review and meta-analysis is assigned 1 PE — while a research paper that
is cited in policies/guidelines is assigned 10 PEs. A patent’s impact is 5 PEs and that of a
commercial device being used at scale is 20 PEs.

Pros of standardisation

There are several advantages to measuring research impact in this way. First, using PEs as the
‘unit of impact’ provides a standardised frame of reference to discuss different kinds of impact. It
will allow ICMR to assess the impact of heterogenous work from researchers across disciplines,
such as biochemistry, physiology, biomedical engineering, public health, etc., operating at
different scales, including basic science, translational sciences, population public health sciences,
etc.

Second, IRIS recognises that there is more to research impact than citations. Medical and health
researchers, particularly those working in academic setups, typically lack incentives to pursue
research that wouldn’t lead to citable academic papers. But a scale like IRIS could break that
structure and incentivise researchers to diversify scholars’ research portfolio. Third, tying PEs
and IRIS to actual decisions about funding allocation and project prioritisation ensures it won't be
a theoretical, academic exercise. That ICMR is piloting IRIS to measure the impact of existing
research grant programmes and institutes is an important signal of action.

Skewing evaluation

For the same reasons, it's important to examine where and how this relatively simple approach to
standardising research evaluation could fail. First, a sound theoretical rationale is missing for PEs
as a unit of research impact the way the ICMR will wield it. The ICMR note states that commentary,
perspective, and narratives review papers will have 0 PE. In this case, the 1977 paper that
introduced the biopsychosocial model of medicine, which transformed medical and public health
research, will have no impact. Articulating new ideas and critical discourse around emerging
evidence are at the foundation of research and are evidently impactful, yet the PE-based system
could discourage Indian researchers from pursuing articles of this nature.

Second, IRIS can skew how certain research is valued over some other. Research that leads to
policy changes receives 10 PEs while commercial devices receive 20 PEs. As a result, the RATIONS
clinical trial that studied nutrition in tuberculosis patients and India’s Home-Based Neonatal Care
that revolutionised community health programming will be deemed to be less impactful than, say,
a commercialised robotic surgery device. This outlook could discourage basic science and
academic medicine and coerce researchers and institutions to commercialise their research and
innovations.

While itis their prerogative to do so, there is a danger of this happening at the expense of the ethos
of scientific research as a public good. The merits of new proposals are contingent on the local
context. Biomedical and health research in India are known to have suffered from a poor research
ethics culture, and there is a risk this could expand to affect PEs as well. It is thus vital that our
public sector institutions hold the line and stand with the ethos of ‘research as a public good'.

Finally, a unit and scale that will determine the fate of biomedical and health research in India
should be developed following rigorous research standards, with full transparency and
mechanisms for accountability. The ICMR note mentions an ongoing pilot across its institutions
and positive feedback, but it should follow well-established study design and analysis methods to
develop such scales. For instance, the assignment of PEs to different indicators could be done
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through a national-level Delphi study where researchers form a consensus on the assignment.
Data must be shared with independent groups to analyse and validate the scale.

Measuring research impact is a complicated exercise with no correct answers. Institutions such
as the ICMR have the opportunity and the responsibility to solve it creatively and collaboratively.

JUST A PINCH CAN REDUCE AN INDIAN’S SALT OVERLOAD

There is renewed attention in India on the harmful effects of high sugar food items and the use of
fats or oils in cooking. The context is the rising burden of non-communicable diseases (NCD), more
so obesity, in all age groups including in children and adolescents. However, there is one
component which is of equal if not bigger concern and an issue that is not receiving adequate
attention. It is the subject of the high consumption of salt by India’s population.

There is scientific data that Indian adults consume nearly eight to 11 grams of salt every day. This
is double the World Health Organization (WHO) recommended daily salt intake of five to six grams
per day. Salt is very much a part of the Indian diet. Much of the salt intake — nearly three-fourth
— inIndia is from home-made food items. Pickles, papad/papadam and many other items thatare
rich in salt are part of home-made food.

Visible and invisible forms

There is also the cultural practice of having a salt shaker on the dining table or the surfaces around
it which also helps increase salt intake. Eating out is becoming common — nearly one-fifth of
adults eat outside, three times a week on average. Essentially, restaurants are an extension of an
individual’s food habits. Therefore, in an attempt to make the food served tastier, these eating
places add more oils and butter, which require more salt to be added to suit the taste buds. In
addition to visible salt, there is also invisible salt present in many items — bread, cookies,
ketchups and even sweet items such as cakes and pastries. All packaged food items have salt as a
preservative or as a taste enhancer. What is available in the market is often a variety of high fat,
salt and sugar (HFSS) and ultra processed food items.

[tis not that excess salt consumption is harmless. The adverse health impacts of excess salt intake
are well documented. The high intake of salt is a key factor in India’s growing burden of
hypertension, which affects 28.1% of adults and significantly increases the risk of cardiovascular
diseases. Yet, salt does not get sufficient public health attention. The current discourse is about
sugar boards or the need for attention on oil boards (visual information panels in public places to
highlight high sugar and fat content in foods) but there is limited advocacy for reducing one’s salt
intake.

Moving beyond awareness campaigns

Salt reduction is a public health imperative. The WHO calls salt reduction a “best buy”
intervention, with research suggesting that for every dollar invested in scaling up salt reduction
interventions, there will be a return of at least $12. While current efforts promote awareness
measures, these alone do not solve the problem.

Salt consumption is also linked to widely prevalent myths in India. For example, there are many
who believe that salts such as rock salt, black salt and Himalayan pink salt, are better and have
health benefits, which is not true. All types of salt contain sodium with minor range variations.
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Excess sodium, regardless of the source, contributes to high blood pressure and linked harmful
effects. Some of these salt formulations have a less than salty taste and thus are consumed more.
Further, these types of salt are usually not iodised, and their use could lead to iodine deficiency.

In such a situation, it is time that we start paying attention to reduced salt intake in a multi-
pronged approach. First, the isolated approaches of a focus on a ‘sugar board’ and ‘oil board’, need
to be expanded into a more comprehensive strategy of HFSS boards, where equal attention is
given to ensure salt reduction. We need to be mindful that ultra processed food or anything which
requires packaging often has excess salt (and possibly sugar and fat as well).

Second, there is a need for public awareness campaigns to change behaviour which includes
gradual salt reduction while cooking, flavouring with herbs and spices, and replacing regular salt
with low-sodium salt substitutes. Here, a word of caution, replacing sodium based salt with high
potassium salt should be done with medical advice as higher potassium salt could be risky for
some people such as those with kidney diseases.

Third, a salty taste is an acquired taste. If a person is exposed to high salt food, the person is likely
to consume more salt to get a similar taste. Therefore, salt reduction should start with children. In
fact, babies (up to one year) should not be given any added salt. Even toddlers and pre-school
children should not be given added salt. Of course, they can have the same food items which adults
eat, made from the common kitchen.

Fourth, every day, millions of vulnerable Indians including children in schools, pregnant women
in Anganwadi centres, and patients in hospitals rely on government-provided meals. These
programmes are critical touchpoints for public health. Yet, mechanisms to regulate or monitor
salt content in these meals are still evolving. Reforming public food procurement norms to
mandate salt limits, train cooks, and set standards can improve health outcomes in the most at-
risk populations.

Fifth, there is a need for more proactive front-of-pack nutritional labels which inform readers
about warnings regarding high salt content of specific items, as it has been done in Latin American
countries. In this, Chile is a front leader. India must adopt mandatory warning labels, salt ceilings
in processed foods, and restrict marketing of unhealthy foods to children.

Sixth, community and family-level initiatives such as restaurants removing salt shakers from
tables (providing them only on demand) and families doing weekly reviews of high salt and fat
and sugar items in the kitchen (and dispose of and not purchase more) will help in reducing salt
intake. More such innovations would be needed.

An integration with health programmes

Seventh, India’s own National Multisectoral Action Plan (NMAP) for prevention and control of
NCDs (2017-22) includes salt reduction as a priority. While several steps have been taken, a more
integrated, cross-ministerial approach could further strengthen the impact. As the Union Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare is working on a new multi-sectoral plan for NCDs, it is time for
additional bold steps. To effectively reduce salt intake at the population level, it is essential to have
and implement a combination of regulatory measures and community-based interventions.

Integrating salt reduction strategies into existing national health programmes can facilitate this
process.
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CONFLATED CASES

It's an infection that has been documented in India since the 1970s. The first case of amoebic
meningoencephalitis (AME) in two Indian children was reported by Pan et al. in 1971, and
thereafter, several cases were reported from various parts of India. But AME has suddenly been
making headlines because Kerala has now made it a serious business to test and treat all cases of
AME.

This strategy has had a huge downside, too. Kerala’s health officials are now having a hard time
explaining to the public at large why there has been a sudden surge in AME cases.

The first case of AME was documented in the State in 2016, and till 2023, cases were sporadic and
fatality was total. In 2024, AME cases suddenly surged to 39, but with just eight fatalities. This
year so far, there have been 71 cases of AME — 24 cases diagnosed in September alone — and 19
deaths.

Misleading headlines

Significantly, of the 110 cases of AME reported in Kerala in 2024 and 2025, only 11 were due to
Naegleria fowleri, the “brain-eating” amoeba, which causes primary amoebic meningoencephalitis
(PAM), which has a fatality rate of 99%. Almost all of the remaining cases of encephalitis were
caused by Acanthamoeba, another free-living amoeba. Thus, media headlines that Kerala is
battling “brain-eating” amoeba are misleading.

Acanthamoeba is widely distributed in the environment in waterbodies, wells, overhead storage
tanks, swimming pools and even treated tap water. It has been isolated from dust samples in
dialysis units, air-conditioning and ventilation in hospitals. Acanthamoeba is so ubiquitous that
80% of the human population has natural IgG antibodies against it. It is in individuals with
immunocompromising conditions, ranging from alcoholism and diabetes to cancer, that
Acanthamoeba emerges as a huge health risk.

While the commonest mode of exposure to this pathogen could be through waterbodies and nasal
irrigation using tap/untreated water, in immunocompromised individuals, Acanthamoeba can
also enter through skin wounds and reach the brain through the bloodstream.

Clinicians treating AME cases in Kerala clarify that the majority of the patients are indeed
immunocompromised individuals, such as renal patients on dialysis or cancer patients. They
stress that the people are not up against a universal public health risk.

In the case of infection by N.fowleri, there is a clear epidemiological link to waterbodies, or nasal
irrigation and dramatic presentation of central nervous system infection in patients within a short
incubation period of 5-14 days. However, in the case of encephalitis caused by Acanthamoeba, it
is difficult to establish a epidemiological link as the source is often unknown and the incubation
period could range from weeks to months.

The confounding epidemiology of the disease is thus posing diagnostic challenges to clinicians,
while making it harder for the health experts to dispel the public’s conviction that they were up
against a new public health threat.

In India, not more than 25-30% of Acute Encephalitis Syndrome (AES) cases have a known
aetiology. But there have been many research studies from within the country in recent years,
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which point to the fact that central nervous system infections caused by Free-Living Amoebae
(FLA) could be underdiagnosed because of a lack of awareness/clinical suspicion.

In Kerala, after the Nipah outbreak of 2023, in all cases of AES which are negative for viral diseases,
the CSF samples are tested for amoeba, resulting in a surge in AME cases in the last two years. This
aggressive testing strategy has been saving many lives in the State. Early diagnosis followed by
intensive management has helped Kerala bring down the mortality of AME to 24.5%, something
that the clinicians are very proud of.

Adopting a public health approach rooted in the One Health principle, a massive chlorination
exercise has been launched across Kerala to clean its waterbodies. In a State which has 55,000
ponds and 55 lakh wells, this is a task which may not sound practical, but reducing water
contamination in all waterbodies is important to reduce amoebic density.

Last heard, the ICMR and other research institutions are stepping in to help Kerala analyse the
epidemiological data and explore the routes amoebic infections are acquired.

CANCER CASES PEAK AMID GLOBAL DECLINE: STUDY

While the rates of cancer cases and deaths are on a decline globally, these are increasing in India,
according to a latest study in The Lancet.

— The data shows that the rate of cancer occurrence in India increased from 84.8 per 100,000
population in 1990 to 107.2 per 100,000 population in 2023, which translates to around 15 lakh
cancer cases. The rate of cancer deaths in India increased from 71.7 per 100,000 in 1990 to 86.9
per 100,000 in 2023, translating to around 12.1 lakh deaths.

— Although the cancer and death rates for India are still lower than the global average, they are
on the rise within the country. This means that lower-middle income countries, including India,
need to future-proof their health systems to tackle the increasing number of cancer cases.

— While the rate of cancer occurrence and deaths have been going down globally, in terms of
sheer numbers, the cancers will continue to increase, affecting 30.5 million people and killing 18.6
million in 2050, according to the latest Global Burden of Disease estimates.

— To compare, there were an estimated 18.5 million cases and 10.4 million deaths due to cancers
in 2023, according to the data.

— The rates of cancer occurrence, on the other hand, dropped from 220.6 per 100,000 population
in 1990, to 205.1 in 2023, and will likely drop further to 192.9 in 2025.... This suggests that the
increase in the number of cancer cases and deaths are due to growing and ageing populations.

— Most of these cancer cases and deaths will be in the low and middle income countries as per
the study. It says over half of the new cancer cases and two-thirds of the cancer deaths will be in
these countries, which include India.

— Dr Abhishek Shankar, oncologist from the AIIMS-Delhi and one of the collaborators for the
study, said, “We need to work on several fronts, and now. First, there is a need for sustained
communication campaigns so that people do not believe in myths and seek care early.”

— Second, all stakeholders need to be involved. Interventions for cancers have largely been led
by oncologists, but that is not enough. Every part of a human body can get a different type of cancer

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
42


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

and none of the presentations are consistent. We need to involve everybody for quick detection
and treatment of cancers.

— The study estimates that around 42 per cent of cancer deaths were attributable to modifiable
risk factors such as use of tobacco and alcohol, unhealthy diets, poor control of hypertension and
diabetes among others. This means that a significant number of the cancer cases and deaths can
be prevented through behaviour change.

— This window is larger for India. Dr Shankar says that as high as 70 per cent of cancers in India
may be attributable to these modifiable risk factors.

— Working towards improved control of chronic diseases, improvement of air quality, cleanliness
to preventinfections, vaccination drives for HPV and Hepatitis B can all help reduce cancer burden
in the country.

Do You Know:

— Tobacco use remains one of the gravest public health threats the world has ever faced, claiming
over eight million lives annually. Of these, more than seven million deaths result from direct
tobacco use, according to the Global Burden of Disease study by the Institute for Health Metrics
and Evaluation (IHME).

— The WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC) and its guidelines provide
the foundation for countries to implement and manage tobacco control. To help make this a
reality, WHO introduced the MPOWER measures.

— MPOWER measures are intended to assist in the country-level implementation of effective
interventions to reduce the demand for tobacco, contained in the WHO FCTC. MPOWER measures
are -

M- monitor tobacco use and prevention policies;
P- protect people from tobacco smoke;

O- offer help to quit tobacco;

W- warn about dangers of tobacco;

E- enforce bans on tobacco advertising; and

R- raise taxes on tobacco products.

— India has implemented stringent measures to curb tobacco advertising, promotion and
sponsorship (TAPS) across all forms of media, including television, radio, print and digital
platforms.

— To restrict depiction of tobacco use in entertainment media, the Centre introduced the
Tobacco-Free Films and Television Rules in 2012, focusing on traditional platforms such as
cinema and television.
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RARE BENIGN TUMOUR IN ROCK PYTHON TREATED SUCCESSFULLY IN BENGALURU

In the first reported case of its kind in Karnataka, a captive rock python at Chitradurga’s
Aadumalleshwara Zoo, suffering from a benign tumour, underwent successful surgery at the
Wildlife Rescue and Conservation Centre in Bengaluru.

Veterinarians and officials from the Karnataka Forest Department told The Hindu that benign
tumours are extremely rare in pythons in Karnataka, with no previously recorded cases,
particularly in rock pythons, which are listed as ‘near threatened’ on the International Union for
Conservation of Nature’s Red List. However, last year a similar case was reported in Mumbai,
where the snake was reportedly successfully treated.

On July 3, Aadumalleshwara Zoo authorities, managed by the State Forest Department, sent the
rock python with a tumour in its mouth to Bengaluru’s People for Animals (PFA) hospital for
surgery and rehabilitation. After two months of intensive care, the python, earlier unable to eat,
regained its hunting ability and was later returned to the zoo.

A source at Aadumalleshwara Zoo confirmed to The Hindu that the snake has fully recovered and
is now living normally.

Dr. Navaz Shariff, chief wildlife veterinarian at PFA explained that the location of the tumour is a
critical factor in determining its impact. “In this case, the tumour was confined to the lower jaw,
making it difficult for the snake to open its mouth for hunting. Without intervention, the reptile
would have died of starvation,” he said.

Since the python was unable to feed, doctors had to use assisted feeding methods. A COZ2 laser,
was employed to remove the affected tissues surgically.

The snake was then kept under observation and it made full recovery within a month.
SIKH MARRIAGE REGISTRATION: WHY LATEST SC ORDER MAY NOT FIX ALL LEGAL ISSUES

Earlier this month, the Supreme Court directed 17 states and eight Union Territories (UTs), which
are yet to frame rules for the registration of Sikh marriages under the Anand Marriage Act, 1909,
to do so within four months.

— A Bench comprising Justices Vikram Nath and Sandeep Mehta said that until the rules are
framed, states and UTs must accept and register Anand Karaj marriages under existing marriage
registration laws.

— This judgment is meant to ensure that Sikh couples across India can legally register their
marriages under their own religious tradition, a right that has not been uniformly available to
them thus far. However, critics say that the Act itself is severely lacking, and as such, the apex
court’s direction does not do anything to address lacunae.

— Anand Karaj, literally “blissful union”, is the prescribed form of marriage in the Sikh faith. The
ceremony is conducted in the presence of the Guru Granth Sahib, the holy scripture of the Sikhs.

— To solemnise the marriage, the couple walks around the Guru Granth Sahib four times, as
hymns, known as laavan, are recited. The four chosen verses, composed by Guru Ram Das, the
fourth Sikh Guru, outline the spiritual journey of a married couple.
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— In the early 20th century, efforts by the Sikh community for legal recognition of their distinct
marriage ceremony, specifically, to differentiate it from Hindu rituals, led to the enactment of the
Anand Marriage Actin 1909.

— The Act, only a page long, served one primary purpose: to legally sanctify all marriages
solemnised through the Anand Karaj ceremony. Among other things, however, the original Act did
not include provisions for the registration of these marriages.

— This gap was addressed over a century later with the Anand Marriage (Amendment) Act, 2012.
The Amendment introduced Section 6, which directed state governments to create rules for the
registration of Anand Karaj marriages. Once registered under the Act, a couple would not need to
register their marriage under any other law.

— But more than a decade after the Amendment was passed, most States and UTs had still not
framed rules for registration of Anand Karaj marriages.

— Earlier this month, the SC addressed this gap and issued a comprehensive set of directions to
ensure the law is implemented nationwide. The court imposed a “positive duty on every State
Government to create a workable registration machinery”.

— Moreover, the court made it clear that no application for registration can be refused solely on
the ground that the state has not yet notified the rules.

— In reality, most Sikh couples today are constrained to register their marriages under the Hindu
Marriage Act, 1955 which also recognises Sikh marriages. As such, neither the original Act nor the
2012 Amendment nor even the latest SC directions address longstanding concerns of the Sikh
community about maintaining distinct identity of religion.

— For one, while the Act provides a framework for registration, it does not include provisions for
divorce or other matrimonial disputes. As a result, Sikhs seeking divorce must turn to the Hindu
Marriage Act 1955 to dissolve their marriage. This was an issue that was flagged in 2012, when
the Amendment was brought in.

CUT IT OUT

A body meant to function as a collegial institution has been reduced to a “one-man show”, with no
official appointments since 2017, no meetings since 2019, long delays in certification and
demands for arbitrary cuts. As reported in this newspaper, all is not well at the Central Board of
Film Certification (CBFC). What should have been a panel of voices and perspectives appears to
have become a personal fiefdom, with the result that the CBFC may no longer have the autonomy
and diversity of views required for credible functioning. Instead, authority seems to have been
centralised in lyricist Prasoon Joshi, who was appointed chairperson of the 12-person body in
August 2017, with many within the CBFC questioning the “super-censorship raj” run by a handful
of functionaries selected by the chairperson.

Exacerbating the situation is the question mark hanging over the legal status of the present board
— its tenure was to have ended in 2020 — and repeated instances of overreach into censorship.
Homebound, India’s official selection for the Academy Awards this year and which won a People’s
Choice Award at the Toronto International Film Festival earlier this month, was reportedly
“destroyed in parts” by the CBFC, which asked for several caste references to be cut out. Films in
India have long had to contend with a scissor-happy CBFC — which is tasked with certifying films
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for release — but what makes the current state of affairs worse is the limited scope for redressal.
Until 2021, filmmakers could appeal to the Film Certification Appellate Tribunal (FCAT) in case
they disagreed with the certificate issued by the CBFC or it was denied altogether. This was how,
for example, the 2016 film Lipstick Under My Burkha, which had been denied certification by the
CBFC over being “lady-oriented”, finally made it to the theatres with an ‘A’ certificate. Since the
abolition of FCAT in 2021, however, filmmakers without the resources to approach a high court
— now the only forum for redressal — have had little choice, as the case of several recent films
like Dhadak 2, The Bengal Files and Janaki V. Vs. State of Kerala shows. They can either comply
with the CBFC’s demand for arbitrary cuts, or indefinitely delay the release of films — as has
happened to Honey Trehan’s film on the life of activist Jaswant Singh Khalra.

Institutions matter because they embody processes larger than individuals. They are meant to
outlast chairs, governments, and fashions. The diminishing of the CBFC and the capriciousness
with which it functions harm Indian cinema at a time when its cultural resonance and global reach
have never been greater. From international festivals to streaming platforms, Indian films are a
crucial element of the country’s soft power, as seen when India was chosen as the Country of
Honour at the Marche du Cinema at the 2022 Cannes film festival. When a film’s artistic vision is
scrubbed and sanitised, it has a chilling effect. And if filmmakers find themselves second-guessing
their scripts, trimming their creative choices, or shelving bold ideas for fear of an arbitrary cut or
ban, the loss is not merely theirs.

AN INCLUSIVE PATRIOTISM

During a sell-out concert in Kuala Lumpur, when Punjabi pop star Diljit Dosanjh saw the tricolour
waving in the audience, he stopped to speak, with characteristic candour, on nationalism. “I am
with my country but as for these matches (India-Pakistan Asia Cup matches) that have happened
now, there is a massive difference in these and my film. Our film was shot before (the Pahalgam
attack)... They exerted much force to show me against the nation,” he said. Dosanjh was
contrasting the matches with the brouhaha over his film Sardaar Ji 3, co-starring Pakistani actor
Hania Aamir, which was not released in India. But the point he was making about nationalism was
hard to miss: Culture becomes a soft target when it comes to cross-border ties.

From standing up for farmers during the unrest against the farm laws in 2020-21 to showcasing
his roots at the Met Gala this year to weaving the complexities of belonging and identity into his
music, Dosanjh has never shied away from speaking his mind. At a concert in Manchesterlastyear,
for instance, he gifted a pair of shoes to a Pakistani fan and said, “Borders are made by politicians...
our music is common.”

In a world where geopolitics often sours relationships between neighbouring nations, it is culture
and sport that have the power to sow seeds of empathy. These connections, though fragile, are
invaluable and must be nurtured, especially during times of animosity. The largeness of spirit
required to celebrate shared stories is not a betrayal of patriotism. If anything, it is a deeper, more
inclusive version of it.

SHARE OF U-RATED FILMS HIGHEST IN MALAYALAM, LOWEST IN BHOJPURI

The Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC) certified nearly 18,000 films in India between 2017
and 2025. These included films from the largest (or major) Indian language industries — Hindi,
Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Malayalam, and Bhojpuri — as well as English; and also smaller
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industries, such as Odia and Gujarati. The major industries secured at least 1,000 certifications
each during this period.

The CBFC’s ratings show that among the major film industries, Malayalam emerged as the most
“family-friendly”, with the highest share of U-rated certificates in this period, followed closely by
Tamil. Bhojpuri had the lowest share of U-rated releases. In fact, it was the only one among Indian
language industries where a lower share of films was certified U compared to the English film
industry.

These conclusions were drawn from data collated by CBFC Watch, an independent research
project dedicated to exploring film censorship actions across India. The analysis includes all films
and music videos longer than 60 minutes. So, it is reasonable to assume that most of them are full-
length feature films. The open-source data base was developed by Diagramchasing.fun.

HOW HINDU TEMPLES SURVIVED POLITICAL UPHEAVALS AND PHILOSOPHICAL SHIFTS

The Hindu temple, as we know it today, is not 5,000 years old. In the earliest times, people did not
worship their deities in enclosed sanctuaries or with sculpted images. Instead, the divine was
experienced directly in nature - trees, animals, rivers, mountains, and rocks all served as sacred
forms.

It was only around 2,000 years ago that we began to see the first sculptures of Hindu gods in
Mathura. Interestingly, images of Shiva, Vishnu, and the Goddess also appear on Kushan coins
from the same period, though scholars debate whether these are truly Hindu deities or
representations shaped by Zoroastrian and Greek influences.

From nature worship to image worship

By about 1,800 years ago, around 200 AD, Mathura sandstone sculptures clearly show Hindu
deities in recognisable forms. Here we see Shivalingas, sometimes with faces carved on them
(Mukhalingas), as well as images of Vishnu, Krishna, and Balarama. These were not yet housed
inside temples as we know them. Instead, they were placed in sacred groves, often near rivers,
and worshipped in open spaces, much like earlier natural shrines. This phase shows us the gradual
transition from nature worship to image worship.

The next step was to enclose these images within structures. At Bhitargaon in Uttar Pradesh,
dating to around 500 AD, we find a brick temple where images were placed inside a sanctum. At
Nachna in Madhya Pradesh, a Shiva temple was built that attempted to replicate the ecosystem of
the Himalayas—its roof shaped like a mountain, and river goddesses Ganga and Yamuna carved
at the doorway.

At Deogarh near Jhansi, we find one of the earliest Vishnu temples made entirely of stone. The
temple features iconic images of Vishnu reclining on the serpent Ananta, and Vishnu riding Garuda
with four arms, panels from the life of Rama and Krishna. These are the beginnings of classical
temple architecture.

Rock-cut and freestanding temples

This phase was followed by the era of monumental rock-cut temples after 600 AD. Here, the art
became truly gigantic. The caves of Ellora and Elephanta, the temples of Pattadakal in Karnataka,
and the rock-cut carvings of the Shore Temple at Mamallapuram near Chennai all showcase grand
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depictions of Shiva and Vishnu. These were not just places of worship but also declarations of
royal power, carved directly into mountains and cliffs, as if to demonstrate that kings could shape
the very earth.

By the 8th century, we see even more ambitious projects. At Ellora, the Kailasanath Temple was
carved out of a single rock to resemble a mountain palace for Shiva. This period also gave rise to
freestanding temples, built stone by stone rather than carved from rock. These appear in Hampi
and Pattadakal in Karnataka, as well as in Kanchipuram, home to the famous Kailasanath Temple.

The freestanding temple marks the shift from experimental forms to enduring architectural styles.
By the 10th century, temple architecture exploded in complexity: curvilinear ‘nagara’ styles of the
north, and pyramidal ‘vimana’ style of the south. Temples were built on Tantric mandalas,
functioning not only as houses of gods but as centres of ritual power. Within them, priests
performed Tantric rites to attract wealth, protection, and fortune.

These early temples were very different from the devotional shrines most of us are familiar with
today. They were closer to ritual laboratories, where geometry, art, and mantra combined to
create zones of cosmic energy.

How temples survived change and invasions

Later, with the rise of the Bhakti movement, temples changed once again. The focus moved from
secret Tantric rituals to public participation. People were encouraged to sing, dance, and actively
worship. This is when great Vaishnava temples such as Jagannath in Puri and Srirangam in Tamil
Nadu became popular. Here, the temple became the people’s house of God.

Contrary to popular belief, many temples were built in India in the centuries immediately after
the attack on the Somnath temple by Mahmud of Ghazni in the 11th century. The famous
Khajuraho temple complex, for example, was built in the 11th century. It was later abandoned
when the trade route shifted. The Lingaraj temple complex of Bhubaneswar was also built around
this time. Mansingh, Akbar’s Rajput general, built the Govindraj temple at Vrindavan in the 16th
century. It was later vandalised by Aurangzeb in the 17th century.

When Muslim warlords did attack temples, people often shifted to small portable images of deities
housed in private homes or relocated to safe haveli-style residences in Rajasthan. In Bengal,
during the 17th century, new terracotta temples dedicated to Krishna appeared, reflecting both
local artistic traditions and devotional needs.

A fresh wave of temple construction came with the decline of the Mughal Empire and the rise of
the Marathas. Leaders such as the Bhonsles and the Holkars built Hindu temples, especially
dedicated to Rama, in places like Nashik, Gwalior and Kashi.

Thus, the Hindu temple has not remained static for millennia. It has constantly evolved and
survived all kinds of challenges and shifts in philosophies.

SHORT NEWS

BAGRAM AIR BASE

— Recently, Donald Trump, in his Truth Social post, again demanded control over Bagram Air
Base in Afghanistan.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
48


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

— Bagram Air Base is the largest air base in Afghanistan, which lies some 60 km to the north of
Kabul, in the strategic Parwan province.

— In Parwan lie the keys to controlling much of Afghanistan due to its linkages to key cities,
including Kabul, Kandahar and Bamiyan.

— The air base was originally built by the Soviets in the 1950s, when both the US and the USSR
were jockeying for influence in Afghanistan.

— After September 11, 2001, the US and its allies took over, as they toppled the Taliban regime.
Today, the base is under Taliban control. However, the US has long been concerned about China
making inroads into Afghanistan after its exit.

ZUCMAN TAX:

This is a kind of wealth tax proposed in France where rich groups will be taxed a 2% on their net
worth. The proposed tax would target assets valued at over €100 mn (roughly $118 mn). It would
impact the country’s top 1,800 households, the economist says, and could potentially generate
€20 bn annually.

K VISA: WHY THIS COULD BE CHINA’S ANSWER TO TRUMP’S WAR ON H-1B

The State Council of the People’s Republic of China recently revised the ‘Regulations on the
Administration of the Entry and Exit of Foreigners’, adding a new visa category of K visa from
October 1. This new visa category is specifically aimed at foreign science and technology talents
who meet certain conditions and requirements. While this was done before Trump’s curbs on H-
1B, it is well known that a restriction on this visa category was on the cards and broadly aligned
with the new US administration’s hardline immigration policies. For the Chinese K visa, foreign
youth who have graduated from “renowned domestic or international universities or research
institutions” with a bachelor’s degree or higher in STEM fields (Science, Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics) and foreign professionals engaged in education and research in STEM-related fields
would qualify. Compared to existing ordinary Chinese visa types, K visa holders have been
promised greater flexibility in terms of entry frequency and validity period and have an expanded
scope of activities. More importantly, applications will no longer require sponsorship from a local
enterprise. The K visa is essentially being seen as an extension of the R visa for high-level talent
introduced by China in 2013.

WHAT TO EXPECT AT THE UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY THIS WEEK

World leaders gather in New York every September at the annual United Nations General
Assembly, which on Tuesday begins its 80th session. The United Nations was formed in 1945 and
today has 193 members. Leaders of two non-member observer states, known at the UN as the Holy
See and the State of Palestine, and an observer member, the European Union, can also speak in
UNGA. It is tradition for Brazil to always be the first member state to speak. This is because in the
early years of the world body, Brazil stepped up to speak first. As host to the UN headquarters, the
United States is the second country to address the General Assembly. The list is then based on
hierarchy and on a first-come, first-served basis. Despite a voluntary 15-minute time limit, one of
the longest speeches made was in 1960 by the Cuban leader Fidel Castro, who spoke for about
four and a half hours. Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi spoke for more than one and a half hours
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in 2009. This year’s theme is: “Better together: 80 years and more for peace, development and
human rights.”

GSTAT LAUNCHED, TO BEGIN HEARINGS FROM DEC

In a major step towards dispute resolution, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Wednesday
formally launched the Goods and Services Appellate Tribunal (GSTAT). Terming it as an
“institutional milestone”, Sitharaman said the GSTAT will begin hearings from December this year.

The filing of appeals under GSTAT will happen in a staggered manner, with old cases going to get
prioritised first, officials said.

Though the GST laws had provisioned for setting up of the GST Appellate Tribunal, it had not
become functional ever since the indirect tax regime’s rollout in July 2017. The first appeal under
GST is made to tax officers, but the second appeal against the orders of the first appellate
authorities under central as well as state tax administration lies with the GSTAT. Therefore, this
is the first forum at which the adjudication process converges under all GST laws and all tax
administrations. Taxpayers can now approach the GSTAT instead of approaching the respective
High Courts directly, thereby reducing their caseload.

BIHAR’S MUKHYAMANTRI MAHILA ROJGAR YOJANA

— Prime Minister Narendra Modi has launched Bihar’'s Mukhyamantri Mahila Rojgar Yojana on
September 26. The Rs 7,500-crore scheme, an initiative of Bihar’s NDA government, is aimed at
promoting women’s empowerment through self-employment and livelihood opportunities.

— Under the scheme, financial assistance will be provided to one woman from each family, for
livelihood activities of their choice, fostering economic independence and social empowerment.

— Each beneficiary will receive an initial grant of Rs 10,000 via direct benefit transfer, with the
possibility of additional financial support of up to Rs 2 lakh in subsequent phases.

CAPACITY BUILDING AND HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT SCHEME

— The government has approved the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research / Council
of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR/CSIR) Scheme on “Capacity Building and Human
Resource Development” for the period of the Fifteenth Finance Commission Cycle 2021-22 to
2025-26.

— The scheme is implemented by the CSIR and will cover all R&D institutions, national
laboratories, Institutes of National Importance, Institutes of Eminence, and Universities across the
country.

— The Scheme plays an important role in the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) for the S&T sector in India by increasing the researchers per million population. The
Scheme has demonstrated its relevance by building capacity and expanding the pool of high-
quality human resources in the S&T sector.
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‘ VISAKHAPATNAM DECLARATION

— The 28th National Conference on e-Governance (NCeG) was held at Vishakhapatnam, Andhra
Pradesh on 22nd and 23rd of September. The conference concluded with the adoption of the
“Visakhapatnam Declaration.”

— Itwas co-hosted by the Department of Administrative Reforms and Public Grievances (DARPG),
the Ministry of Electronics and IT (MeitY), and the Government of Andhra Pradesh.

— The theme of the conference was “Viksit Bharat: Civil Service and Digital Transformation.”

— The declaration called for a whole-of-government approach to strengthen civil services with
digital competencies and agile, data-driven frameworks.

— It proposed scaling up Al-driven platforms like Digital India BHASHINI, Digi Yatra, and NADRES
V2 to deliver multilingual, real-time, and sector-specific citizen services with a focus on ethical
and transparent adoption of Al.

— The Visakhapatnam Declaration sets the tone for India’s digital governance strategy over the
coming years, with an emphasis on inclusivity, security, and innovation to empower citizens and
strengthen service delivery.

FROM FOODGRAINS TO CEMENT: LIKE PASSENGER SERVICES, INDIAN RAILWAYS
LAUNCHES TIME-TABLED FREIGHT TRAINS

The Railways has launched four freight trains that will run on a fixed, notified schedule, similar to
passenger trains in a departure from the norm for goods services. The move aims to ensure
reliable freight operations and more such trains will follow, said officials.

ELSA 3 SINKING AFFECTED MARINE LIFE, WATER QUALITY ALONG SOUTH-EAST ARABIAN
SEA: REPORT

The sinking of the Liberian-flagged container vessel MSC ELSA 3 off the Kerala coast in May this
year caused significant ecological disruption, an investigation report submitted by the Ministry of
Earth Sciences (MoES) has found. The leakage from the ship has affected the south-eastern
Arabian Sea region’s water quality, plankton, benthos, fish eggs and larvae and higher marine life,
says the report. Following the investigation, marine experts have flagged the urgent need for
sealing the wreck’s fuel compartments. They have requested for a long-term monitoring of the
impacted regions to safeguard marine ecosystems and fishery resources. MSC ELSA 3, a 28-year-
old vessel, was sailing from Vizhinjam port in Thiruvananthapuram to Kochi when it capsized
around 25 km southwest of Alappuzha on May 25. Zooplankton was found to contain high levels
of petroleum-derived pollutants, experts noted. Tests confirmed bio-accumulation and this has
raised concerns about the transfer of these pollutants through the food web to fish and humans.

MIG-21 BOWS OUT

— The Indian Air Force (IAF) on September 26 bid farewell to its iconic MiG-21 fighter jets.
Marking the occasion, Rajnath Singh released a special commemorative day cover and stamp
honouring the legacy of MiG-21.
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— India procured more than 700 MiG-21 aircraft of different variants from Russia, such as the
Type-77, Type-96, BIS and the Bison, since the aircraft’s induction in the IAF in 1963.

— The MiG-21s are among the six fighter jets flown by the Indian Air Force (IAF), and have for
long been the backbone of the IAF.

— The MiG-21s are single-engine, single-seater multi-role fighter/ground attack aircraft. While
they were first inducted in 1963 as an interceptor aircraft, over the next few decades, they were
upgraded to perform a variety of roles performed by a fighter aircraft, including ground attack.

AGNI-PRIME MISSILE

— In a first-of-its-kind launch, India successfully carried out the test firing of the Agni-Prime
(Agni-P) missile from a rail-based mobile launcher system. Thus far, only Russia, the US,
China, and possibly North Korea had the capability of launching long-range ballistic missiles from
rail-based platforms.

—It has the capability to move on the Rail network without any pre-conditions, which allows the
User to have cross-country mobility and launch within a short reaction time with reduced
visibility.

— The mass of the Agni-P missile is 11,000 kg, and it is a two-stage solid-fuel propelled missile. It
has an operational range of 1,000 km to 2,000 km. It can carry high explosive, thermobaric, or
nuclear warheads.

COLD START EXERCISE

— In the first week of October, the Army, Navy, and Air Force will conduct a joint exercise to test
drones and counter-drone systems. It is named ‘Cold Start’ and likely to be conducted in Madhya
Pradesh.

NEW RAMSAR SITES FROM BIHAR

—Two sites from Bihar — Gokul Jalashay (448 hectares) in Buxar district and Udaipur Jheel (319
hectares) in West Champaran district — were declared Ramsar sites.

— This brings the total to 93 Ramsar Sites, spanning 13,60,719 hectares, underscoring India’s
resolve to safeguard its rich wetland ecosystems for biodiversity, climate resilience, and
sustainable livelihoods.

WORLD RHINO DAY

— World Rhino Day is observed on September 22 every year. The day commemorates the global
effort to protect rhinos and raise awareness to curb poaching. The word “rhinoceros” comes from
the combination of two Greek words - “rhino” meaning nose and “ceros” meaning horn.

— The Indian rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis) is found only in the Brahmaputra valley, parts of
North Bengal, and parts of southern Nepal. The Indian rhino is listed as vulnerable (better than
endangered, worse than near threatened) in the IUCN Red List.
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— The three species of rhino—black, Javan, and Sumatran—are critically endangered in the IUCN
Red List.

“SMOG-EATING” PHOTOCATALYTIC COATINGS

— The Delhi government will conduct a time-bound feasibility study on the use of “smog-eating”
photocatalytic coatings on roads, pavements and public spaces to reduce pollutants such as
nitrogen dioxide (NO;) and harmful hydrocarbons.

— The field trials and evaluation of titanium oxide (TiO.)-based surfaces will be carried out.

— Experts have noted that using titanium dioxide as a coating has its advantages for being low-
cost and chemically stable. It is also known for its compatibility with traditional construction
materials.

WORLD TOURISM DAY 2025

— World Tourism Day is being celebrated on 27th September every year to highlight the
importance of tourism in connecting people, fostering cultural exchange, and supporting
economic development.

— The theme for this year is ‘Tourism and Sustainable Transformation’, which emphasises
tourism’s power to promote positive change.

— The day commemorates the adoption of the United Nations World Tourism Organisation
statutes in 1970. It was celebrated for the first time in the year 1980.

ANTYODAYA DIWAS 2025

— Antyodaya Diwas is an annual occasion to commemorate the birth anniversary of Indian leader
Pandit Deendayal Upadhyaya, who was born on September 25, 1916.

— He was the co-founder of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh (B]S), the forerunner of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP). He was also one of the thinkers of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).

— The term “Antyodaya” translates to “upliftment of the last person,” epitomising Upadhyaya’s
mission to address the needs of the most disadvantaged individuals in society.

— He also propounded the idea of Integral Humanism which talks about unity and harmony
among the various components that make up a human individual, and among individuals and
society as a whole.

NATIONAL AYURVEDA DAY

— Ayurveda Day was earlier celebrated on Dhanteras every year, in honour of Lord Dhanwantari,
the physician of the gods. From this year, the government has fixed September 23 to be celebrated
as the National Ayurveda Day starting in 2025.

— The theme for this year is “Ayurveda for People & Planet” and emphasises that Ayurveda is not
just a healthcare system but a science rooted in the principle of harmony between the individual
and the environment.
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‘WORLD FOOD INDIA 2025

— The fourth edition of World Food India 2025 was organized at Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi.

— India’s growing leadership in the global food economy finds powerful expression through
World Food India — the Ministry’s flagship international platform for investment, innovation, and
collaboration.

JAMDANI SAREE
— The first-ever Jamdani Exposition was organised at the National Crafts Museum.

— Jamdani is traditionally crafted from cotton, and is celebrated for its fine, airy texture and
elegance. It is a centuries-old handwoven textile from the Bengal region.

— The name “jamdani” derives from the Persian words jam (flower) and dani (vase), describing
its floral designs.

—In 2013, UNESCO recognized Jamdani weaving as an Intangible Cultural Heritage, underscoring
its cultural and historical significance.

SCIENTISTS CAN TUNE THE FLAVOUR OF CHOCOLATES BY TWEAKING MICROBES

Did you know that, like yogurt, kimchi, and sauerkraut, chocolate is a fermented food as well?
When microorganisms like bacteria and fungi ferment carbohydrates in food, they transform it
without using oxygen.

Farmers usually ferment cocoa beans on the farm in wooden boxes covered with materials that
regulate temperature. While cheesemakers or winemakers add microbes, cocoa beans instead
benefit from microbes that arrive spontaneously from the environment, with little human help. As
a result, the location strongly shapes cocoa bean fermentation, which makes the flavour profiles
differ from one place to the next.

In a new study published in Nature Microbiology, scientists recreated cocoa bean fermentation in
the lab and explored ways to make it better.

TRIPURA SUNDARI TEMPLE

— Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated the redeveloped five-century-old Tripura Sundari
Temple at Udaipur in Gomati district on 22nd September.

— The Tripura Sundari Temple is one of the 51 Hindu shaktipeetha shrines across the country,
and attracts lakhs of devotees every year.

— The Tripura Sundari Temple was built by Maharaj Dhanya Manikya Bahadur in 1501 when
Udaipur, then known as Rangamati, was the capital of the erstwhile Manikya kingdom.

— The temple is built atop a hillock resembling the back of a turtle. It is located 60 km from
Agartala.
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— According to Tripura Rajmala, the royal chronicle of the Manikya kings, Maharaj Dhanya
Manikya Bahadur constructed the temple in 1501 following a ‘swapnadesh’ or divine
commandment from the Supreme Mother or Aadishakti in his dream.

71ST NATIONAL FILM AWARDS

— The National Film Awards were first given outin 1954, at that time it was called ‘state awards’.
Nargis won the inaugural Award for Best Actress, for her performance as a schizophrenia patient
in ‘Raat Aur Din’, while Uttam Kumar won the Best Actor award for both ‘Antony Firingee’ and
‘Chiriyakhana’.

— The first-ever Best Feature Film winner was the Marathi movie Shyamchi Aai. The most
awarded film in the history of the awards remains Ashutosh Gowariker’s Lagaan, which received
eight honours in 2002.

WORLD PARA ATHLETIC CHAMPIONSHIPS 2025

— The 2025 World Para Athletics Championships is being organised in New Delhi from 27
September to 5 October. It is the 12th edition of the World Para Athletics Championships and the
largest Para sport event ever held in India.

— Shailesh Kumar became World Champion in the men’s high jump T63 category. He is from
Bihar’s Jamui district.

— Deepthi Jeevanji won the silver medal in the women’s 400m T20 class.

— Varun Singh Bhati (T42) grabbed bronze in Men'’s high jump.

WORLD ARCHERY PARA CHAMPIONSHIPS 2025

— The World Archery Para Championship, which is organised every two years, was organised in
Gwangju, Republic of Korea, from 22 to 28 September 2025.

— Eighteen-year-old Indian armless archer Sheetal Devi made history, defeating Turkiye’s world
No.1 Oznur Cure Girdi to bag the women'’s compound individual category gold.

— Toman Kumar joined her as the men’s compound individual champion.

— Sheetal had earlier won a mixed team bronze in the compound event with Toman Kumar,
defeating Great Britain’s Jodie Grinham and Nathan MacQueen 152-149.

— In the compound women’s open team event, Sheetal and Sarita won silver after losing to
Turkey in the final.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
55


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

BUSINESS AND ECONOMY

WTO SAYS CHINA DECISION TO FOREGO SPECIAL TREATMENT AIDS FAIR TRADE

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

The World Trade Organization hailed on Wednesday Beijing’s decision to no longer seek new
special treatment in future WTO talks, calling it a step towards a more equitable global trading
system.

“This is a pivotal moment for the WTO,” organisation chief Ngozi Okonjo-lweala said in a
statement. “China’s decision reflects a commitment to a more balanced and equitable global
trading system.”

Her comment came after Chinese Premier Li Qiang on Tuesday announced that his country would
not be seeking new special and differential treatment — a privilege granted to developing nations
— in future WTO talks. Mr. Li made his announcement at a high-level meeting on the sidelines of
the United Nations General Assembly, China’s official Xinhua news agency said.

In his announcement, Mr. Li said the world’s second biggest economy was behaving as “a
responsible major developing country”, Xinhua reported.

WTO agreements contain provisions allowing developing countries special rights, and for other
members to treat them more favourably.

Such treatment includes longer timeframes for implementing commitments and measures to
boost trading opportunities for these countries.

But some wealthy nations have in the past said that China should no longer be classified as a
developing country, which is something that nations decide for themselves. Washington has
previously argued that China, which has risen to become the world’s largest merchandise trader,
should relinquish the treatment given to developing countries.

INDIA-EU STRATEGIC AGENDA

At a time when the United States, under President Donald Trump, is upending old and established
global alignments, Europe is positioning itself as an all-weather friend of India, a predictable
alternative to the unpredictability stemming from the White House.

The India-European Union (EU) leaders’ summit, which will build on the European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen’s visit to India earlier this year, is set to take place next February.
In the six months leading up to it, the two sides will be meeting roughly once a week to discuss
cooperation in a number of areas.

Earlier this month, the EU issued a document which outlines the strategic agenda for India-EU ties
ahead of the summit. This vision, based on a commitment to mutual benefit, is based on five pillars.

The EU is India’s largest trading partner; India is the EU’s largest trading partner in the Global
South. In 2024, bilateral trade in goods reached EUR 120 billion, an increase of nearly 90% over
the last decade. Trade in services adds another EUR 60 billion.
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The EU says that a free trade agreement (FTA) substantially reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers
would unlock major trade and investment flows. Both sides aim to conclude negotiations by the
end of 2025.

The EU’s Global Gateway mobilises EUR 300 billion globally to support energy, digital and
transport infrastructure, while India boasts initiatives such as MAHASAGAR (Mutual and Holistic
Advancement for Security and Growth). In 2021, the two partners concluded the EU-India
Connectivity Partnership.

Additionally, the EU and India are collaborating to develop Green Shipping Corridors, which will
strengthen sustainable maritime connectivity and reduce dependency on carbon-intensive routes.

The EU brings world-class research and digital infrastructure, a strong industry, robust
regulation, and expertise in green and digital technologies. India, on the other hand, offers a skilled
workforce, vast datasets, a growing digital economy and electronics sector, a vibrant startup
ecosystem, and expertise in frugal innovation.

The EU proposes setting up a number of EU-India Innovation Hubs: dedicated platforms on key
technologies, bringing together policymakers, industry leaders, startups, investors, and experts to
identify shared priorities and catalyse innovation.

The EU-India security and defence cooperation has recently gained momentum through the
Strategic Dialogue on Foreign and Security Policy launched in June 2025. Regular thematic
dialogues between India and the EU address themes of maritime security, cybersecurity,
counterterrorism, and non proliferation.

Anindustry-led EU-India Defence Industry Forum, which will bring together businesses from both
sides, share best practices, and identify opportunities for cooperation, could be set up.

In 2023, 825,000 Indian citizens lived in the EU, the largest group receiving EU Blue Cards and
intra-corporate transfer permits. Travel has become easier, with nearly one million Schengen
visas issued in India in 2024, many as multiple-entry short-stay visas.

Closer cooperation is needed to facilitate recognition of qualifications and learning periods
abroad. This will support systemic collaboration in higher and vocational education, enabling joint
programmes, satellite campuses, and language training in India.

Do You Know:

The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) is a connectivity project that seeks to
develop a seamless infrastructure of ports, railways, roads, sea lines and pipelines to enhance
trade among India, the Arabian Peninsula, the Mediterranean region and Europe.

The IMEC aims to capitalise on the existing trade routes between India and the Arab Gulf and the
Eastern Mediterranean and Europe and build the missing infrastructure to link the Gulf and
Mediterranean regions.

The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) for the IMEC was signed in September 2023 in New
Delhi during the G-20 summit by India, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), France,
Germany, Italy, the US and the EU.
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According to the EU, The European Union is a group of 27 countries in Europe. These countries
came together to make things better, easier and safer for people. They agreed to work together
and help each other.

India established diplomatic relations with the European Economic Community — the first pillar
of the future European Union — back in 1962. The Joint Political Statement signed in 1993 and
the Cooperation Agreement of 1994 paved the way for the strengthening of ties between India
and Europe.

TRUMP ANNOUNCES 100% TARIFF ON IMPORT OF PATENTED PHARMA PRODUCTS

Expanding the tariff net, US President Donald Trump has said his administration will be imposing
a 100 per cent tariff on branded or patented pharmaceutical products, a 50 per cent tariff on all
kitchen cabinets, bathroom vanities and associated products, and a 25 per cent tariff on heavy
trucks from October 1.

This comes in the wake of the US Department of Commerce launching a range of investigations
under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, which gives Trump the power to raise
tariffs citing “national security”.

Starting October 1st, 2025, we will be imposing a 100 per cent tariff on any branded or patented
pharmaceutical product, unless a company is building their pharmaceutical manufacturing plant
in America.

‘Is building’ will be defined as ‘breaking ground’ and/or ‘under construction’. There will, therefore,
be no tariff on these pharmaceutical products if construction has started.

The US is India’s largest market for pharmaceutical exports, accounting for an almost 40 per cent
share. Pharma exports were exempt from the 50 per cent tariffs imposed by the Trump
administration on most Indian goods.

“The grey zone is ‘branded generics’ - generic molecules sold under brand names like Crocin could
face tariffs if treated as ‘branded imports’. Many Indian firms sell it to the US,”

India’s pharma exports to the US are concentrated among a group of major pharmaceutical
companies that together account for nearly 70 per cent of shipments, as per GTRI analysis.

According to HSBC analysts, Sun Pharma is the only Indian company with sizeable sales from
patented products in the US. It reported global sales of $1,217 million from patented products in
FY25, of which the US market accounted for 85-90 per cent.

European countries are expected to face the most immediate and severe impact from the new US
tariffs on imported branded or patented pharmaceutical products, while India may remain less
affected for now, according to GTRI.

India’s contribution of nearly 6 per cent of the total US imports was largely dominated by generic
medicines. Citing data from the Directorate General of Commercial Intelligence and Statistics
(DGCI&S), GTRI said India exported $9.8 billion worth of pharmaceutical formulations to the US
in 2024-25, accounting for 39.8 per cent of its total pharma exports.

These shipments include tablets, capsules, and injectables for the treatment of hypertension,
diabetes, infections, cardiovascular, and neurological conditions. Large volumes also cover
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antibiotic formulations such as amoxicillin, azithromycin, and ciprofloxacin, as well as vitamin and
nutritional products.

“For now, India’s low-cost generic model may offer a cushion against the shock of Trump’s tarift.”

Trump’s move could also affect government incentives under the Production-Linked Incentive
(PLI) schemes that are focusing on developing products under three categories. According to an
official statement, the first category covers biopharmaceuticals, complex generic drugs, “patented
drugs or those nearing patent expiry”, gene therapy drugs, orphan drugs and complex excipients.

Do You Know:

Representatives from the industry have said that this is unlikely to affect the Indian industry,
which largely exports generic drugs to the US. Yet, it has led to confusion and panic among the
country’s drug manufacturers.

Despite several rounds of tariff announcements, the Indian pharmaceutical industry has largely
remained unscathed. This is a big relief, considering the US is the biggest foreign market for Indian
pharmaceutical manufacturers.

What will be the impact on US patients?:

Not only will any tariff on these generic pharmaceutical products impact Indian industry, it will
also impact the US patients. Indian companies supply 47 per cent of all generic medicines
prescribed in the US.

More than half of the prescriptions of five of the 10 most common therapy areas — hypertension,
mental health, medicines to control lipids, medicines for nervous system disorders, and anti-ulcer
drugs — were supplied by India too.

Take the example of the drug Rosuvastatin used for the treatment of high cholesterol levels. After
an Indian generic entered the US market, the number of Americans who were able to afford the
drug doubled between 2016 and 2022.

Medicines from Indian companies provided $219 billion in savings to the US healthcare system in
2022, according to data from IQVIA.

According to the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, “Patents is a statutory right
granted by the respective governments. It gives one exclusive rights and bars others from making,
using, selling and importing a product or process, based on the patented invention without one’s
prior permission.”

Patents encourage investment in drug development by offering 20 years of exclusive market
access to its holder to recover their R&D investment.

UNDERSTANDING THE RUPEE’S SLIDE AGAINST THE US DOLLAR

Right through September, every passing week, the Indian rupee (INR) has been hitting all-time
lows in its exchange value with the US dollar (USD).

In other words, an Indian wanting to buy a US good or any foreign good whose price is
denominated in US dollars (like crude oil) would need to shell out more than 88 Indian rupees for

each US dollar.
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To be sure, this slide in the relative value of the Indian rupee hasn’t been sudden. However, it is
important to note that the Indian rupee has been losing value to the US dollar at a time when the
latter has been losing value against the currencies of almost all the major economies.

As the data shows, while INR lost more than 3% of its value against the USD, other competing
economies...

The rupee’s slide is not just against the US dollar; it has become weaker against other major
currencies such as the euro and the pound.

While a weaker currency makes imports from the rest of the world costlier, it has a silver lining:
It makes India’s exports more affordable for the consumers in the rest of the world.

At a time when the whole world is turning protectionist and unwilling to trade, a weaker rupee
may come in handy for India’s exporters, who are already facing stiff US tariffs.

The bigger reasons for the Indian rupee’s slide, however, lie elsewhere. Exchange rates are
essentially dependent on relative demand for the currencies. If American demand for rupees
outpaces the Indian demand for dollars then the rupee will gain in value against the dollar.

This can happen either because the rest of the world wants to buy India’s goods and services or if
global investors want to invest money in India — either in the stock markets by buying shares
(Foreign Portfolio Investment or FPI) or by directly investing in new companies and factories
(Foreign Direct Investment or FDI).

As it turns out, Trump’s tariffs have damaged India’s already stagnant export growth while FPIs
and FDIs are falling or even turning negative because global investors are not happy with India’s
GDP growth numbers, as well as the earnings of Indian companies.

Do You Know:

The GDP is the most basic way to assess the performance of any economy — both from one year
to another as well as across different countries. The idea behind the concept is to assess the size
of an economy.

On the positive side, a weaker rupee enhances the competitiveness of Indian exports in the global
market, boosting export earnings, especially for sectors like IT. Additionally, Indians living abroad
benefit from a weaker rupee, as their remittances can go further in India, supporting the economy,
particularly in regions reliant on remittances.

Export-oriented sectors, such as IT and pharmaceuticals, are expected to benefit from the rupee’s
depreciation, as evident from the recent market trends.

However, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) faces a dilemma in balancing growth, inflation, and
currency concerns. While the RBI may prefer a free flow adjustment of the rupee to prevailing
macros, can India afford it? Near-term pressures are expected, with the rupee potentially
depreciating by 6.3 per cent to 88.
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HOW IS THE JEWELLERY SECTOR COPING WITH U.S. TARIFFS?

The story so far:

India’s diamond and jewellery sector has been hit due to the U.S. tariffs. While the U.S. has imposed
a 50% import duty on India’s cut and polished diamonds, it has imposed a 50-57% duty on
studded and non-studded jewellery, upsetting decades of well-set trade. At such a time, the sector
wants government intervention which could absorb the shock caused by U.S. tariffs.

Why government intervention?

The U.S. is the largest importer of diamonds from India. In 2024-25, India exported diamonds
worth 46,000 crore and studded gold jewellery worth 323,000 crore. Moreover, India’s cut and
polished diamond industry employs 8.2 lakh skilled workers. The U.S. tariffs are likely to affect
the jobs of 1.7 lakh skilled workers, as per the Gems and Jewellery Export Promotion Council’s
prediction. Of India’s exporters, 85% are Medium and Small Scale Enterprises (MSMEs) which will
not be able to bear the shock of the loss of the U.S. market in the short term. The industry has
therefore sought short-term measures in terms of policy reliefs, aid for workers, and monetary
and marketing benefits for three to six months, to help the manufacturers absorb the shock.
Gujarat, Rajasthan and Maharashtra are the worst-hit States.

What are the sought policy reliefs?

Some of the key policy reliefs sought by the industry are: to extend the export obligation period
for exports made to the U.S. from 90 days to 270 days; allow reverse job work in DTAs (Domestic
Tariff Areas) by jewellery manufacturing Special Economic Zones (SEZs); and allow SEZs to sell in
the domestic market on payment of duty foregone. In simple terms, if a jewellery manufacturer
imports gold for the export of jewellery, such export of ready-made jewellery has to take place
within a period of 90 days. If not, an import duty of 6% and GST of 3% is levied. But with the orders
from the U.S. suddenly drying up, many exporters are unable to ship their jewellery. That is why,
the industry now wants the export obligation period to be increased.

The industry also wants the government to allow the SEZs to sell their goods in the domestic
market with import duty forgone. Currently, the exporters are allowed to sell in the domestic
market, but with a duty of 20% on the finished product. This makes them less competitive as
compared to domestic manufacturers. Reverse job order refers to SEZs being allowed to
manufacture for domestic buyers so that idle machinery and capability can be utilised; skilled
workers can stay gainfully employed; and that factories set up after years of hard work can keep
running.

What are the incentives demanded?

Some of the demands by the industry are — monetary incentives like interest subvention offered
during the COVID period; temporary subsidisation of exports to the U.S.; worker-related benefits
like restructuring of personal loans and inclusion under healthcare schemes; and marketing
benefits such as giving exporters funding to explore newer markets. Other demands include
banking incentives, liquidity packages, and finance extensions, among others.
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Why the urgency?

The tariffs are disrupting businesses which were set for almost five decades. These tariffs will
disproportionately affect MSMEs which have invested for years to build up their businesses. While
large exporters will be able to navigate through this change, the bottom-line will be wiped out
unless the government intervenes and provides short-term relief for three to six months, says the
industry. The total bailout package in the form of various incentives is likely to be to the tune of
X500 crore as per rough industry estimates. “The U.S. forms 30% of India’s gem and jewellery
export. Most of this demand is fulfilled by MSMEs, which form the backbone of the sector, and
which are now struggling to survive. We need urgent government help,” said Kirit Bhansali,
chairperson of Gem and Jewellery Export Promotion Council.

THE PROBLEM WITH LOW INFLATION

Over the last week, two sets of inflation data were released by the government and both were
heartening for Indian households. First came the retail inflation data on Friday, which showed
that Consumer Price Index (CPI) based inflation stood at 2.07 per cent in August. Next, on Monday,
was inflation based on the Wholesale Price Index (WPI), with prices up a mere 0.52 per cent from
August 2024.

— However, while these subdued price increases are a boon for Indian consumers, they are a
problem for the government and its Budget math.

— Inflation matters to the fiscal arithmetic via the GDP - the nominal GDP, to be precise. While
the GDP growth figure usually cited is after adjusting for inflation to arrive at the ‘real GDP growth
rate’, the number more relevant for the government’s accounts is the unadjusted, or nominal GDP.

— Data released last month showed India’s real GDP growth rate unexpectedly rose to a five-
quarter high of 7.8 per cent in April-June. However, the ‘nominal’ GDP growth rate was at a three-
quarter low of 8.8 per cent. And this is crucial, for it is lower than what the government expected.

— In the Union Budget for 2025-26, presented on February 1, the finance ministry had assumed
that India’s nominal GDP in the current fiscal would be Rs 357 lakh crore, 10.1 per cent higher
from the revised estimate of Rs 324 lakh crore for 2024-25. The growth in nominal GDP assumed
in the Budget is important as it is used to guide how much tax collections may rise in the coming
year.

— However, with inflation being low, nominal GDP growth has been weaker than anticipated so
far this year — GDP, after all, is just the final value of goods and services in a year, and low growth
in prices can lead to GDP growth being subdued even if production increases somewhat.

— The impact of weak price increases and nominal GDP growth is showing up in the government’s
finances: latest data shows that in April-July, the central government’s gross tax revenue was up
just 1 per cent year-on-year, while net tax revenue was down 7.5 per cent.

— “While the low inflation trajectory is good news for the consumers, it is not so good for the
government balance sheet,” Paras Jasrai, an economist at India Ratings & Research, said. “Impact
of slower GDP growth is already visible in government finances and tax collection growth trailing
FY26 budget targets.”
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— Meeting this nominal GDP number is important for two key indicators: the fiscal deficit and
central government debt, both of which are measured as a percentage of the nominal GDP.

— Low inflation is not always bad when it comes to impacting nominal GDP growth. What matters
is why its low. It’s best if prices are subdued because of oversupply and not weak demand.

Do You Know:

—The two most-often used inflation rates in the country are the wholesale price index (WPI)
based inflation rate and the consumer price index (CPI) based inflation rate. The former is called
the wholesale inflation rate and the latter is called the retail inflation rate.

— Both WPI and CPI are price indices. In other words, these are two different baskets of goods
and services. The government assigns different weights to different goods and services based on
what is relevant for those two types of consumers.

— The CPl-based inflation data is compiled by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (or MoSPI) and the WPI-based inflation data is put together by the Department
for Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade (or DPIIT).

GST 2.0: WHAT CHANGES

An exemption for Indian bread by any name — roti, paratha, khakhra — or for health and life
insurance for individuals, to sharp tax rate cuts for beauty and well-being services to 5 per cent
from 18 per cent or aspirational goods such as air conditioners, refrigerators and big TV screens
to 18 per cent from 28 per cent, a wide range of goods and services of a person’s consumption
basket have been touched as part of the reforms under GST 2.0.

— Effective Monday (September 22), the rate rejig also seeks to resolve classification disputes by
placing similar goods in the same rate slab to avoid issues such as how to tax roti or parotta or
salted or caramelised popcorn, along with attempting to majorly correct the inverted duty
structure, wherein the tax rate on output supply is lower than the tax rate on inputs.

— The rate rejig for the eight-year-old consumption-based tax has been done across sectors such
as agriculture, textiles, fertilisers, health, construction, transport and renewable energy.

— Termed as GST Bachat Utsav by Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Sunday, the rate
rationalisation is meant to leave more disposable income in the hands of people, which is seen
spurring household consumption and which in turn could incentivise investments.

— The government has also placed its bet on the potential consumption boost as it expects it will
help it offset the revenue loss arising from the rate cuts on over 375 items.

— The GST regime, rolled out in July 2017, subsumed 17 indirect taxes and 13 cesses, has seen
over a dozen rounds of rate tweaks so far. But this round of reforms focused on a major
restructuring of GST slabs.

— The multiple slabs - 5 per cent, 12 per cent, 18 per cent and 28 per cent - were replaced with
a broad two-slab structure - a merit rate of 5 per cent and a standard rate of 18 per cent - in
addition to a special demerit rate of 40 per cent for sin and demerit goods such as pan masala,
tobacco and cigarettes.
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— The 12 per cent GST slab, which has been removed for all other items, continues to be retained
for one category of goods — bricks. Bricks, except sand like bricks, have been retained in the 12
per cent slab with input tax credit.

— Services have also been in focus in this rate rationalisation process. Welfare services like health
and life insurance for individuals have been exempt from 18 per cent GST earlier. Hotels with per
day tariff rate of below or equal to Rs 7,500 have seen a cut in GST rate to 5 per cent without ITC
from 12 per cent with ITC earlier. Salons and well-being services such as spas have also seen a
reduction in the GST rate to 5 per cent from 18 per cent.

— Household budgets are expected to get a boost from the GST rate cuts and the ensuing price
cuts by companies. Even as the government does not have a legal provision in force to act against
profiteering by companies, the Finance Ministry has asked its officers in the field to compile
monthly data reports on price change of commodities pre- and post-GST rate rationalisation.

— The multiplicity of rates had made the GST structure complex, directly impacting the ease of
doing business and trade and the cost of living of citizens particularly the poor and the middle
class. The plaguing issue of inverted duty structure (IDS) had also affected cash flow and working
capital of businesses as they used to seek refunds for the accumulated input tax credit. Even
though the IDS is tough to eliminate completely, placing similar items in the same tax bracket is
expected to help ease the pressure points for businesses.

— The industry is, however, likely to find some relief on the compliance front. For registration,
returns and refund, GST 2.0 seeks to streamline the registration process by making it more
technology driven and time bound especially for small businesses and startups. The return filing
process stands to benefit as the plan seeks to implement pre-filled returns to reduce manual
intervention and mismatches.

Do You Know:

— The GST came into effect in 2017 and was billed as an attempt to simplify the existing tax
structure in India, where both the Centre and states levied multiple taxes, and to make it uniform.

— The President set up the GST Council as a joint forum of the Centre and the states, under Article
279A (1) of the amended Constitution. It said that members of the Council include the Union
Finance Minister (chairperson), and the Union Minister of State (Finance) from the Centre. Each
state can nominate a minister in charge, of finance or taxation or any other minister, as a member.

— The Council is chaired by the Union Finance Minister and comprises the Union Minister of State
(Finance) and the finance ministers of all the states and Union Territories (with legislatures).

— Its mandate includes making recommendations to the Union and the states on rates of tax,
exemption lists, threshold exemptions, and provision to appeal, among other things.

— The idea of the GST Council and the mechanism of consensus voting on tax matters between
the Centre and the states is borrowed from Canada.

— With the aim of lowering tax burden on common people, easing blocked working capital, and
facilitating ease of doing business with automated refunds and registration process, the 56th GST
Council introduced rationalisation of the GST tax regime.
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— With these reforms, the GST will now get rid of the multiplicity of slabs - 5 per cent, 12 per
cent, 18 per cent and 28 per cent - with a broad two-slab structure - a merit rate of 5 per cent and
a standard rate of 18 per cent - in addition to a special demerit rate of 40 per cent for super luxury,
sin and demerit goods.

— The products that are considered harmful to society, which may cause harm to the health, or if
they are harmful by a moral prism are called “Sin goods”. This includes alcohol, tobacco, gambling
or betting, food products with high fat or sugar content, and so on. Such goods and services are
taxed higher in a bid to dissuade people from using them.

GST 2.0: CENTRE KEEPING WATCH ON PRICE TWEAKS, NO KNEE-JERK REACTION TO
PLAINTS

After having issued a directive to its field officers to monitor the price changes for 54 product
categories under GST 2.0, the Centre is keeping a close watch on the benefits being passed on to
the consumers as the sweeping tax rate cuts became effective from September 22, government
sources said Tuesday.

— The government has also asked consumers to raise complaints on the National Consumer
Helpline about the GST benefits not getting passed on to them.

— While the consumers have raised complaints on social media about prices of several items,
especially in the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) space, not reflecting the cut in GST rates on
e-commerce platforms, the government does not want to give a “knee-jerk” reaction and will wait
for the field officers to submit their report.

— In a FAQ issued late Tuesday, the government said consumers can raise queries or complaints
about not receiving benefits of GST rate changes on the National Consumer Helpline (NCH) via toll
free number 1915 or Whatsapp at 8800001915.

— Field officers have already started compiling the price data, an official said, adding that most
items have seen a price reduction but some items are yet to see a commensurate reduction in
prices because of the existing unsold stock.

— At present, there is no legal anti-profiteering provision under GST. At the time of the rollout of
the indirect taxregime in July 2017, an anti-profiteering provision was incorporated in the Central
GST (CGST) Act through Section 171(2).

— A National Anti-profiteering Authority (NAA) was then set up in November 2017 to check
unfair profiteering activities by registered suppliers and ensure that commensurate benefits of
reduction in GST rates on goods and services and of the input tax credit are passed on to
consumers by way of reduction in prices.

— Initially, it was set up for two years till 2019, but was later provided an extension. All GST anti-
profiteering complaints were then dealt with by the Competition Commission of India (CCI) from
December 1, 2022.

— In a notification dated October 1, 2024, the government then empowered the Principal bench
of GSTAT (GST Appellate Tribunal) as the authority for anti-profiteering cases and notified April
1, 2025, as the sunset date for the anti-profiteering clause in the GST law.
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— After the 56th GST Council meeting, held on September 3, Revenue Secretary Arvind
Shrivastava had said that only around 704 cases were registered with the NAA since inception of
the anti-profiteering body that is no more in existence.

SWIPE, TAP, SPEND

The formalisation of the Indian economy can be viewed at multiple levels - formalisation of firms,
workers and transactions. But, by far, the greatest headway appears to have been made in the
formalisation of transactions, triggered by the rapid adoption of digital modes of payment by
households. And this holds true across the income distribution.

The scale of formalisation of household transactions, which were earlier dominated by cash, is
staggering. In the first quarter of this year (April-June), 34.9 billion transactions (person to
merchant) took place through the UPI platform amounting to Rs 20.4 lakh crore.

— To put this in perspective - this is equal to almost 40 per cent of private final consumption
expenditure during the quarter, up from 24 per cent two years ago.

— Take the case of food and beverages, segments that involve millions of small transactions each
day, which have typically been conducted through cash. Even in this category, digital payments
have made a significant dent.

— Within the non-food category, digital payments are used for paying for a wide range of goods
and services, ranging from payment of utility bills (electricity, water and gas) and petrol, to buying
clothes, medicines, electronic goods and cigarettes, to paying for haircuts and taxi.

— But, it's not just spending on items of routine consumption that are routed through UPI. In July
2025, households transferred Rs 93,857 crore to debt collection agencies presumably to repay
loans, a significant share of which are taken to finance consumption.

— Some have argued that high levels of cash in the economy is perhaps more for the purpose of
maintaining precautionary household savings amid growing uncertainty and its store in value
functions. That may well have been the case.

— Household currency holdings did surge in 2017-18 after demonetisation and in 2020-21 during
the pandemic. But, data also shows that in the years after the pandemic, the share of currency in
household financial savings has been on a consistent decline. In fact, currency holdings, which
accounted for 12.5 per cent of gross household financial savings in 2020-21, have declined to just
3.4 per cent in 2023-24.

— This raises the question: If each year, incrementally, household currency demand for
transaction purposes and precautionary holdings is falling, and the formalisation of firms and
workers continues, though perhaps at a relatively slower pace, then, are we nearing an inflection
point where incrementally currency in circulation will trend lower? There are some signs.

Do You Know:—

Palash Baruah and D L Wankhar wrote: Over two-thirds of Indians who use digital devices
struggle with basic digital banking transactions, highlighting the persistent challenge of bridging
the digital literacy and access gap.
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— According to data from the Government’s Comprehensive Annual Modular Survey (CAMS-
2022-23), only 31.7 per cent of people who use a digital device (mobile phone, computer, laptop,
or tablet) are capable of carrying out digital financial activities like online payments. This isn’t just
a gap — it's a gaping blind spot, one that threatens to transform a well-intentioned digital
revolution into a tool of exclusion.

— Perhaps the most troubling disparity revealed by CAMS data is the digital gender gap. While
around 40 per cent of men can transact online, only 21 per cent of women can do so — a gap of
nearly 20 percentage points. This isn’t merely about access to technology; it reflects entrenched
gender inequality in education, employment, asset ownership, and digital autonomy.

— India is moving towards a two-speed digital economy — one inhabited by the digitally fluent
who can transact, save, invest, and borrow; and the other by the digitally stranded, who remain
dependent and are increasingly being left behind. This divide is not due to unwillingness but
systemic barriers, which include linguistic exclusion, digital illiteracy, and cultural constraints.

— India’s digital revolution must be reimagined to serve every Indian — not just the urban, young,
male minority that currently benefits the most. To ensure inclusiveness, targeted interventions
are needed.

— These can include rural digital literacy drives in local languages, special training for the elderly
and simplified interfaces, empowering women with direct access to mobile technology and
policies to include individuals in banking and tech ecosystems.

SC UPHOLDS NCLAT NOD FOR JSW’S BPSL PLAN

The Supreme Court upheld the February 2020 order of the National Company Law Appellate
Tribunal (NCLAT) approving JSW Steel’s X19,700-crore resolution plan for Bhushan Power and
Steel (BPSL).

The top court had, in May, rejected JSW Steel’s plan and ordered liquidation proceedings against
BPSL. A Special Bench later recalled the order in July and reheard the appeals. The case involved
challenges from operational creditors, including Kalyani Transco, and objections from former
promoters.

In a judgment authored by Chief Justice of India B.R. Gavai, the court held JSW Steel, as the
Successful Resolution Applicant (SRA), had achieved a turnaround and converted a “substantial”
loss-making entity into a profit-earning one.

“The corporate debtor [BPSL] had been running into substantial losses which has now become a
profit-making entity earning substantial profits. The SRA - JSW invested huge amounts in
modernisation and expansion of the entity. Not only that but thousands of employees have been
earning livelihood on account of the corporate debtor running as an ongoing concern due to the
Resolution Plan being implemented by the SRA - J[SW,” the court observed.

Ex-promoters face ire

The Bench castigated the former promoters for prolonged litigation, stressing the very purpose of
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) was to ensure the continuity of corporate debtors. “If,
after the implementation of the Resolution Plan, the SRA - JSW converted a loss-making entity into
the one making profits, can it be penalised for that?” C]JI Gavai asked.
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On May 2, the Supreme Court had found JSW’s resolution plan in “flagrant violation and
contravention” of the IBC, citing lapses by the Resolution Professional.

The court had then invoked Article 142 of the Constitution to direct the National Company Law
Tribunal (NCLT) to initiate liquidation proceedings.

CHOICE OR DUTY: EXPERTS WANT GOVERNMENT SURVEY TO CHECK ON WOMEN’S
UNPAID CARE WORK

Experts have called on the Indian government to find out if the unpaid work performed by women
in taking care of their children and elders is because they want to do it or they feel it is their
responsibility. The suggestion was made at a panel discussion held on Monday in
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, at the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation’s
(MoSPI) data-user conference on the Time Use Survey.

MoSPI’s Time Use Survey shows how much time Indians spend on different activities, such as
learning, paid work, unpaid domestic work, and caring for household members. However, the
survey’s primary aim is to measure participation of men and women in paid and unpaid activities.

— Unpaid care work is seen as one of the most important factors that stop women from working.
“This disproportionate burden of unpaid care work creates what is called ‘time poverty’, which
inhibits women’s ability to dedicate time to paid work and acquire the skills necessary to seek
better job opportunities,” an Observer Research Foundation paper noted in 2022.

— “Cross-country estimates in 2014 showed that a two-hour increase in unpaid labour
commitments correlates with a decrease of 10 per cent in the FLFPR (Female Labour Force
Participation Rate),” the paper, authored by Mitali Nikore, an economist, said.

— India suffers from very low involvement of women in the workforce. As per the government’s
latest Periodic Labour Force Survey, the female Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) in August
was just 33.7 per cent for those aged 15 years and above compared to 77 per cent for males.

— For young females, or those in the 15-29 age bracket, the LFPR was even lower at 21.4 per cent.
The same ratio for makes was nearly three times higher at 60.7 per cent.

— As per the results of the latest Time Use Survey for 2024, released earlier this year in March,
Indians who performed unpaid caregiving services for household members spent 116 minutes a
day, or almost two hours, on the same. However, for females, the time spent was higher at 137
minutes, while it was much lower at 75 minutes for males.

— The aforementioned panel discussion also saw two other suggestions being made to the
statistics ministry through the Time Use Survey.

— One, the ministry was called on to collect information on household members’ digital access,
distinguishing between shared and exclusive use and to assess its impact on individual time-use
patterns. Second, the experts pushed for capturing women’s passive or supervisory care needs.

Do You Know:—

TUS is different from other household surveys because it captures time disposition on different
aspects of human activities, be it paid, unpaid, or other activities with such details which helps
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measure various aspects of gender statistics. It also provides information on time spent on
learning, socializing, leisure activities, self-care activities, etc., by the household members.

—Unpaid activities include care for children, sick, elderly, differently-abled persons in their own
households; production of other services for own consumption; production of goods for own
consumption; voluntary work for production of goods & services in households and market/non-
market units; unpaid trainee work and other unpaid work for production of goods and services.

— The International Labour Organisation (ILO) defines Care Economy as a “set of activities related
to the provision of care and support to individuals, households, and communities, including both
paid and unpaid work.” Care Economy encompasses a broad spectrum of labour and resources
dedicated to meeting the care needs of individuals and families.

— One of the characteristics of the care economy is that women are disproportionately
represented here. According to the World Health Organisation, women form 70% of the total
worKkers in health and social sectors with a gender pay gap of around 28% on average, making it
one of the most biased sectors in terms of wage payments.

— Labour force participation rate refers to the part of the population that supplies or offers to
supply labour for pursuing economic activities for the production of goods and services and
therefore, includes both ‘employed’ and ‘unemployed’ persons.

— Under the current weekly status (CWS) approach, labour force refers to the number of persons
either employed or unemployed on an average in a week before the date of the survey. LFPR is
defined as the number of persons/ person-days in the labour force per 1000 persons /person-
days.

UPGRADING SHIPYARDS

The recently announced package of 69,725 crore, to revitalise India’s shipbuilding and maritime
ecosystem, is to replace the package of 2015, which is set to expire in March 2026. In the last 10
years, while lucrative defence orders had kept some shipyards busy, only half-a-dozen small
merchant ships or so were built in all of India. India’s capacity to build large merchant ships
remains minuscule, which the package hopes to expand to 4.5 million gross tonnage. The plan is
to upgrade shipyards for cutting-edge technology and management principles, promote new
yards in clusters housing factories for shipbuilding ancillaries, and support shipowners for
financing newbuilds. But key questions remain over how this package will succeed as the earlier
one was largely a failure.

Globally, shipbuilding has been honed into a fine art. In Korean, Japanese or even Chinese yards,
component blocks of large merchant ships are prefabricated outside the actual dry dock and
moved to the dry dock, using cranes of say 1,000 tonnes, where they are welded together. The
yards are long enough to be assembly lines. In the past, the metric was keel-laying-to-waterborne.
Today that takes just three to four months. It takes just about a year from the process of first steel
to sea trials for a large merchant ship. Barring an exception or two, Indian yards are neither long
enough nor have the crane capacity and space and capability to do the prefabs. Ancillaries are
another bottleneck. A turnaround of about two to three years is the norm in India — or two more
years of capital sunk without returns. This is a key reason for Indian shipowners not ordering new
shipbuilds even if the subsidies in previous policy addressed the issue of high capex. Shipyard
upgrading should address this issue. China, for instance, has thought through shipbuilding in full
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and set up institutions to train manpower. At this point, India will need to start small, such as ships
of 500 gross tonnage and above. The bottleneck is that while terming ship newbuilds as
infrastructure has brought down the cost of finance through lower interest rates and extended
repayment schedules, this applies only to large vessels. Incentives to promote shipbuilding will
need to include long-term offtake possibilities. Indian shipowners do not see long-term demand
visibility for them to invest in newbuilds in Indian yards with cost overruns from delays. For
instance, India’s green fuel production policy has seen projects to make and export green fuels
through Kakinada and Kochi but without leveraging them to build green ships and do the offtake
as well. Long-term shipping contracts and time charters, for imported coal from State-owned
power utilities and imported crude from oil companies, will spur shipbuilding.

IS IT FEASIBLE TO BLEND ISOBUTANOL AND DIESEL?

The story so far:

On September 11, Union Transport Minister Nitin Gadkari said the Automotive Research
Association of India (ARAI) was exploring the possibility of blending isobutanol with diesel.
I[sobutanol is an alcoholic compound with inflammable properties and is used as a solvent in
several industries, including painting. Mr. Gadkari said ARAI was studying the possibility of
blending isobutanol with diesel, after efforts to blend ethanol with diesel was unsuccessful.

Is isobutanol better suited for diesel?

The discussion on the potential use of isobutanol primarily stems from the assumption that the
alcoholic compound blends better with diesel, and after the blending experiment with diesel and
ethanol failed. Ethanol, however, is available in surplus; as a biofuel, it is being seen as an
important contributor to the government’s objective of scaling the net zero emission target by
2070. At the annual conclave of the India Sugar and Bio-Energy Manufacturers Association (ISMA),
Reji Mathai, director of ARAI, explained how isobutanol blended better with diesel compared with
ethanol. “There was no need to add any complement [for efficiency], and isobutanol’s properties
are better than ethanol for blending diesel. This is one [area] where studies are to be taken up,”
he said.

More importantly, as Mr. Mathai pointed out, the flash point, or the lowest temperature at which
isobutanol yields a vapour igniting a momentary flash, is higher than ethanol. A lower flash point
was among the reasons that ethanol was not considered ideal for blending with diesel. Fuels with
lower flash points are more volatile and entail a higher risk of catching fire. The other aspect
relates to diverting some of the raw material required to produce ethanol to make isobutanol, as
there is already a surplus of ethanol. According to an ISMA note, even after catering for industrial
use in different States, the potential for ethanol supply is “more than 50% of the requirement” for
the one-fifth blending with petrol. In addition to this, the sugar manufacturers’ association has
also urged the government to revise the procurement prices for ethanol produced from cane
juice/syrup or B-heavy molasses. The prices have not been changed since Ethanol Supply Year
(ESY) 2022-23, while the Fair and Remunerative prices (FRP), or the minimum price sugar mills
are required to pay farmers for sugarcane has increased by 16.5% during the period. “This
imbalance has eroded economic viability, discouraged ethanol production and risked a build-up
of surplus sugar in the domestic market,” it stated. Thus, the proposed blending also opens
another avenue for the surplus production to be used.
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How economical is it to make isobutanol?

Isobutanol can be produced from the same feedstock required to produce ethanol, such as
sugarcane syrup and molasses and grains, among others. ISMA’s Director General Deepak Ballani
explained the process to The Hindu, “Natural sugars are fermented by specially designed microbes
under sterile conditions, unlike conventional yeast that produces ethanol; these engineered
microbes are tuned to produce isobutanol.” On the aspect of costs, Mr. Ballani, taking the example
of a sugar refinery, pointed out that producing isobutanol from biomass would require retrofitting
a fermentation tank, and a distillation tank to separate ethanol from isobutanol. “A plant with a
production capacity of 150 Kkilo litres per day (klp/d) can easily produce 125 klp/d of ethanol and
20 klp/d of isobutanol without a lot of changes to the overall infrastructure,” he stated.

What are some of the issues to consider?

Mathew Abraham, an automobile consultant and researcher who has previously worked with
blending fuel types, noted two potential concerns emanating from isobutanol’s significantly lower
cetane number compared with diesel, and about flash points. At the foremost, according to Mr.
Abraham, isobutanol and diesel may have issues on miscibility (ability of two substances to mix
to form a homogenous mixture) though it can be sorted out by mixing biodiesel to the blend. The
latter refers to the fuel manufactured from non-edible vegetable oils, used cooking oil and/or
animal fat.

Further, another point to note is the impact of the blend on the cetane number, which is a measure
of combustion quality. An ideal combustion translates to rapid ignition and the fuel combusting
completely to produce the necessary energy. Mr. Abraham notes the alcoholic compound’s
significantly lower cetane number compared with the base fuel, diesel, would reduce the blend’s
overall cetane number.

Also, a lower cetane number raises concerns about ‘[diesel] knock’ which can result in reduced
power and can potentially damage engines. ‘Knocking’ occurs when the fuel burns unevenly
and/or prematurely in the vehicle’s fuel cylinder, also generating an audible sound. However, Mr.
Abraham added that the cetane value can be restored through proper additives which would
entail incremental costs.

Mr. Abraham further stated that the proposed blend would have an impact on reducing emission
and help with import substitution, but the riders must be addressed, and proper studies should
be initiated encompassing varied vehicle classes and types. More importantly, he emphasised, “No
more than 10% blending [of isobutanol] should be considered, else it could have an impact on
engines.”

The blending paradigm is still being studied and the pilot project would take about 18 months to
complete, according to Mr. Mathai. If successful, India would be the first country to have blended
isobutanol with diesel.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
71


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

LIFE AND SCIENCES

THE BIGGEST BANGS SINCE THE BIG BANG
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Astronomers have made a groundbreaking discovery: the most powerful explosions in the
universe since its birth. Here's what you need to know:

What Are They?

These cosmic fireworks are called "extreme nuclear transients" (ENTs), and they happen when
massive stars—at least three times the mass of our Sun—get shredded by supermassive black
holes. These explosions are twenty-five times more powerful than the most energetic supernova
ever observed.

How Powerful Are They?

To put this in perspective, ENTs exhibit luminosities up to 25 times greater than the most
energetic supernovae. When they occur, they easily outshine every star in their host galaxy.

How Were They Discovered?

This never-before-seen type of giant space explosion was accidentally captured by the Gaia space
telescope. Astrophysicists at the University of Hawai‘i's Institute for Astronomy uncovered these
most energetic explosions since the Big Bang, and their findings were published in Science
Advances.

What Makes Them Happen?

ENTs occur when massive stars several times larger than our Sun are torn apart by supermassive
black holes, shining with intense luminosity much brighter than supernovae. The star gets
stretched and obliterated in this catastrophic cosmic event.

These discoveries represent some of the most extreme events in our universe, pushing the
boundaries of what astronomers thought was possible in terms of cosmic explosions.

EARTH’S NEWEST QUASI-MOON: 2025 PN7

The Earth stands alone in the solar system as a habitable world, as far as we know. But that doesn’t
mean we don’t get visitors, most often as asteroids. Some even choose to stick around for a while,
gaining a moonlike status. The latest of these is an asteroid that astronomers are calling 2025 PN7.
Spotted this summer, it has an orbit that's similar to Earth’s trajectory around the Sun. It is known
as a quasi-moon and could be the smallest of its kind, perhaps no longer than 52 feet. Some
asteroids near Earth come from the main asteroid belt orbiting the Sun between Mars and Jupiter.
Others are chunks of the Moon, ejected after a major meteorite impact.

Earth has several mini-moons and quasi-moons. Mini-moons are objects that orbit our planet, but
they make for fickle fans: they tend to swing around Earth only for a few months. One example
was 2024 PT5, which joined our planet last fall and then headed its own way at the end of
November. Unlike mini-moons, quasi-moons orbit the Sun, not Earth, spending hundreds or
thousands of years in lockstep with Earth’s orbit. This protracted proximity makes them good
targets for planetary science missions.
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— Asteroid 2025 PN7 is considered a quasi-moon of Earth due to its similar orbit around the Sun.

— Quasi-moons are a subcategory of near-Earth objects that follow a co-orbital configuration with
Earth around the Sun, but are not true satellites.

— Mini-moons temporarily orbit Earth and then drift away, while quasi-moons are more stable
over long timescales.

— The study of quasi-moons could help scientists learn more about the solar system’s formation,
dynamics of planetary orbits, and the origin of Earth’s companions.

— The relatively small size of 2025 PN7, possibly no longer than 52 feet, makes it one of the tiniest
quasi-moons detected so far.

— Such bodies could provide insights for future planetary science missions, especially as targets
for flybys or landings.

HOW DIFFERENT ARE SUPERCOMPUTERS TO NORMAL COMPUTERS?

Supercomputers are the giants of the computing world. While a normal laptop might let you
browse the web, type essays or play games, a supercomputer is designed to solve problems that
are so large, complex, and calculation-heavy that they would take ordinary machines years to
finish. Weather forecasting, simulating nuclear reactions, and modelling the early universe all
depend on them.

How does a supercomputer work?

At the heart of a supercomputer is the idea that, instead of making one processor work extremely
fast, it’s often better to use thousands or even millions of processors working at the same time.
This is called parallel computing.

Each processor, or core, tackles a small part of the problem. When their solutions are combined,
they add up to a complete answer more quickly than one processor could manage on its own.

Modern supercomputers are not single machines in the everyday sense but a vast collection of
components organised into layers:

(i) The processors are a supercomputer’s workers. A Central Processing Unit (CPU) is good at
handling general tasks while a Graphics Processing Unit (GPU) — originally designed for video
games — is very good at handling repetitive mathematical operations, which are common in
scientific simulations. Many supercomputers use both.

(ii) A node is a group of processors bundled together with memory — a package that resembles a
small computer. A supercomputer might contain thousands of such nodes.

(iii) The nodes are connected to each other in a high-speed network in which data is transmitted
much faster than through home internet connections.

(iv) Each node has its own memory for quick access to data. For larger amounts of information,
supercomputers use storage systems that can hold petabytes (millions of gigabytes) and
specialised file systems to ensure thousands of nodes can read and write information from/in
memory without chaos.
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(v) All this activity produces enormous heat. Supercomputers often require bespoke cooling,
including water pipes and refrigeration units; some units are even immersed within special
liquids. Without cooling, these machines would quickly destroy themselves.

(vi) Finally, running a supercomputer can require as much electricity as a small town. Efficient
power distribution and utilisation are thus required.

What software do supercomputers use?

The software of a supercomputer controls how its processors work together. The operating
system must schedule tasks across thousands of processors, manage memory, and handle
communication. So engineers have developed parallel programming languages like MPI (Message
Passing Interface) or OpenMP that can tell each processor what to do and when to exchange
information.

Load balancing is another key issue. Because of the need for speed as well as a supercomputer’s
immense power consumption, it’s inefficient to have some processors finish their work early and
idle while others struggle with heavier tasks. So the software must also include algorithms that
distribute tasks in ways that minimise such waste.

Supercomputer performance is usually measured in flops, or floating-point operations per second.
A laptop might perform billions of flops. Today’s top supercomputers operate in the range of
exaflops, performing quintillions (1018) of operations every second. In other words, a single
exaflop machine can perform more calculations in one second than every human on the earth
could perform on a calculator in their entire lifetime.

What does a supercomputer look like?

Interacting with a supercomputer is very different from using a personal computer. Because these
machines are designed for large teams of researchers, they’re typically housed in special facilities
and accessed remotely.

For example, a scientist can log in from their laptop or workstation using a secure network
connection, often through a terminal window rather than a graphical interface. Once connected,
the user won’t directly ‘operate’ the machine with mouse clicks. Instead, they prepare job scripts,
which are text files that describe what program to run, how much computing power it will need,
and how long it should run.

These jobs are submitted to a scheduler, which is a computer programme that manages the queue
of tasks from many users and assigns them to available nodes in a supercomputer.

The actual computation might take minutes or even days depending on the size of the problem.
When a job finishes, the output — whether numbers, images, simulation data or something else
— is stored in the supercomputer’s file system. The user can download this data to their own
computer for analysis and visualisation.

In this way, the supercomputer is less like a giant laptop and more like a telescope or a particle
accelerator.
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Does India have supercomputers?

India’s supercomputing effort began in the late 1980s when Western countries refused to export
high-end machines. This spurred the Centre for Development of Advanced Computing (C-DAC),
founded in 1988, to develop indigenous systems. The PARAM series, starting with PARAM 8000
in 1991, was among the first India-built supercomputers.

The Indian government launched the National Supercomputing Mission (NSM) in 2015 as a joint
project of the Department of Science and Technology (DST) and the Ministry of Electronics and IT
(MeitY), implemented by C-DAC and the Indian Institute of Science (1ISc), Bengaluru. Its goal is to
build a network of 70+ high-performance computing facilities across India, with capacities
ranging from teraflops to petaflops, and to develop indigenous hardware and software.

Supercomputers have also been installed at many academic and research institutions. India’s
current fastest supercomputer is AIRAWAT-PSAI at C-DAC in Pune; it's ranked inside the top 100
in the canonical top 500 list worldwide. Other PARAM-series systems are located at IITs, IISERs,
[1Sc, and central laboratories across India. The Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, also in
Pune, hosts Pratyush, a supercomputer used for weather and climate modelling. The National
Centre for Medium Range Weather Forecasting in Noida has Mihir for the same purpose.

C-DAC remains India’s principal designer and integrator of supercomputers. It collaborates with
the Indian Institute of Science, IITs, and private sector vendors for hardware. Of late, there has
been greater emphasis on indigenously developed processors, like the Rudra server and the AUM
high-performance computing nodes under the NSM.

Aside from weather, especially monsoon, and climate modelling, researchers in India use
supercomputers for long-term modelling of the Indian Ocean and the Himalayas, and for
molecular dynamics, discovering drugs, nanotechnology, simulating black holes, gravitational
waves, galactic structures, to train cutting-edge artificial intelligence models, and to simulate
defence scenarios.

What does the future look like?

Future supercomputers may look different. Quantum computers, which use the principles of
quantum mechanics, promise a new way of handling certain types of problems that could reduce
the hardware and energy demand.

At the same time, exascale computing, which is already beginning to arrive, is pushing the limits
of what classical machines can do. For example, on September 5, a machine called JUPITER in
Germany became Europe’s first exascale supercomputer. A statement from the European
Commission said it's powered entirely by renewable energy.

There are also new designs inspired by the human brain, called neuromorphic computing, where
processing and memory will be installed on a single chip, potentially yielding significant gains in
energy efficiency and speed.

This said, all these supercomputers will use the same fundamental concept of parallel computing.
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GERMAN TANK PROBLEM

The German tank problem is a famous example of using statistics to solve a real-world problem.

During World War II, the Allied forces needed to know how many battle tanks Germany was
producing. Traditional methods like spying gave vague answers, so statisticians turned instead to
mathematics.

They noticed that the German tanks that were captured or destroyed had serial numbers stamped
on their parts. These numbers looked like they were assigned in sequence, like tickets in a queue.

The statisticians figured that if the Allies forces could collect a sample of tanks with their serial
numbers,

they could estimate the total number of tanks made using this formula: N = k + (k/m) - 1. Here, ‘'K’
is the highest serial number and ‘m’ is the number of tanks.

So if you captured 20 tanks and the highest serial number was 200, N would be around 209.

These estimates turned out to be very close to Germany’s real production figures, often far more
accurate than intelligence-based guesses.

This problem is still taught today because it shows the power of statistical reasoning in uncertain
situations. It is not just about tanks: the same logic could apply to estimating hidden populations,
like how many species remain undiscovered in a given ecosystem or how many copies of a rare
book might exist. Broadly, the German tank problem shows that data, when used carefully, can
reveal hidden truths about the world even when incomplete.

THE JAVELIN’S ARC

Javelin throw is one of the most technically challenging track and field disciplines. A javelin
thrower’s movement can be broken down into several phases and every tiny action matters.
Athletes seek to optimise their actions during each phase to hurl the javelin further into the
horizon.

— The grip: It all begins with the grip. The athlete holds a synthetic/cotton cord wrapped around
the javelin at the centre of gravity. There are three popular grips.

— American grip: The thumb (inner side, closer to the throwing shoulder) and the index finger
(outer side) are placed at the top of the cord while the remaining three fingers are placed around
it. The index finger is key.

— Finnish grip: Finland was once a powerhouse in javelin throw: till date, it has won 22 of the 81
medals in men’s javelin at the Olympic Games. The Finns developed a grip in which the index
finger is placed under the javelin, just above the cord. India’s Neeraj Chopra, who won the gold
medal in Tokyo 2020 (held in 2021) and a silver in Paris 2024, usually opts for this grip.

— V-grip or fork grip: The top of the cord is gripped by the index and the middle finger, while the
ring finger and the little finger go around the cord. “The reason people with elbow problems use
it is because you always have the javelin on top of (above) the elbow,” Réhler said.
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— Run-up & crossover: The run-up is where a javelin thrower gets into a running rhythm. The
number of steps varies from athlete to athlete: Germany’s Julian Weber takes 10 to 12 steps, while
Chopra takes about 15. The idea is to gain momentum which can then be transferred into the
throw.

— During the run-up, the javelin is held above the shoulder level while the athlete runs in a
straight line (before entering the crossover phase).

— The biggest challenge with the crossover is maintaining upper-body stability: this is because
the motion requires an athlete to plant the right leg in front and across the left without
transferring the weight forward prematurely.

— At the end of the crossover, the body weight is on the balls of the right foot (for right-handed
throwers) as the left foot extends forward. The thrower then starts rotating on the balls of the
right foot after it is first placed at an ideal angle of 45 degrees towards the throwing direction.

— The blocking leg, the left one for a right-handed thrower, is planted like that of a fast bowler —
without bending the knee. The block allows all the power to be transferred into the throw. And in
the process, it puts extreme pressure on the body.

— The angle of the release of the javelin should ideally be between 32 and 40 degrees, depending
on the conditions on the day of the competition, to maximise the distance.

— Although high school physics textbooks say that for achieving maximum range, a projectile
should be launched at a 45-degree angle, this is only true for a situation where the launch occurs
from the same height as the target.

— In the case of a javelin, the athlete’s height means that the javelin is launched from roughly 2
metres above the ground.

HOW DOES GLUE WORK: THE PHYSICS OF WHAT MAKES GLUE SO STICKY

The other day I received a letter from a friend. My love for letters is very old. These magical
spacetime capsules bring in thoughts of a person written in a different location about a different
period of time in their lives. And while reading that piece of paper, one can slowly be transmitted
to that zone, as if by a time-machine — a becalming feeling very different from the disturbing ting-
ting you get when you receive a one-line WhatsApp message on your phone.

An important part of the letter writing ritual, however, is to buy stamps of your choice and fix
them on the envelope. Stamps are magical things in their own right. To affix one, you only need to
moisten the blank side with a few drops of water (or, if no one’s watching, your spit) and it’s ready
to stick.

Why is it so simple, though?
Forces of nature

Any two things stick to each other due to attractive forces between them. These forces can arise
due to multiple reasons. For example, when you jump, you fall back to the earth. What brings you
back? That's the gravitational force, one of the fundamental forces of nature. The heavier the
object is, the stronger the force is.
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How much force does the whole earth exert on any of us? That quantity is what we measure as
our weight. A 60 kg of weight means about 600 newtons (N) of force. If you're worried about your
weight, it’s just the earth pulling you towards itself with that much more attractive force.

Another important force we see around us all the time is the electromagnetic force. It contains
two types of forces that are interrelated: electric and magnetic. Electrical forces happen due to
electric charges. We know electrons are negatively charged while protons are positively charged,
and electrical forces arise between them. Similarly, magnetic forces occur between magnetic
charges that we call north and south. Like charges repel while unlike charges attract.

When refrigerator magnets stick to the fridge door or electric forces from your battery drive a
current in your fan, it’s all due to electromagnetic forces.

There are two other fundamental forces, called the weak and strong forces, but they are only
important at very, very small distances, like inside the nucleus of an atom. We don’t experience
them in our daily lives.

The question now is: which of these fundamental forces keeps the stamp stuck to the envelope?
World of glue

This question takes us inside the world of glue. What we call glue is really a chemical compound
called polyvinyl-acetate (PVA). That name may not say much: it’s really a material with long, chain-
like molecules of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen. These molecules look like noodles and tend to
stick to each other — and also to other surfaces.

Atoms are usually charge neutral because they each contain an equal number of positively charged
protons and negatively charged electrons. Every molecule, which is made of multiple atoms, is
then also charge neutral. We know that like charges repel and opposite charges attract. The puzzle
here is to figure out how one charge neutral molecule can attract another charge neutral molecule.

The answer has to do with a beautiful piece of physics discovered in the early 1900s. Even though
every molecule is charge-neutral overall, it can fluctuate such that one part of it can be slightly
more negatively charged than another. And when such a molecule comes close to another charge-
neutral molecule, it can slightly distort the distribution of charges in the second molecule.

Thus the molecule, which was until recently overall charge-neutral, now starts feeling attracted
to another charge-neutral molecule — all because they have opposite charges at different parts of
their bodies. This kind of force, while it’s secretly of the electromagnetic variety, goes by the name
Van der Waal force. It's named after the Dutch physicist Johannes Diderik van der Waals.

This brings us to the final piece of the puzzle: why do we need those few drops of water?
Swimming in water

Imagine you want to stick one piece of paper to another. You'll find the glue bottle and inside you'll
see thatit’s a liquid. This is important.

It turns out that manufacturers mix the PVA molecules with water to prevent them from fully
sticking to one another. This way, the PVA is swimming in a small pond of water.
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Since these molecules attract each other due to fluctuating charges, they can stick to each other
only if they're relatively close. Butif there’s enough water around them, these molecules will swim
far apart and not feel each other’s attraction.

On the other hand, when you take some glue and spread it around a surface, the water evaporates,
bringing the PVA molecules closer to each other. Imagine there are a bunch of people in a
swimming pool: you can make it more crowded by reducing the pool’s size instead of adding more
people. It's the same principle.

If you're quick enough, you can bring the two pieces of paper you need to stick together before the
glue dries. This way, the PVA molecules will stick to both surfaces as well as to each other, sealing
both pieces of paper together.

The glue will thus have done its job.
Quantum stamps

The same glue trick works on stamps as well — just thatthe back side of a stamp already has dried
glue. A few drops of water just makes these molecules separate out and become more dilute,
allowing you to place the stamp on the envelope. Then, the water molecules dry up again and allow
the stamp to stick to the envelope.

In all this, you might have wondered: what causes the changes in the PVA molecules to fluctuate,
leading to the Van der Waals forces? Understanding this requires us to learn a bit of quantum
mechanics. If you're interested, you should consider taking a course in physics, for example here
in IIT Kanpur, where some of us teach.

The next time you receive a courier or a letter from a friend, don’t just thank the person bringing
it to you. Also whisper a word of gratitude to the molecules hard at work behind the stamp, and
which probably also kept it safely sealed all the way to your doorstep.

WIND SPEEDS OF 280KMPH: WHAT MADE SUPER TYPHOON RAGASA SO INTENSE?

Super Typhoon Ragasa battered Hong Kong with fierce winds and pounding rain, and headed into
southern China on Wednesday. It has forced two million people to evacuate in southern China and
brought a “significant storm surge”, with waters in coastal areas rising more than 3 metres above
the reference level in Hong Kong.

This came after Ragasa left at least 14 people dead in Taiwan and at least two dead in northern
Philippines. The storm is the most intense tropical cyclone recorded in 2025. At its peak, Ragasa
was moving with the maximum sustained winds of 280 kmph. This was close to the upper limit of
how intense storms can be on Earth.

— Tropical cyclones form over warm ocean waters near the equator. When the warm, moist air
from the ocean surface rises upward, a lower air pressure area is formed below. Air from
surrounding areas with higher air pressure rushes into this low-pressure area, eventually rising,
and it becomes warm and moist.

— As warm, moist air rises, it cools down, and the water in the air forms clouds and
thunderstorms. This whole system of clouds and winds gains strength and momentum using the
ocean’s heat, and the water that evaporates from its surface.
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— “The weakest tropical cyclones are called tropical depressions. If a depression intensifies such
that its maximum sustained winds reach 39 miles per hour [63 kmph], the tropical cyclone
becomes a tropical storm,” according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA). Storm systems with wind speeds of 119 kmph and above are classified as hurricanes,
typhoons, or tropical cyclones.

— The category of a tropical cyclone is determined by its sustained wind speed, as measured by
the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale. It is classified into five categories — Category 1 to
Category 5. While Category 1 tropical cyclones bring winds of 119 to 153 kmph, Category 5
tropical cyclones, which are the strongest, have winds of 252 kmph or higher. Storms that reach
Category 3 and higher are considered major tropical cyclones due to their potential to inflict
significant damage.

— Ragasa has been referred to as a super typhoon because it is a Category 5 tropical cyclone.

— Scientists are yet to reach an agreement over how exactly climate change is impacting tropical
cyclones. That is because there are several factors that determine whether a storm forms, how it
develops, its strength, duration and overall characteristics.

However, there is a consensus that with rising global temperatures, tropical cyclones are
becoming more intense.

— Given the extreme intensity of Ragasa, some scientists have observed that the storm almost
reached the upper limit of what Earth is capable of producing. Current calculations of the
maximum potential intensity of storms peak at roughly 322 kmph.

— Southern China and Hong Kong frequently witness typhoons during this time of the year.
However, the impact of Super Typhoon Ragasa has been worse due to its location. The region has
been affected by the ‘dirty side’ or ‘right-front quadrant’ of the storm.

— A tropical cyclone has a ‘clean’ side and a ‘dirty’ side. In the northern hemisphere, the right-
hand side of the storm (relative to its motion) is called the ‘dirty’ side, and the left-hand side is
known as the ‘clean’ side.

— The ‘dirty’ side can bring more devastation as the forward motion of the storm is added to the
background rotating circulation of the system, which is always in an anti-clockwise direction. The
location at which the two movements — rotation around the eye and forward motion — combine
is where the most powerful winds are found.

— For instance, if a typhoon is moving at 48 kmph and has sustained winds of 161 kmph, the
combination generates a wind speed of 209 kmph on the right-hand side.

AHEAD OF COP30 BRAZIL AND INDIA TO RELEASE ITS CLIMATE ACTION PLAN

India is likely to release an updated climate action plan during, or just ahead of, the COP30 climate
meeting in Brazil in November, government sources said.

— Countries have to update their existing climate action plans, called Nationally Determined
Contributions, or NDCs, in the language of the 2015 Paris Agreement, with a new set of targets to
be achieved by the year 2035. The existing NDCs contain climate targets for the 2030 time-frame.
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— Under the Paris Agreement, every country is mandated to finalise and submit these NDCs every
five years, with every successive NDC representing a progression over the existing one.

— The NDCs have to specify the set of actions the country is taking to fight climate change. The
first set of NDCs were submitted around the time the Paris Agreement was finalised in 2015, and
these were then updated around the year 2020. Countries are now supposed to submit the third
edition of their NDCs by the end of this year.

— India’s updated NDC is unlikely to promise anything new apart from making an upward
revision of the three targets it has committed itself to in its existing NDC, the sources said.

— India’s climate action plan is focused on three objectives — progressively reduce the emissions
intensity of its GDP (emissions per unit of GDP), progressively increase the share of clean and
renewable sources in its energy mix, and expand tree and forest cover to enhance their carbon-
capturing capabilities.

— In its first NDC, India had promised to reduce its emissions intensity by 33 to 35 per cent from
2005 levels by 2030, and to ensure that at least 40 per cent of its installed electricity generation
capacity in the year 2030 came from non-fossil fuel sources. In its second NDC, submitted in 2022,
India had made an upward revision in both these targets.

— The emission intensity reduction goal was increased to 45 per cent from 33 to 35 per cent,
while the non-fossil fuel share in electricity target was upgraded to 50 per cent.

— InJuly this year, India announced that the share of non-fossil fuels, like solar, wind and nuclear,
in its total electricity generation installed capacity had gone beyond 50 per cent. It meant that
India had fulfilled one of its three NDC commitments five years ahead of schedule.

— India had made a third commitment as well, and it was unchanged in the first two NDCs. It had
promised to create an additional carbon sink of 2.5 to 3 billion tonnes through expansion of forest
and tree cover.

— Less than 50 countries have so far submitted their third NDCs. At least a few more are likely to
do so on Wednesday to coincide with a special meeting on climate action called by UN Secretary
General Antonio Guterres in New York on the sidelines of the ongoing annual UN General
Assembly session.

Do You Know:

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is an international
treaty, signed in 1992, that has provided a basis for climate negotiations.

— The Framework Convention on Climate Change was opened for signature on 19 June 1992 at
the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), also known as the Rio
Earth Summit. Alongside it, two other sister conventions were introduced: the UN Convention on
Biological Diversity and the UN Convention to Combat Desertification. The Framework
Convention entered into force on 21 March 1994.

— The UNFCCC established foundational principles that guide international climate action. Chief
among these principles is “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities”
(CBDR-RC), recognising the fact that while all countries share a responsibility to address climate
change, their obligations differ according to their capacities and circumstances.
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— Conference of the Parties or COP is the world’s only multilateral decision-making forum that
brings together almost every country on the planet to formulate and implement policy responses
to climate change collectively. Currently, there are 198 parties (197 countries plus the European
Union) to the UNFCCC.

— The first COP, held in Berlin, Germany, in 1995, is notable for the Berlin Mandate, which marked
a significant step forward. During this meeting, the need for legally binding commitments for
developed nations was agreed upon.

HOT AIR

President Donald Trump delivered to the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) an address
that was allergic to facts. Describing climate change as the “greatest con job perpetrated on the
world”, he said that Europe’s decades-long trimming of its carbon footprint had come at the
expense of shuttered factories and job losses. In his Luddite conception of the workings of climate
change, scientists in the early half of the 20th century had said that global cooling “would kill the
world” and when that did not happen they said global warming would. And because the world did
not end, he reckons, dishonest scientists now refer to it as ‘climate change’ to sound correct
irrespective of the outcome. Never mind the fact that the average global temperature dip of 0.1°C
(from 1945-70) was attributed to an increase in sulphur emissions from burning coal. Never mind
that there is an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change that has, since the 1990s, provided a
forum for thousands of scientists to tease apart the effects of natural variations in climate from
that due to human-caused ones. Never mind that climate change — the term — means precisely
that global warming does not mean hotter weather everywhere but a larger disruption in the
circulation of ocean currents and, therefore, increasingly erratic weather.

Mr. Trump’s chagrin is less about the subtleties of climate than it is about what it means to the
fossil fuel industry. To him, the increasing adoption of solar and wind energy was evidence of
countries being on the “brink of destruction” because of pursuing a “green agenda”. That the
President of a country, which once led the science of parsing the subtleties of anthropogenic
warming, would, one day, stand on one of the world’s most prestigious podiums to undermine it,
shows that deference to scientific wisdom is a thing of the past. There are legitimate criticisms of
the multi-lateral process in place to guide climate action, determining justice and equity in
remedial action and whether the impact of the climate crisis is undermined, even by its adherents,
by making it subservient to the zero-sum chicanery of trade protectionism. The perspective of the
leader of the world’s largest economy on these would have been valuable. The complexity of
weather changes means that it is reasonable to be perplexed about the mechanics of climate
change. Painting it as a harbinger of a Mayan apocalypse has not helped either. Yet, itis clear that
due to a slow accretion of hard evidence, falsifiable conjecture and measured prognosis, the
scientific process is working the way it should. Despite its inefficiencies, the climate confabulation
process has positioned the world towards a post-fossil-fuel future. No rant can change that.

TRUMP’S CLAMPDOWN ON PARACETAMOL IS NOT JUST ANTI SCIENCE — IT’S ANTI
PEOPLE

Acetaminophen, also known as Tylenol or paracetamol, is among the most widely used painkillers.
Like all other medicines, it should be taken under a physician’s care. But US President Donald
Trump has said doctors in the country will soon be advised not to prescribe the pain reliever to
pregnant women, linking the drug with autism. In a similar vein, the country’s Health Secretary,
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Robert F Kennedy Jr., had said that the FDA would also initiate the process of changing the safety
label on the medication and launch a public health campaign to raise awareness. Medicines should,
indeed, undergo review, and a section of scientists has cited rigorous studies to rule out the links
between acetaminophen and autism. Another group of scientists has taken a somewhat more
nuanced view on the causes of autism — they argue against singling out a medicine or a vaccine,
and instead underline factors such as genetic predisposition and environmental exposure. The
problem with the Trump-Kennedy approach is not just the refusal to engage with scientific
knowledge. The US President and the Health Secretary seem to be playing on the legitimate
anxieties of the American public over the growing cases of autism to target acetaminophen. Their
focus on an unproven link could be a distraction in the fight against the developmental disorder.

The clampdown on acetaminophen is the latest in a series of measures that could dent the
credibility of American science. Last month, the White House fired Susan Monarez, the director of
the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), after she clashed with Kennedy over
vaccine policy. Kennedy is a known vaccine sceptic, and his handling of the US measles crisis has
received flak. Peter Marks, the Food and Drug Administration’s top vaccine official, resigned in
March after accusing the US health secretary of spreading misinformation. The CDC has
faced budget cuts, layoffs, resignations, and an array of questionable changes to protocols. The
fund crunch in the premier US institution is impacting research on infectious diseases in other
parts of the world. For instance, the world’s largest study on the safety of Covid vaccines,
stewarded by the New Zealand-based Global Vaccine Data Centre, was terminated in April, a year
shy of completion, because the cash-strapped CDC couldn’t afford to fund it. HIV research has been
undermined because the Trump administration has paralysed the President’s Emergency Plan for
AIDS Research, which funds not only treatment, but also millions of HIV tests every year that help
scientists gauge the spread of the virus.

Public health experts are worried that Trump’s diatribe — “Don’t take Tylenol”, “Fight like hell
not to take it” — and the FDA'’s strictures on paracetamol could create confusion beyond the US
and affect treatment of high fevers among pregnant women, a real and documented risk to foetal
health. Trump and Kennedy may position their policies as “Making America Healthy Again”, but
they are actually making the world more vulnerable.

WHY IS INDIA ON THE U.S. BLACKLIST ON FENTANYL?

The story so far:

In the latest version of the Major’s List sent to the U.S. Congress, President Donald Trump listed
23 countries as being significant sources and/or sites of transit of illicit drugs — especially
fentanyl — that he said threaten the U.S. The list of countries includes India, Pakistan, China, and
Afghanistan.

What is the Major’s List?

The Major’s List is compiled every year to highlight regions where geography, commerce and/or
industry contribute to the flow of narcotics or their precursor chemicals into international
markets. The U.S. State Department has said that a country’s presence on the list doesn’t
necessarily reflect the strength of its counternarcotics efforts but that the designation is based on
whether drugs or the chemicals used to make them are being produced or transported through
that country in important quantities. This said, Afghanistan, Bolivia, Myanmar, Colombia, and
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Venezuela were described as having “failed demonstrably” to meet their obligations under
international drug-control agreements.

What is fentanyl?

Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid and the leading cause of overdose drug deaths in the U.S. It was first
developed for medical use in the 1960s and is prescribed in controlled and regulated doses for
patients in extreme pain. In illicit settings, however, fentanyl is about 50-times more potent than
heroin. Just 2 mg can be fatal because it’s an agonist of the mu-opioid receptor, a protein on nerve
cells that normally responds to the body’s own pain-modulating molecules. When fentanyl binds
these receptors in sufficiently high quantities, it depresses the brainstem respiratory centres that
control automatic breathing and crosses the blood-brain barrier and becomes highly concentrated
in the central nervous system. Ultimately, the body suffers hypoventilation and respiratory
depression.

Opioid overdoses are reversed by naloxone, a competitive mu-opioid receptor antagonist that
displaces opioids from the receptor and restores normal breathing. However, it needs to be
administered quickly because untreated respiratory failure can lead to brain injury and death
within minutes.

According to U.S. data, from August 2023 to August 2024, more than 57,000 Americans died of
opioid overdose, most of them involving fentanyl. The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration
(DEA) reported in 2022 that it seized 50.6 million fentanyl-laced pills and enough powdered
fentanyl to account for 379 million potentially deadly doses, an amount sufficient to kill the entire
U.S. population.

Why is fentanyl hard to regulate?

While heroin or cocaine are derived from plants, fentanyl is made in laboratories using
compounds called its precursors. The most important of these are N-phenethyl-4-piperidone
(NPP) and 4-anilino-N-phenethylpiperidine (4-ANPP). These substances have legitimate
industrial and pharmaceutical uses but they can also be diverted to illicit supply chains.

In a counterfeit laboratory, the precursors are processed into fentanyl powder by chemical
reactions common in organic chemistry. These reactions can be carried out with ordinary
glassware, solvents, and moderate amounts of heat. As a result, once traffickers obtain the
precursor compounds, they can easily turn them into fentanyl. And because only very small
amounts of precursors are required to make large quantities of fentanyl and these substances can
be shipped discreetly, the trade has been difficult to regulate.

How is fentanyl supplied?

The international fentanyl supply chain involves multiple actors. China and India play significant
roles in the production of precursor chemicals, some of which are diverted into illegal channels.
Mexican cartels are central in processing these precursors into fentanyl powder. Once produced,
the powder is pressed into counterfeit pills or mixed with other narcotics and smuggled into the
U.S., especially through its border with Mexico. In response, the U.S. government has pursued
criminal prosecutions of companies and executives, trade penalties, diplomatic pressure, and
enhanced law enforcement. In January 2025, two Indian companies, Raxuter Chemicals and Athos
Chemicals, were charged with conspiring to export fentanyl precursors to the U.S. and Mexico.
Bhavesh Lathiya, a senior executive at Raxuter Chemicals, was arrested in New York and charged
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with smuggling. Following these cases, the U.S. Embassy in New Delhi revoked and denied visas
for certain business executives associated with trafficking fentanyl precursors.

COUGHING EITHER WAY

Q: How can an allergic reaction in the throat feel like a throat infection?

A: An allergic reaction in the throat can feel remarkably similar to a throat infection because both
conditions involve inflammation of the same tissues, and inflammation tends to produce a narrow
range of sensations.

When allergens such as pollen, dust or certain foods enter the body, the immune system responds
by releasing histamine and other chemical mediators. These substances increase blood flow and
cause swelling in the mucous membranes of the throat. The result is a sense of tightness, an itch-
like feeling, and/or soreness and is often accompanied by an urge to clear the throat. Postnasal
drip, which frequently accompanies allergic responses, can add to the irritation.

On the other hand, infections arise when viruses or bacteria directly invade throat tissues. The
immune system mobilises white blood cells to fight the pathogens, producing redness, swelling,
and pain. In this case, the discomfort may be worse, particularly when swallowing, and is often
accompanied by other signs of systemic illness such as fever, body ache, and fatigue. Bacterial
infections like strep throat can also produce visible white patches or pus on the tonsils; these
features are absent in allergies.

Despite these differences, the overlap in symptoms can be confusing. Both conditions activate
nerve endings in the throat, which transmit similar signals of pain and irritation to the brain. The
key to distinguishing between them lies in specific symptoms: itching and sneezing without fever
point to allergy whereas fever and systemic malaise suggest infection.

WHAT IS THE BEST TIME TO TAKE EXAMINATIONS?

A paper published on July 24, 2025, by Carmelo Vicario et al,, titled ‘“Timing Matters! Academic
assessment changes throughout the day’ in journal Frontiers in Psychology, presents an analysis
of the academic performance of over 1,04,552 students across Italy. The study finds that the time
at which they take their examination matters. Examinations conducted between 11 am and 1 pm
were found to offer very good results, with those taken at around noon being the best, while those
conducted between 8 and 9 am and between 2 and 5 pm threw up poorer results.

The timing of critical decisions can thus have far-reaching consequences. The success rate
followed a bell curve with a peak at noon. That is, there was no significant difference in the chance
of passing the exam if one sat for itat 11 am or 1 pm, but the chances of passing were lower if the
exam was taken at 8 or 9 am or at 3 or 4 pm. The chance of passing was equivalent in the early
morning and in the late afternoon.

“These findings have wide-ranging implications,” Prof. Alessio Avenanti of the University of
Bologna and a co-author of the study said.

“They highlight how biological rhythms, often overlooked in decision-making contexts, can subtly
but significantly shape the outcome of high-stakes evaluations.”
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Although the study did not identify the mechanisms behind this pattern, the peak in the number
of students passing at midday is consistent with evidence that cognitive performance improves
over the course of the morning before declining during the afternoon.

Students’ falling energy levels could lead to diminishing focus, compromising their performance.
Professors might also experience decision fatigue, causing them to grade answer papers more
harshly.

Meanwhile, poorer results earlier in the day could be down to competing chronotypes, or body
clocks. People in their early 20s are usually night owls, while people in their 40s or more tend to
be morning larks. The students thus might also show sleep inertia: low cognitive performance at
a time when the professors are most alert.

“To counteract time-of-day effects, students might benefit from strategies like ensuring [good]
quality sleep, avoiding scheduling important exams during personal ‘low’ periods, and taking
mental breaks before performance tasks,” Dr. Vicario, of the University of Messina in Italy,
suggested.

“For institutions, delaying morning sessions or clustering key assessments in the late morning
may improve outcomes.” But more research is needed to fully understand the factors that
contribute to the influence of the time of day on academic performance and to develop ways to
ensure fairer assessments.

“While we controlled for exam difficulty, we can’t entirely exclude other unmeasured factors,” said
Prof. Massimo Mucciardi of the University of Messina and a senior author. “We couldn’t access
detailed student- or examiner-level data such as sleep habits, stress or chronotype. This is why
we encourage follow-up studies using physiological or behavioural measures to uncover the
underlying mechanisms.”

While this research was in Italy, the findings may also apply in India, when students appear for
many entrance exams, which aretypically held during the daytime, with morning and afternoon
sessions.

For example, the Common University Entrance Test (CUET) is conducted in two slots at 9-12 am
and 3-6 pm. If we go by the Italian example, the slots are better off being at 9-11 am and 12-2 pm.

NAIL INFECTIONS AND THE NEED FOR CARE

Nails can be a mirror of internal disease. Nail problems can range from discolouration in the form
of yellowish, greenish, or whitish nails along with discharge to pus formation, or the sudden onset
of longitudinal dark bands.

Nails can be affected by many conditions, both infectious and non-infectious.

Infections are a common cause of nail problems. Bacterial nail infections, if not treated at the right
time, can become chronic and recurrent. In individuals who are immune-suppressed or in cases
where the infection is severe, it can even spread to the bone.

Fungal infections are also very common, especially since many of us work without gloves in the
kitchen and our hands are in water frequently. Because of this, both fungal and bacterial nail
infections are commonly seen. If fungal infections are not treated, they can spread, which makes
timely treatment essential. Fungal infections are also frequently seen in the feet, particularly in
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people doing household work. This occurs because of moist environments, so it is important to
clean between the toes, keep them dry, and use over-the-counter antifungal dusting powders if
your hands or feet are often wet.

Viral infections

Viral infections such as warts are also commonly seen around the nails. Warts are contagious
growths that can occur in anyone and may increase in size and number if not treated. They can
spread through contact, through the use of public spaces. To prevent this, you should always wear
your own gloves, sanitise equipment before and after use, and maintain good hand hygiene.

Nails can also serve as an early marker for autoimmune conditions such as lichen planus, psoriasis,
and eczema. In these cases, you may see nail pitting or longitudinal ridges, which can be early
markers of skin disease. Sometimes nails may change shape, becoming spoon-shaped, inverted
spoon-shaped, or may develop other deformities, which may be related to heart or lung conditions
or even nutritional deficiencies. Sudden discolouration or the appearance of longitudinal bands
can also be a marker of early melanoma, a type of skin cancer. Certain medications may cause nail
changes as well, ranging from discolouration to painful nail beds or painful skin around the nail,
all of which should be treated before they worsen.

Taking precautions

If your hands are frequently in water for work, itis advisable to wear kitchen gloves. When getting
a manicure or pedicure, ensure that the salon maintains strict hygiene and sanitises instruments
before and after every use.

Keep your nails short and trimmed regularly. Ingrown toenails are increasingly common due to
narrow footwear styles, even though Indians typically have broader feet. Wearing broad shoes,
avoiding tight footwear, and allowing your feet to breathe can help prevent this. Any sudden nail
discoloration should be examined by a dermatologist.

MUSCLE MATTERS: RETHINKING OBESITY WITH RESISTANCE TRAINING

Obesity is a major global health challenge, affecting more than two billion adults, 35 million
children under five, and 390 million children and adolescents worldwide. Central obesity —
excess fat around the waist — fuels inflammation and raises the risk of diabetes, heart disease,
and cancers, making waist circumference a better risk marker than BMI.

In India, the National Family Health Survey -5 (2019-2021) measured abdominal obesity for the
first time, and revealed worrying trends. While only 23% of women qualified as obese by BM],
more than half in their 30s and 40s carried excess abdominal fat. In fact, 40% of women were
abdominally obese compared to just 12% of men — showing how “normal” BMI often conceals
hidden metabolic risk.

Body composition is more than just fat. It includes fat-free mass (bones, organs, water, and
skeletal muscle), lean body mass, and fat mass. Of these, skeletal muscle is the engine of health —
vital for mobility, metabolism, and strength.

Sarcopenia — the progressive loss of skeletal muscle mass, strength, and function — was once
thought to be inevitable with age. Today, it is recognised as a clinical syndrome with profound
consequences: frailty, falls, disability, and reduced quality of life. It may also result from chronic
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disease, malnutrition, or inactivity. Prevalence estimates range from 8-36% in those under 60 to
10-27% in older adults, with men generally more affected.

Sarcopenic obesity

When obesity and sarcopenia coexist, the result is sarcopenic obesity (SO) — a dangerous mix
that worsens outcomes far more than either condition alone. Because fat masks muscle loss, SO is
often missed, yet it is strongly linked with frailty, disability, cardiometabolic disease, and early
death.

Muscle mass and strength peak between ages 30-50 before steadily declining. With over 1.4 billion
people globally now above the age of 60, this age-related muscle loss is a growing public health
issue. Muscle weakness reflects not just shrinking mass, but also declining quality, as fat infiltrates
muscle and undermines its functional capacity.

Why muscle matters

Muscle is far more than mechanical tissue — it drives metabolism, regulates glucose, maintains
energy balance, supports thermoregulation, and stores glycogen, protein, and fat. In obesity, fat
accumulation inside muscles reduces both strength and quality, a process accelerated by ageing.
Sarcopenia compounds these effects, worsening bone health, metabolic balance, and
cardiovascular risk.

Protecting muscle during weight loss is therefore critical. Without it, people risk slipping into
sarcopenic obesity — losing strength while retaining fat. Tools such as bioimpedance, DEXA, CT,
MR], and simple grip-strength or gait-speed tests can help detect risk early.

Obesity management

Obesity management includes pharmacological, surgical, and lifestyle-based approaches, often
backed by behaviour change and public health policy. Yet across many treatments, one common
side effect is overlooked — muscle loss.

Take pharmacological agents such as GLP-1 receptor agonists. In India, sales crossed X600 crore
in just four months. While effective at reducing weight, they are linked with side effects including
thyroid cancer, pancreatitis, gallbladder disease, depression, and suicidal behaviour — and
importantly, with lean muscle loss. Research shows that one year after stopping therapy,
participants regained two-thirds of their lost weight, alongside worsening metabolic health,
implying much of the “weight loss” possibly came from muscle.

Bariatric surgery, though highly effective for fat loss, also strips away lean tissue — about 8 kg of
fat-free mass and 3 kg of skeletal muscle in the first year. This decline not only weakens
metabolism, but may also heighten appetite, increasing the risk of weight regain.

In contrast, lifestyle interventions — structured exercise and balanced nutrition — are safer, free
from drug-related side effects, and sustainable in the long term.

Training and balance

At its core, obesity arises when calorie intake consistently exceeds energy expenditure. Effective
management requires creating a calorie deficit, either by reducing intake, increasing activity, or

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
88


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

both. Designing a diet modestly below daily energy needs supports sustainable fat loss without
sacrificing lean tissue.

This is where resistance training plays a pivotal role. Combined with adequate protein intake (1-
2 gm/kg body weight/day), it preserves and builds muscle mass, sustains metabolism, and
improves insulin sensitivity. Aerobic exercise complements it by boosting calorie burn and
cardiovascular fitness. Together, they form the foundation for long-term obesity and metabolic
risk management.

Resistance training does not require a gym or intimidating equipment. Bodyweight moves such as
squats, lunges, push-ups, and planks can yield significant benefits. Strength training helps older
adults maintain independence, supports women through pregnancy and menopause, benefits
people with obesity, and improves outcomes in cancer recovery, diabetes, and heart disease.

Experts recommend the FITT principle (Frequency, Intensity, Time and Type): train 3-5 times a
week for 30-60 minutes, with 6-8 key exercises performed in 10-15 repetitions, while allowing
rest days for recovery. Even modestlevels pay off: 30-60 minutes of muscle-strengthening activity
per week is linked with 10-17% lower risk of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, certain cancers,
and all-cause mortality. Resistance training also boosts mental health, improving memory, mood,
and reducing anxiety and depression.

Building strength

Obesity and muscle loss are two sides of the same coin, and when they overlap as sarcopenic
obesity, the risks multiply. India cannot afford to view health only through the lens of weight
reduction. Protecting muscle through resistance training, smart nutrition, and recovery is the true
shield against obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancer, other non-communicable diseases, and
frailty in old age. The message is clear: don’t just lose fat — build strength.
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