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TRUMP’S MIGRATION BAN IS FULL OF CONTRADICTIONS. IT WILL HURT AMERICA
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After the tragic shooting of two National Guard members in Washington last week — reportedly
by a 29-year-old Afghan who worked with the CIA in the US’s two-decade-long fight against the
Taliban and obtained asylum in April — the Trump administration has paused immigration
applications from 19 countries already subjected to a partial travel ban imposed in June. National
security concerns must, of course, be addressed by any administration, especially in the wake of
a deplorable attack. But President Donald Trump’s latest restrictions are, in essence, a political
response. Rife with contradictions, the migration ban demonises entire populations and denies
legal immigration as well as asylum.

In imposing the June travel ban, Trump cited an attack on a group of Jewish people in Colorado by
a man originally from Egypt. Yet Egypt — a vital US partner — is absent from the list of the 19
banned countries. US government data shows that in 2023, more than 20,000 visitors from Spain
overstayed their US visas, exceeding the combined total for the seven African countries included
in the ban. Spain, too, is missing from the list. So, even in its stated aims, Trump’s migration policy
misses the target. There is also little to no support from counterterrorism experts for the idea that
travel bans reduce the terror threat. During Trump’s first stint at the White House, 52 former US
national security, intelligence, and foreign policy officials presented a compelling argument
against the President’s 2017 “Muslim ban”. They pointed out that blanket nationality-based
restrictions damage America’s long-term security interests by undermining cooperation.

Nothing meaningfully links the 19 countries on the list except what appears to be the Trump
administration’s inclination to discriminate against people based on where they were born, the
colour of their skin (the US will reportedly prioritise refugee applications from white Afrikaners),
and ethnicity. Scapegoating entire nationalities for the actions of one person could tear families
apart and deny people fleeing persecution a safe haven. The restrictions go against what Trump
has himself claimed — he opposes only “illegal” migration . They undermine America’s interests
at a time when the economic costs of the Trump administration’s hostility to migrants are
becoming apparent.

WAR CLOUDS

Donald Trump’s remark that Venezuela’s airspace should be considered “closed in its entirety”
raised fears that the Republican “peacemaker” President may be preparing to attack the South
American nation. Over the past few weeks, the U.S. has intensified pressure on Venezuelan
President Nicolds Maduro by conducting strikes in the Caribbean and Pacific waters against
alleged drug traffickers and bolstering its troop presence in the region. Washington insists that
the operations are part of its ‘war on drugs’, and accuses Mr. Maduro of heading Cartel de los Soles,
which the U.S. has designated as a foreign terrorist organisation. The U.S. troop deployment
includes two amphibious ready groups with over 4,500 Marines and sailors. The Pentagon has
also sent aircraft carrier USS Gerald R. Ford. Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory, is hosting F-35 fighter
jets and MQ-9 Reaper drones, just across Venezuela’s coast. In October, the U.S. flew a pair of
supersonic B-1 Lancer bombers along the coast of Venezuela. It is now evident what Mr. Trump
seeks — a regime change in Caracas. And Venezuela’s right-wing opposition, led by Nobel Peace
Laureate Maria Corina Machado, has wholeheartedly endorsed America’s plans.
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Mr. Maduro, a self-styled socialist, stands accused of rigging the 2024 presidential election, and
Venezuela’'s economy has suffered a near-total collapse on his watch, prompting millions to flee.
He shares responsibility for Venezuela’s current condition. But the U.S. is not an innocent actor
either. Washington’s sanctions have been a major contributor to Venezuela’s economic crisis. In
the past, U.S. and several European governments had recognised Juan Guaidd, an opposition
figure, as the President in a bid to undermine the Maduro government. Venezuela has long been
used as a transit route by drug traffickers from Colombia, the source of most of the world’s
cocaine. Yet, the U.S. government has not produced solid evidence to link Mr. Maduro to the cartels
or to drug trafficking. The attacks in the Caribbean waters killing civilians constitute a blatant
violation of international law. The threats by the Trump administration against Mr. Maduro,
irrespective of the character of his regime, amount to an assault on Venezuela’s sovereignty. More
importantly, the U.S. seems unwilling to learn from its past mistakes. It invaded Afghanistan in
2001 only to leave 20 years later after cutting a deal with the Taliban. America’s 2003 invasion of
Iraq turned out to be one of the worst humanitarian catastrophes. Mr. Trump, who claims credit
for ending many wars, must step back from the brink, and seek to resolve differences with
Venezuela through dialogue.

DEAL WITHOUT PEACE

President Donald Trump counts the crisis in Congo as among the conflicts he has helped resolve.
On December 4, he hosted the leaders of Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo in
Washington for the signing of a formal peace agreement, which endorsed an earlier deal
concluded by the Foreign Ministers of both countries. Mr. Trump hailed the accord as a “historic”
step towards bringing prosperity to Africa, while Congolese President Félix Tshisekedi and his
Rwandan counterpart Paul Kagame, who had frequently exchanged insults, praised his mediation.
Mr. Trump also promised American investments in the resource-rich Congo if peace holds. On
Thursday, he said he would send “our biggest and greatest companies over to the two countries”,
adding that “we are going to take some of the rare earth, take out some of the assets and pay ... and
everybody is going to make a lot of money”. But beyond the grandiosity of the ceremony, the
situation remains complex and violent, with fighting continuing to rage in eastern Congo between
Congolese forces and the M23 rebels. Under the agreement, Rwanda wants Congo to disarm the
Hutu militias operating from its territory, while Congo wants Rwanda to withdraw troops from
the east. Ultimately, however, the success of the deal hinges on securing peace between the
Congolese government and M23.

The crisis in Congo can be traced back to the 1994 Rwandan genocide in which about 8,00,000
people, mostly Tutsis, were massacred by ethnic Hutu militias. After the genocidal regime in Kigali
fell, thousands of Hutus fled to Congo in the mid-1990s. Rwanda now claims that some of the
militias that took part in the genocide continue to operate from Congolese territory. M23, which
takes its name from a failed peace agreement signed between a Tutsi-led rebel group and the
Congolese government on March 23, 2009, says it is fighting to protect the rights of Congo’s Tutsi
ethnic minority. The Congo and UN experts say neighbouring Rwanda, ruled by a Tutsi-led
government, is backing M23. In 2012, shortly after its formation, M23 seized much of Goma in
eastern Congo, but withdrew when Rwanda came under international pressure. It started another
rebellion in 2021, capturing Goma again and expanding its reach. Alongside the U.S.-brokered
talks between the Congo and Rwanda, a parallel dialogue between M23 and Kinshasa, facilitated
by Qatar, is also under way. Congo wants M23 to withdraw from the eastern regions it controls,
but the rebels have shown little interest in doing so. Mr. Trump’s declaration that he brought the
war to an end appears premature, given the complexity of the crisis. For peace, the wounds of the
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genocide must be healed, inter-racial relations between Hutus and Tutsis improved, non-state
militias disarmed and ties between Rwanda and the Congo stabilised.

WHY IS THERE NO PEACE IN UKRAINE?

In late February 2022, days after Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine, Russian and Ukrainian
officials met in Belarus, opening a diplomatic channel. Russian troops had advanced towards
Kharkiv in the northeast and Kherson in the south, but if Moscow expected a quick victory, it was
mistaken.

The talks that began in Belarus continued under Turkey’s mediation, culminating in a meeting in
Istanbul on March 29, 2022. Ahead of the talks, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said
Ukraine was ready to renounce NATO membership and recognise Russian as an official language.
Soon after the Istanbul meeting, Russia announced that it would pull back troops from the Kyiv
and Chernihiv fronts as a “diplomatic gesture”. It later emerged that Russian and Ukrainian
officials had tentatively agreed on the outlines of an interim settlement. According to a September
2022 essay in Foreign Affairs by Fiona Hill and Angela Stent, both former U.S. foreign service
officials, it was decided that Russia would agree to withdraw to its pre-war position (meaning it
would keep Crimea, annexed in 2014, and that pro-Russian rebels would control parts of Donetsk
and Luhansk). In return, Ukraine would pledge not to seek NATO membership and instead receive
security guarantees from a group of countries. According to Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov, Moscow and Kyiv were ready to draft an agreement based on the Istanbul framework.

However, the Istanbul process collapsed. Western governments were hesitant to provide the
security guarantees Ukraine demanded. According to Mr. Lavrov, then British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson visited Kyiv in early April and “told them to continue to fight”. Ukrainian President
Volodimir Zelenskyy also appeared emboldened by Russia’s withdrawal from the Kyiv area, which
he interpreted as a sign of weakness. Naftali Bennett, the former Israeli Prime Minister who was
also part of the negotiations, later said Russia and Ukraine had come close to making concessions
that could have ended the conflict, but Mr. Johnson persuaded Mr. Zelenskyy to not back down.
Ukraine chose to continue to fight, forcing Russian troops to withdraw from Khakiv and later
Kherson. Russian President Vladimir Putin, in turn, doubled down — formally annexing four more
Ukrainian territories and launching a partial mobilisation. The stage was set for a long war.

Trump’s plan

Almost four years later, another peace plan, this time pushed by the Donald Trump
administration, is being circulated among all parties. The 28-point plan appears even less
favourable to Ukraine than the Istanbul framework. Kyiv now faces pressure on the frontline
where Russian troops are making slow but steady gains; from the U.S., which wants Ukraine to
make concessions; and at home where a corruption scandal has rocked the Zelenskyy regime.

According to Mr. Trump’s draft plan, Crimea, Luhansk and Donetsk will be recognised “as de facto
Russian”. Russia controls the whole of Crimea and the whole of Luhansk, but only about 80% of
Donetsk. As per the plan, Ukraine will have to withdraw troops from Donetsk. The line of contact
in Kherson and Zaporizhzhia, two other provinces Russia has annexed and partly controls, will be
frozen — which means Russia will keep the territories it has captured. Russia will relinquish the
territories it has seized other than the five oblasts (say, in Kharkiv and Ddnipropetrovsk) in return
for Ukraine’s withdrawal from Donetsk. Ukraine will also have to limit the size of its armed forces
to 6,00,000 personnel.
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The most contentious point, besides territory, in the war was the role of NATO. Russia has
consistently opposed Ukraine becoming a member of the trans-Atlantic nuclear alliance, which
was founded during the Cold War. As of now, Ukraine doesn’t have a pragmatic path towards
NATO membership. The Trump administration has also repeatedly stated that Ukraine was
unlikely to be a NATO member. While Kyiv had not given up its desire to join the bloc, now,
according to the Trump plan, Ukraine should enshrine in its Constitution that it will not join NATO,
and the alliance should include in its statutes that Ukraine will not be admitted in the future (but
Ukraine can join the EU). “It is expected that Russia will not invade neighbouring countries and
NATO will not expand further,” reads another point in the plan. Russia and NATO will also initiate
dialogue, under the mediation of the U.S.,, to resolve “all security issues”.

If peace prevails, the U.S. promises to reintegrate Russia into the global economy. Sanctions could
be lifted and the country could rejoin the G8 grouping (Russia was expelled after the annexation
of Crimea), and enter a long-term economic cooperation agreement with the U.S. Moscow will
have to enshrine in law its policy of non-aggression towards Europe and Ukraine. While the 28-
point proposal says Ukraine will receive “reliable security guarantees”, it doesn’t offer details
about the promise. The Trump administration has now circulated another draft agreement
dealing only with the security part. The three-point plan, which needs the approval of Ukraine,
Russia, the U.S., the EU and NATO, promises NATO-style security assurances to Ukraine for up to
10 years, which can be renewed by mutual agreement. A significant and sustained armed attack
by Russia on Ukraine “shall be regarded as an attack threatening the peace and security of the
transatlantic community,” reads the document.

Facts on the ground

The Trump plan offers an initial outline to restart talks. While the proposal addresses both
Ukraine’s future security and Russia’s stated concerns — including NATO’s eastward expansion
— it is widely seen as favouring Moscow. If implemented, Ukraine would have to cede territory,
recognise Russian control of its regions and abandon NATO aspirations, while Russia would be
reintegrated into the global political and economic mainstream. Mr. Zelenskyy’s initial response
was that Ukraine was being forced to choose between its dignity and a close partner (the U.S.).
Nevertheless, Ukrainian officials held talks with European and U.S. officials to add their inputs to
the Trump proposal.

While efforts to find a political solution continue, the facts on the ground have shifted significantly
since the March 2022 Istanbul talks. At that time, Russia, whose initial attack had not gone
according to plan, was on the back foot, and appeared willing to make concessions. But after
suffering tactical setbacks in Kharkiv and Kherson, Russia regrouped and restructured its forces
and shifted to a long-term war strategy. Over the past four years, Ukraine has received some of
the West's most advanced defensive and offensive systems, including F-16s, Patriot missile
defence systems, main battle tanks, armoured vehicles and medium to long range rockets, besides
large quantities of ammunition. Yet, they couldn’t stop Russia’s grinding advances. On Monday,
Russia’s Defence Ministry announced that its troops captured Pokrovsk, a strategically important
city in Donetsk, which had been under sustained Russian attack for over a year. The capture of
Pokrovsk and Russian advances in Kupiansk (in Kharkiv) could clear the way for further Russian
battlefield gains.

When Joe Biden was the U.S. President, Washington’s policy was to support Ukraine “as long as it
takes”. There was a broad consensus between the U.S. and Europe that sustained military and
economic assistance to Kyiv, combined with economic sanctions on Moscow, could eventually
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weaken Russia’s war effort — or at least push Mr. Putin to seek a settlement that was not entirely
favourable for Russia. But Ukraine’s 2023 counteroffensive, aimed at recapturing lost territories,
proved a decisive failure, effectively closing off the military option. The return of Mr. Trump to the
White House in early 2025 meant that the trans-Atlantic consensus on Ukraine was broken. Mr.
Trump saw the conflict as a lost war, and began shifting the burden of supporting Ukraine onto
Europe. He believes that once the war is concluded, Washington and Moscow could reopen a new
chapter in their historically troubled relationship.

Some in the U.S. strategic community also argue that Washington could attempt a ‘Reverse
Kissinger'— drawing Russia away from its deepening strategic partnership with China, the U.S’s
principal global rival.

Zelenskyy’s dilemma

The Trump plan leaves Mr. Zelenskyy in a difficult position. The Ukrainian leader, whose term
expired last year, continues to cling on to power under martial law. Last week, Mr. Zelenkyy’s Chief
of Staff Andriy Yermak resigned after a corruption scandal shook the regime. The economy is
being propped up by aid from the West, and parts of the country are grappling with power outages
as repeated Russian strikes target Ukraine’s electricity grid. On the battlefield, the loss of Pokrovsk
has marked a major setback.

Mr. Zelenskyy once insisted that peace would be possible only if Russia withdrew from all seized
territories, including Crimea. Today, he is prepared to accept a ceasefire along the current
frontline, which would leave more than 20% of pre-2014 Ukraine in Russian hands. In Istanbul,
there was at least an outline for a possible agreement. That moment has passed.

Now, with the Trump plan, Ukraine finds itself in a much weaker position. It doesn’t have a clear
path towards military victory. Worse, it risks losing the support of Washington.

European countries, chiefly Germany, the U.K. and France, have pledged continued support. But
those assurances carry limited weight if the U.S. exits the support architecture.

If Mr. Zelenskyy accepts the deal Mr. Trump is offering, it would amount to conceding victory to
Russia. He could also face serious political consequences at home. If he rejects it, Ukraine risks
losing more territory in a prolonged war.

DRAFT LAW ON CONSCRIPTING ULTRA-ORTHODOX JEWS INTO MILITARY REIGNITES ROW
IN ISRAEL

A new draft law on conscripting ultra-Orthodox Jews, whose support is crucial for Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu's government, has sparked uproar in Israel, with the Opposition denouncing
it as a special privilege for “draft-dodgers”.

Under a ruling established at the time of Israel’s creation in 1948, men who devote themselves
full-time to studying sacred Jewish texts are given a de facto pass from mandatory military service.
But this exemption has come under mounting scrutiny from the rest of Israeli society.

The ultra-Orthodox make up 14% of Israel’s Jewish population.

Two ultra-Orthodox parties rejected a draft Bill in July that would have seen an increasing number
of ultra-Orthodox men enlisted each year, and financial penalties for those who refuse to comply.
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On Thursday, a new draft was put forward by Boaz Bismuth, the chairman of Parliament’s cross-
party foreign affairs and defence committee, which rolls back significantly from the previous text.

The new proposal includes only minimal penalties for ultra-Orthodox draft dodgers.

Lawmakers will debate the text on Monday.

NETANYAHU PARDON PLEA SEEN AS ATTEMPT TO ENSURE SURVIVAL AHEAD OF 2026
VOTE

Benjamin Netanyahu's request for a pardon in three ongoing corruption cases is widely seen as
his latest bid to ensure his political survival, as the canny premier stares down the prospect of
close elections in 2026.

The first sitting Israeli Prime Minister to stand trial, Mr. Netanyahu has been dogged by the
allegations for years, and has had to appear in front of a judge weekly for hearings.

He has repeatedly denied any wrongdoing and denounced the cases as a politically motivated plot
against him.

He submitted his request on Sunday to President Isaac Herzog, who will now decide whether to
take the rare move of pardoning Mr. Netanyahu before any conviction.

Political tool

“The pardon request that Mr. Netanyahu’s lawyers submitted is not a legal move. It is purely a
political move,” prominent columnist Nahum Barnea wrote in the Yediot Aharonot daily.

The request starts a negotiation led by Mr. Herzog that could see the trials end through a plea
bargain agreement, a pardon or a combination of the two, the columnist said.

“If Mr. Herzog grants him a deluxe pardon he will be freed from his trial... he will ride that wave
all the way to victory in the elections,” he wrote on Monday.

“If the negotiations end in failure,” he added, “Mr. Netanyahu will ride the wave of victimhood all
the way to victory in the elections.”

Mr. Netanyahu, 76, is Israel’s longest-serving premier, having spent more than 18 years in the post
across three spells since 1996.

Tricky race

The next election must be held no later than November 2026, but could be even earlier if Mr.
Netanyahu chooses, or if his hand is forced by the loss of his very fragile majority.

The premier has already made it clear he intends to run again, though he is facing a tricky race.

Polls have shown that if an election were held today, Mr. Netanyahu'’s right-wing Likud party
would win, putting him in prime position to form the next government.
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FRAGILE FRONTIER

Conflict has flared once again between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The Taliban claimed that
Pakistan carried out air strikes inside its territory, killing 10 people near the Durand Line, in the
intervening night of November 24 and 25. The strikes reportedly took place in Paktika, Khost and
Kunar provinces.

At the centre of the hostilities is the contentious Durand Line, the international border between
the two nations delineated in 1893 by an agreement between the British and Abdur Rahman Khan,
the then-emir of Afghanistan.

It stretches from the border with Iran in the west to China’s border in the east, spanning 2,600 km
through the Karakoram range to the Registan desert. The border was established pre-partition in
1893 as the border between British India and the Emirate of Afghanistan, and is named after Sir
Henry Mortimer Durand, former foreign secretary of the [British] government of India.

Afghanistan, at the heart of Asia, assumed great strategic importance in the 1800s, caught in the
crosshairs of the Great Game between Russia and the British Empire for control of Central Asia.
British forces invaded Afghanistan in 1839, in what was later called the First Anglo-Afghan War,
in a bid to prevent Russia from expanding southwards. They were, however, pushed back by
Pashtun forces.

In 1878, the British invaded Afghanistan again, and emerged victorious in what was the second
Anglo-Afghan War. The following year, Yaqub Khan signed the Treaty of Gandamak, handing over
Afghan foreign policy to the British in exchange for protection, withdrawal and a promise of non-
interference in internal affairs.

In 1893, Sir Henry Mortimer Durand negotiated with Emir Abdul Rahman Khan to delineate a
boundary between Afghanistan and India. The resultant agreement was notably short, only seven
clauses filling a page. The Durand Line itself was demarcated by a joint Afghan-British survey
between 1894 and 1896. The exercise divided Pashtun areas and the tribes who depended on the
region, granted Balochistan to British India and established the Wakhan corridor as the buffer
zone between the Russian and British empires.

Treaty of Rawalpindi

Afghan-British relations took a downturn post the death of Abdur Rahman Khan in 1901 and
particularly after the assassination of his successor Habibullah in 1919. Amanullah, no friend to
the British, came to the throne, and soon after, the third Anglo-Afghan War took place.

This war ended with the Treaty of Rawalpindi, which handed foreign policy control back to
Afghanistan and reaffirmed the Durand Line.

Following the partition of India in 1947, Pakistan inherited the Durand Line Agreement, with
three of its provinces lying along this border. However, Pashtuns on either side of the Durand Line
sought independence and a sovereign state of Pashtunistan. Further, Afghanistan reneged on its
acceptance of the Durand Line, declaring the agreement and the border delineated by it as void,
the antique creation of a colonial government no longer in existence.

Successive regimes in Afghanistan, including the present-day Taliban government, have refused
to accept the validity of the Durand Line. Afghanistan presses forward with its claims to Pashtun
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areas and Balochistan. Meanwhile, Pakistan commenced building a fence along this border in
2017, inviting further ire from its neighbour.

Uncertainty has persisted along the Durand Line, with insurgent movement and cross-border
firing, during the Cold War era and beyond. Skirmishes earlier this year ended in a ceasefire
brokered by Qatar in October. However, the mention of the Durand Line as a border in the
ceasefire statement upset Afghan officials, prompting a revised statement from Qatar, seeking to
“contribute to ending tensions between the two brotherly countries and form a solid foundation
for sustainable peace in the region”.

Now, escalating military presence and heightened surveillance threaten the timorous peace of an
already fragile frontier.

IN PAKISTAN, AN ALL-POWERFUL GENERAL, A WEAK STATE

There is, in Pakistan, a curious contradiction, a disjunction that has flattened institutional checks
and balances on the one hand and, ironically, created more political fragility in its wake on the
other. Last month, a civilian regime that all but reports to the army chief, Asim Munir, rammed the
27th Constitutional Amendment through both Houses of the country’s legislature, in what is
widely being termed a “constitutional coup”. In effect, the amendment makes Munir a monarch —
appointed for life and immune from prosecution. It also seeks to restructure the judiciary and
make it more subservient. Meanwhile, the jailed leader of the largest Opposition party was
reportedly denied visitors and kept in solitary confinement. After rumours spread on social media
that Imran Khan had died, his supporters took to the streets. It was only after protests that the
former PM’s sister was allowed to visit him earlier this week, seeking proof of life.

It could be argued that the sorry state of Pakistan’s civilian rulers is of their own making. Khan
and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) were propelled to power with the support of the army,
which viewed his predecessor, Nawaz Sharif, and his overtures to India with suspicion. Now, it is
the PML(N) that holds office through the power of the army, while Khan, who openly attacked the
army in the 2024 election campaign, is imprisoned. This is despite the PTI's impressive
performance in the elections, even after its symbol was cancelled and its candidates were forced
to contest as Independents. The fact remains that Pakistan’s political class, across parties, has
been all too willing to use the army to subvert elections and democratic practices to gain office.

Munir’s triumphalism, however, is hollow. For all the White House dinners he is invited to and his
fawning Nobel Peace Prize nomination of the US President, Pakistan today is far from secure. The
border with Afghanistan continues to be restive; a fragile ceasefire has not addressed the
fundamental dispute over the Durand Line. Internal insurgencies in the North-west and
Balochistan continue. Underpinning these challenges is an economy that serves a garrison state,
not the people. Democratic negotiations and institutional maturity can help resolve many of these
internal issues. But Munir and the army prefer the jackboot.
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Deepening their ties as the world watched India roll out the red carpet for visiting Russian
President Vladimir Putin, Delhi and Moscow Friday signed a labour mobility pact, agreed on a
programme for developing strategic areas of economic cooperation until 2030, announced a 30-
day free tourist visa for Russian nationals and pledged to work towards early conclusion of a free
trade agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union.

— These were the key outcomes of bilateral talks between Putin and Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in the Capital and meetings of delegations of the two sides, wrapping up the Russian
President’s first visit to the country since the start of the Ukraine war in February 2022.

— World capitals tracked the state visit amid efforts by the US to force an end to the Ukraine war
after penalising India for its import of Russian oil which the Trump administration claimed was
funding Putin’s war machine. Incidentally, there was no mention of Ukraine in the joint statement
issued in Delhi although both Modi and Putin spoke about it.

— Following the Modi-Putin talks, the two sides inked 16 pacts, ranging from health to maritime
cooperation, fertiliser to customs, academic to media collaboration. Defence and nuclear energy
cooperation dominated discussions.

— The joint statement welcomed the signing of agreements related to “mobility of skilled
workers”.

— The two sides also flagged concerns regarding terrorist exploitation of information and
communications technology such as “payment technologies, social media platforms and
fundraising methods and misuse of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs or drones)”

— The two sides agreed to broaden cooperation in nuclear energy, including fuel cycle, life cycle
support for operating the Kudankulam Nuclear Power Plant (KKNPP) and non-power
applications, and to elaborate a new agenda of interaction in the field of peaceful use of atomic
energy and related high technologies.

— While they welcomed the progress achieved in implementation of KKNPP including the
construction of the remaining NPP units and agreed on adhering to the timeline for supplies of
equipment and fuel, they mentioned discussions on a “second site in India” for NPP, where the
Indian side will strive to “finalise formal allotment of the second site”.

— With the war in Ukraine grinding on, amid efforts by the US and its European allies to bring it
to an end, and all eyes on his meetings with the visiting Russian President, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi told Vladimir Putin Friday that “India is not neutral, India is on the side of peace”
and “we support all efforts towards peace”.

— Putin, on his part, did not give away much about their discussion on the war. He said he had the
opportunity to speak in “detail on the situation in Ukraine” and on the talks initiated by the US
towards a “possible peaceful settlement of this crisis”.

— What did not go unnoticed was that the two leaders did not mention the word “war” or
“conflict”, and referred to the Ukraine situation as a “crisis”.
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— This was different from what Modi told Putin in September 2022, months after the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, that “this is not the era of war”. And in July 2024, when they met in Moscow,
Modi told Putin that “solutions can’t be found on the battlefield”. Of late, European capitals have
been urging Delhi to lean on Putin to end the war.

— On India’s oil imports from Russia that have been hit by the Trump administration’s 25 per cent
penalty tariffs, the two leaders framed it as an “energy security” issue.

— Modi said, “Energy security has been a strong and important pillar of the India-Russia
partnership. Our decades-old cooperation in the field of civil nuclear energy has been crucial in
realising our shared priorities of clean energy. We will continue this win-win cooperation.”

— Putin linked energy supply to India’s economic growth and said, “Our partnership in the energy
sector is developing successfully. Russia is a reliable supplier of energy resources and everything
necessary for the development of India’s energy sector. We are ready to continue ensuring
uninterrupted fuel supplies for India’s fast-growing economy.”

— These were the key outcomes of bilateral talks between Putin and Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in the Capital and meetings of delegations of the two sides, wrapping up the Russian
President’s first visit to the country since the start of the Ukraine war in February 2022.

— India and Russia on Friday signed two pacts on movement of workers, one aimed at curbing
illegal immigration and the other at facilitating labour mobility.

— The first pact, ‘Cooperation in Combating Irregular Migration’, comes in the shadow of several
Indian citizens losing their lives on the battlefield after signing up for the Russian Army.

— The other agreement, ‘Temporary Labour Activity of Citizens of one State in the Territory of
the other State’, will enable the temporary migration of skilled Indian workers to labour-intensive
sectors in Russia, including construction, agriculture and IT-enabled services.

— Although no details were provided on a timeline for the pact or on the number of Indians who
would be sent to Russia, sources said that as many as 70,000 skilled and semi-skilled Indian
workers could be employed in electronics, Information Technology Enabled Services,
construction and textile industries over the next two to three years.

— The agreements have been signed at a time when Russia is struggling with a severe labour
shortage. Russia’s Ural region, an industrial hub, is one of the areas urgently seeking workers.
According to estimates reported in the Russian media, the country needs to fill over three million
labour-intensive positions by 2030.

— India has lately signed such pacts with countries including Japan, Israel, United Arab Emirates
and Germany. In this regard, the government has facilitated skill centres in various regions of the
country. Sources said such facilities in Maharashtra are being considered for training workers
before deployment to Russian industries.

— While Indian workers have traditionally migrated to the Gulf for such jobs, Russia has lured
Indian workers lately, with estimates putting around 10,000 Indians arriving in Russia seeking
jobs in the construction and textile sector. Though there is a language barrier, Russia offers
competitive incentives to overseas workers and regulated working hours.
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— India and Russia on Friday reiterated their commitments to increase bilateral trade to $100
billion from the current level of $70 billion and boost settlements using their domestic currencies
after the summit meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Russian President Vladimir
Putin.

— Former trade officer and head of think tank Global Trade Research Initiative (GTRI) said the
trade gap between the two countries has surged to $58.9 billion, but India can lift exports to Russia
seven-fold — from $5 bn to $35 bn — if it cracks market access in food, pharma, textiles and
machinery.

— India and Russia also agreed to deepen cooperation in building stable and efficient transport
corridors, with a focus on expanding logistics links for improving connectivity and enhancing
infrastructure capacity to support the International North-South Transport Corridor, the Chennai-
Vladivostok (Eastern Maritime) Corridor and the Northern Sea Route.

— Shyam Saran writes: Russian President Vladimir Putin has concluded his two-day state visit to
India and has every reason to go back to Moscow a happy man. For a leader being subjected to
Western sanctions and international isolation, a reception at the airport by the Prime Minister of
India and riding back to the latter’s official residence, accompanied by his host, were unusual
gestures of courtesy that may grate in Western capitals.

— For India, the visit comes at a time when underlying assumptions of its foreign policy, which
had remained relatively stable and predictable over the past quarter-century, are being shaken.

— Putin’s visit in the wake of this negative turn in India-US relations is, therefore, politically
significant. True, Russia would not be able to provide an alternative market for Indian goods that
had access to the US market, but there is a serious effort to ramp up the economic and commercial
relationship through the Economic Vision for 2030 and the target of $100 billion trade by that
year.

— India-Russia relations are not of the same significance as Indo-Soviet relations before the end
of the Cold War, in the early 1990s. It is important to understand the changed geopolitical context
in which current political equations are playing out.

— This legacy relationship continues to bolster India-Russia relations. In addition, there are key
platforms such as nuclear submarines and anti-missile systems where Russia is the only country
ready to share technology with India. This has been of great value and was demonstrated most
recently in the effective use of the S-400 system during Operation Sindoor. — Russia is also an
important partner in the development of nuclear power in India, and during the visit, Putin
specifically referred to Russian willingness to collaborate with India on small modular reactors
(SMR) and floating nuclear power plants.

— The challenge for India is how to preserve its continuing reliance on the US for high-tech
collaboration and advanced weaponry.

— What about China’s reaction to Putin’s visit? Some Chinese commentaries warn that beyond a
certain point, the India-Russia partnership may adversely impact China’s interests by providing
military muscle to a country it considers an adversary.

— But it may also welcome a closer India-Russia relationship at a time when Indo-US ties are
under strain, because it would have to worry less about American containment if India distances

itself from the US.
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— But Delhi should be clear that there are limits to the India-Russia partnership, which cannot
compare to the declared “no-limits partnership” between Russia and China.

— Europe is the most unhappy about the red-carpet welcome given to Putin by India at a time
when he is escalating the war in Ukraine and holding out threats to Europe. But Europe has more
to fear from the US’s unreliability and its repeated bullying of Ukraine to concede substantially to
Russian demands.

NEW DELHI’S RELATIVE ISOLATION, INDIA’S TRYST WITH TERROR

The current period might well be viewed, or termed, as India’s moment of reckoning. For one,
India today — and despite its highly regarded diplomatic skills — increasingly appears more like
an ‘outlier’ than a major player in world affairs. It has been virtually sitting on the sidelines when
it comes to issues involving peace and order in different regions of the globe, especially in West
Asia and Europe. It is also a virtual onlooker as far as the emerging situation in the Indo-Pacific is
concerned. Seldom indeed has India faced a situation of this kind.

If this was not bad enough, the entire South Asian region in which India is situated, appears to be
in turmoil at present. Afghanistan and Nepal are among the countries on India’s periphery that
appear to be most affected, but from the Maldives to Myanmar and further afield, India can hardly
count on many friends and allies. This is a frightening scenario given that each day produces a
range of new threats, including cyber.

Hostility from west to east

Currently, India has to contend with two openly hostile powers on its western and eastern flanks
— Pakistan and Bangladesh, respectively. In the case of Pakistan, the threat level has been going
up steadily, with a growing cacophony of voices being heard in that country to teach India a proper
lesson. What is aggravating the situation further is the approval of the 27th Constitutional
Amendment Bill by Pakistan’s Joint Parliamentary Committee of the Senate and National
Assembly, which has altered the precarious balance between civil and military authority in that
country.

Also, arecent amendment has introduced the concept of a new ‘Chief of Defence Forces’, elevating
Field Marshal Asim Munir as the nation’s military supremo, and the commander-in-chief of all
three services, having sole control over Pakistan’s nuclear assets. The amendment has invested
Field Marshal Munir with absolute authority to deal with enemies (such as India), removing the
fig leaf of parliamentary restraint and posing a real threat to India on its western flank. Military
dictatorships in Pakistan, as elsewhere, have traditionally proved to be extremely hostile to a
democratic India, and the rise and rise of Field Marshal Asim Munir, with unfettered authority,
represents a significant and direct threat to a democratic India.

That such concerns are well merited, and that military dictators tend to be short sighted, is well
known. Concentration of power encourages strategic adventurism. This, in turn, increases the
chances of miscalculation in crises. Also, and in keeping with the general trend among military
regimes, there is likely to be a tendency to turn local conflicts into spheres of proxy competition
and inter-state confrontation. Hence, prospects of a lasting peace with Pakistan are unlikely. On
the other hand, the risk of conflict has enhanced significantly. Thus, it would be wise for India not
to ignore the possibility of yet another conflict with Pakistan in the near future and be prepared
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for all eventualities. This may as yet be in the realm of speculation, but the danger must not be
ignored.

India’s Pakistan problem is compounded by the fact that the interim government in Bangladesh
to India’s east, is proving unfriendly, if not openly hostile, to it. To add to India’s discomfiture,
Bangladesh is currently displaying a willingness to establish warmer relations with Pakistan. In a
first, a Pakistan navy ship visited Bangladesh after almost a half-a-century and this is expected to
help Pakistan re-establish its presence in the Bay of Bengal. This has serious security implications
for India.

Hence, a mixture of ideological posturing and military governance on India’s western and eastern
flanks has raised diplomatic temperatures across the region. It could have serious and adverse
consequences, if not properly handled. Extreme vigilance and careful manoeuvring is called for.

The surfacing of ‘urban terror’

Compounding India’s problems at this time is the return of ‘urban terror’ after a gap of several
years, though in a different mould, and by a whole new set of indigenous actors. It is only fair to
think that in the highly disparate world that we live in, and in the circumstances prevailing today,
terror is merely a hand’s length away from everyday existence. Yet, till recently, urban terrorism
on a significant scale had taken a back seat after the 2008 terror attacks in Mumbai sponsored by
Pakistan-based Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed in collusion with elements of the
Pakistan military establishment.

During the past two decades, sporadic terror attacks had been reported in certain urban pockets,
but the latest module of urban terror — extending from Jammu and Kashmir to Faridabad and
Delhi, and involving medical practitioners and doctors (most of whom had connections to the Al-
Falah university, Faridabad, Haryana) reveals a new chapter in India’s tryst with terrorism.

The latest terror module, comprising almost only medical practitioners, draws inspiration from,
and harps back to the destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya (in 1992). It fundamentally
differs from the terror attacks witnessed in Mumbai (and certain other pockets) during 1992-
1993 in the wake of the Babri Masjid demolition, which were mainly carried out by lumpen’
elements.

That more than three decades after the destruction of the Babri Masjid, terror still finds
supporters and that too among the educated elite. That is it more so among groups, such as
doctors, is highly disturbing. It reveals that religious terrorism is not only alive but still active.

Also, its newest disciples represent some of the best and brightest elements of a community. This
is a quantitative and qualitative leap as far as the annals of terror are concerned.

Details of the terror module, which extends from Srinagar to Faridabad to Delhi, have been widely
aired. But what should cause more serious and deep concern is that they could accumulate nearly
3,000 kilograms of explosive material and also safely hide it in two houses. Further, it is alarming
that a car laden with explosives could escape the police dragnet around India’s capital city, Delhi,
and trigger an explosion in the vicinity of Red Fort in the heart of Delhi. This reveals either
extremely careful planning at one level, or total ineptness on the part of the authorities, on
another. Worse still, while the 1993 terror explosions were carried out by ‘lumpen elements’ and
the 2008 Mumbai attacks were directly sponsored by Pakistan, the latest incidents were of an
entirely different character.
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These were organised by a group of medical professionals, some of whom were perhaps not even
born when the destruction of the Babri Masjid took place, revealing a major fault line in India’s
multi-cultural, multi-religious society. Far more than the details of the terror module that are
being revealed through painstaking investigation, it is this aspect, and the aspect of revenge, which
has been the catalyst for some of the best and brightest in a community, which should be seen as
a blot on India’s civilisational journey and progress.

The moot point is whether the latest incident represents mere disenchantment and anger against
the nation state, or something more fundamental. It has been India’s belief, and as claimed by the
Union Home Minister in Parliament, that no local had joined a terrorist group in Jammu and
Kashmir in recent times.

This myth has been exploded. Investigations have revealed that this is an entirely local terrorist
module, which had been using encrypted channels for indoctrination, coordination, fund
movements and logistics. Another aspect is that funds were being raised by professional and
academic networks under the guise of social/charitable causes. There are other reports that the
groups were in touch with elements in Pakistan. The links of the group also seem to extend beyond
Pakistan to the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Tiirkiye.

The need for vigil

Given the new perilous external dimension to India’s security, a hostile Pakistan and Bangladesh
on its western and eastern borders, and the fact that much of West and South Asia are in turmoil,
India needs to be careful that the situation does not lead to the fostering of religious fascism on a
more extended scale. Given India’s tolerance and acceptance of disparate religious beliefs, this
may seem unlikely. But eternal vigilance (or diligence) is the price that needs to be paid to ensure
that the situation does not deteriorate further, necessitating cause for alarm.

CONSTITUTION EVOLVING TO ‘SWADESHI’, SAYS PRESIDENTIAL REFERENCE BENCH

Besides advising President Droupadi Murmu against fixing timelines for Governors, the
Presidential Reference Bench opined that the Indian Constitution is truly turning to vibrant
“swadeshi”.

“The point that is being made is this - the Indian Constitution is not just transformative in its
adoption, it has been and continues to be transformative in its practice and interpretation,
shedding its colonial vestiges for a vibrant and evolving swadeshi foundation,” the five-judge
Bench headed by Chief Justice B.R. Gavai (retired) observed in a 111-page opinion.

The Reference opinion does not cite a single foreign case law to advise President Murmu.

Acknowledging that the Constitution has drawn inspiration from multiple sources abroad, the top
court said the interpretation and working of the Constitution over the decades have given it a truly
swadeshi colour.

The swadeshi contours of the opinion were openly appreciated by the Centre, speaking through
Solicitor General Tushar Mehta, during the Ceremonial Bench hearing held on the last working
day of Chief Justice Gavai. Mr. Mehta spoke about building a unique ‘Indian’ jurisprudence.

“Indianisation” of the legal system has been a point of debate in the Supreme Court during the
tenures of several Chief Justices, each one adding his own connotations to the idea. “We no longer
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need the crutches of a foreign legal order... We have to build up our own jurisprudence,” Chief
Justice of India P.N. Bhagwati (retired) had observed in 1986.

Chief Justice N.V. Ramana (retired) had called for the “Indianisation” to provide greater access to
justice to the poor as the “need of the hour”.

“When I say ‘Indianisation’, | mean the need to adapt to the practical realities of our society and
localise our justice delivery systems... For example, parties from a rural place fighting a family
dispute are usually made to feel out of place in the court,” Justice Ramana had said.

Justice S.A. Bobde (former Chief Justice of India), wrote in the historic privacy judgment that “even
in the ancient and religious texts of India, a well-developed sense of privacy is evident”.

Ancient Indian texts

The court’s judgments on decriminalising adultery and Sabarimala temple entry to women of a
certain age quoted heavily from the Manusmriti.

But it was SC judge Justice (retired) S. Abdul Nazeer who traversed the extra mile in his speech on
‘Decolonisation of the Indian Legal System’ at the National Council meeting of the Akhil Bharatiya
Adhivakta Parishad in Hyderabad. He rued India’s neglect of the “legal giants of ancient India” like
Manu, Kautilya, Katyayana, Brihaspati, Narada, Parashara, Yajnavalkya and adherence to the
colonial legal system.

MARKED FOR LIFE

Shocked that an acid attack victim had not got closure 16 years after the crime was committed,
the Supreme Court of India made a slew of oral observations early this week calling the slow pace
a “mockery of the system”. The Chief Justice of India (C]I), Justice Surya Kant, said acid attackers
must not be shown any sympathy by courts, and called for the “entire system” to respond against
them. Shaheen Malik was 26 and was studying for an MBA degree when she was attacked outside
her office in Haryana in 2009. Till 2013, “nothing happened” in her case, she told the CJI. The case
was finally transferred to Rohini court in Delhi from Haryana, where the trial is pending and “final
arguments” are on. Ms. Malik has undergone reconstructive surgeries, and in 2021, she set up
Brave Souls, an NGO which offers medical and legal support to acid attack survivors. In fact, she
was knocking at the Court’s door with a PIL seeking formal recognition of survivors as persons
with specified disabilities under the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016. She was bringing
the Court’s notice to those acid attack victims who had been forcibly fed acid and were not marked
for life like others who had acid thrown at them but nevertheless lived with terrible suffering.

The CJI asked the Centre to consider bringing an ordinance. Solicitor-General Tushar Mehta,
appearing for the Centre, said no respondent could oppose the cause of the petitioners.
Perpetrators of acid attacks who leave victims, mostly women and minors, scarred inside and
outside for the rest of their lives “must meet with the same ruthlessness as they showed their
victims”, he said. The C]I ordered the Registrar-General of the High Courts to provide the number
and details of pending trials in acid attack cases; he also proposed setting up of special courts to
exclusively conduct acid attack cases on a day-to-day basis. In the past, in Laxmi vs Union Of India
and Ors., the Court had directed the government to ensure that acid attack victims got proper
treatment, aftercare and rehabilitation, also asking it to look into the banning of sale of acid across
the counter. Section 124 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita deals with acid attacks and the
punishment to be meted out, but reality paints a grim picture, with trials being long-drawn and
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conviction rates low. According to latest National Crime Records Bureau data, there were 207
incidents of acid attacks across the country in 2023, with West Bengal ignominiously topping the
list with 57 cases, followed by Uttar Pradesh (31). Victims of acid attacks, one of the worst forms
of gender violence imaginable, deserve a lot better.

ARAVALLIS ARE PRECIOUS, NEED SC’S SHIELD

Extending for nearly 700 km from eastern Gujarat to southern Haryana, through Rajasthan and
Delhi, the Aravalli is the green lung for large parts of the country. It supports biodiversity,
recharges aquifers, moderates the velocity of hot winds that blow towards north India and resists
the advance of the Thar Desert towards the Indo-Gangetic plains. A recommendation by a Union
Environment Ministry panel, accepted by the Supreme Court last week, however, seems to give
short shrift to the range’s ecological services. It shrinks the area covered by the Aravalli by as
much as 90 per cent in Rajasthan — the state with the largest portion of the mountain system.
Asked by the apex court to define the Aravalli for mining purposes, the panel has ignored the
yardsticks framed by the ministry’s own institution, the Forest Survey of India (FSI). It suggested
that only landforms that are at an elevation of 100 metres or more should be considered as part
of the mountain system. As an investigation by this paper shows, barely 1,048 of the 12,081
Aravalli hills, 20 metres or higher, mapped by the FSI fit the criteria. The Court has asked the
environment ministry to come up with a plan for sustainable mining in the declassified area.
However, several reports — including a survey by the SC’s Central Empowered Committee in 2018
— have underlined that the Aravalli has lost a fourth of its hills. Fears that the new definition
would trigger more damage to India’s oldest mountain system are, therefore, not unfounded.

The environment ministry’s diminution of the Aravallis seems to go against its own plan for
reviving the mountain system. For instance, the Aravalli Landscape Restoration Action Plan,
framed in May, recognises the need to protect the range against the threats of “deforestation,
mining, grazing, and human encroachment”. It points out that the eastward movement of desert
sands has compromised the ecology of “regions like Gurugram and Alwar”. Since 2002, SC rulings
have appreciated how all hills, plateaus, plains and ridges in the Aravalli together function as a
single ecosystem. In 2018, for instance, a two-judge bench recognised that “in the absence of the
hillocks, winds would bring pollution to the national capital”.

The Court’s acceptance of the government’s height filter could reduce the Aravallis to a few
scattered hills. The SC’s decision also doesn’t square up with its formidable record in furthering
and fostering environmental reform. That’s why protecting the Aravallis, North India’s vital lung,
will need the SC’s guiding hand.

A DISMANTLING OF THE BASE OF ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION

On November 18, 2025, in CREDAI vs Vanashakti, through a 2:1 majority, the Supreme Court of
India reviewed and recalled its judgment from May this year, where it had declared notifications
permitting persons to secure ex post facto environmental clearances (ECs) as illegal. The original
judgment was hailed as a landmark moment, as a rare instance of the Court grounding its rhetoric
in enforceable discipline. But the Court has now asserted, with a strong dissent from Justice Ujjal
Bhuyan, that its earlier ruling misinterpreted binding precedents and failed to appreciate that
retrospective ECs may, in some situations, further the cause of public interest.

Our immediate reaction might well be to ask how? To answer this, the Court employs a wholly
circular logic. As the then Chief Justice of India, Justice B.R. Gavai put it, to entirely deny
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retrospective clearances undermines public welfare because it could well compel authorities to
halt or tear down completed projects that had begun without prior permission. Thus, the illegal
act is, by itself, turned into a justification. The fact of a violation — of a project unlawfully
commenced without an EC — winds up forming the rationale for granting the very clearance that
the law requires in advance. In other words, the rules become fungible, to accommodate a fait
accompli.

An undoing of a reasoned judgment

For somewhere nearing half a century, the Supreme Court has spoken in soaring terms about the
right to a clean and healthy environment. Through numerous judgments, it has located this
promise within Article 21 of the Constitution of India’s guarantee of a right to life. It has cited the
precautionary principle — which requires the state to adopt protective measures even when
scientific evidence about an environmental risk is uncertain — as a binding norm. It has also
acknowledged that ecological degradation burdens both the present and future generations. It has
enunciated a right against the harms of climate change, and it has appealed to principles of
intergenerational equity and sustainable development as constitutional goals.

So grandiose have these pronouncements often been that this body of law is seen as one of the
Court’s more progressive feats. But abstract doctrines take us only so far. They serve little purpose
if they are not meaningfully applied to real world violations.

Worse still, they collapse entirely when the Court undoes its own carefully reasoned judgments.
That is precisely the worry with the judgment in CREDAL It turns non-compliance from an offence
into an argument, and dismantles, in the process, the foundations of environmental regulation.

At its core, India’s environmental laws mandate prior EC for certain industrial and development
projects of specified sizes and types.

This requirement, instilled through the Environment Impact Assessment (Notification) of 2006
has been watered down at least twice over. In 2017, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change issued a notification permitting those who had commenced work on site without
an EC or expanded production beyond the limit of the EC, to apply for and secure a retrospective
licence within six months from March 14, 2017. In 2021, the Ministry issued what it described as
an “Office Memorandum” and instituted a “Standard Operating Procedure” allowing projects in
violation of the law, where the window available under the 2017 order to apply could not be
availed, to be regularised, by paying penalties and costs.

The basis of the original ruling

The Court’s original ruling, authored by Justice A.S. Oka, struck down both the 2017 and 2021
notifications. In doing so, the judgment returned to first principles and situated the controversy
within the long arc of India’s environmental jurisprudence. It traced the trajectory from the
Stockholm Conference of 1972 to the enactment of the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, and
then to the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) frameworks of 1994 and 2006, each measure
constituting a building block in a regime that aims at preventing harm rather than condoning and
regularising violations.

The verdict saw the insistence on a prior EC as no procedural formality. On the other hand, it
insisted that this formed a central pillar in our statutory design. The EIA regime requires public
hearings, scientific studies, expert appraisal and conditional approvals before a project begins,
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because the idea is to prevent irreversible harm. A prior EC ensures that project viability is
assessed considering ecological limits. It ensures that economic momentum does not
predetermine environmental outcomes.

The original judgment also drew upon long-standing decisions, including the verdict in Common
Cause vs Union of India (2017), where the Court held unequivocally that retrospective clearances
are “detrimental to the environment and could lead to irreparable degradation of the
environment,” and the M.C. Mehta cases, which asserted that even the renewal of a mining lease
required previous approval. The logic was clear: if the law demands scientific scrutiny first, but
construction proceeds sans such examination, the consequence cannot be a backdated validation
of the illegality.

Equally significant was Justice Oka’s account of the Union Government’s own conduct. Before the
Madras High Court, the State’s lawyers gave a categorical undertaking that the 2017 notification
allowing ex post facto clearances was a one-time measure. That assurance was recorded and
relied upon by a constitutional forum. Therefore, one would think the government would bind
itself to its solemn commitment. But as the 2021 memorandum demonstrated, it was only too
keen to liberalise compliance even further, allowing even those who had not submitted
applications during the allotted time to seek retrospective validation.

Regrettably, the review judgment looks beyond all this. It frames for itself a narrow question:
would enforcing prior scrutiny inconvenience those who have already violated the law? In so
asking, it shifts the goalposts from principle to expediency, marking, as Justice Bhuyan points out,
a clear retrograde step.

The dissenting opinion also lays bare the various other inconsistencies in the majority’s approach.
It points to the chief justification for repelling predated ECs: the idea that our laws are built to
anticipate harm rather than accommodate it. Replacing prior scrutiny with backdated lenience
dismantles the guardrails that the Court itself helped construct over decades.

If the fact of a violation becomes grounds for erasing its consequences, any incentive to comply
disappears. Project proponents will be happy to proceed without an EC, secure in the knowledge
that the government, aided by the court, will help normalise their lapses through the payment of
fines rather than the imposition of any serious consequences. In effect, what is rewarded is
unlawful conduct with a declaration that the sheer scale of the wrongdoing compels the law to
bend.

A further weakening of accountability

The review judgment’s implications for environmental governance are stark. First, it hollows out
the EIA process. A sense of fait accompli attaches itself to the requirements of public participation,
expert appraisal and scientific evaluation. Scrutiny becomes ceremonial. Second, compliance is
treated as voluntary. The state’s regulatory hand weakens, and enforcement loses its deterrent
force.

But, ultimately, the most troubling consequence of the judgment is the signal it sends. We are
living in a time of intensifying climate change and ecological fragility. But India’s top court wants
to dilute the already-flailing tools to ensure accountability. For an institution that has long prided
itself on pioneering environmental protection, the review marks a decidedly disquieting step
backwards.
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The Court will now have to reassemble to hear the challenges anew. When it does so, it will do
well to remember that the validity of the two notifications is not the only thing at stake here, but
also the credibility of India’s rule of law.

WHY DELHI HC REJECTED SEMAGLUTIDE PATENT SUIT

Refusing to grant an interim injunction sought by Danish pharmaceutical giant Novo Nordisk, the
Delhi High Court on Tuesday allowed Dr Reddy’s Laboratories (DRL) to continue manufacturing
and exporting its version of the drug containing semaglutide.

— In May, Novo Nordisk moved the Delhi HC against DRL, seeking that the Indian firm and its
distributors be restrained from using, manufacturing, selling, distributing, advertising, exporting
semaglutide active pharmaceutical ingredient (API) or any product derived from it.

— APl is the chemical in a medicine that produces the intended therapeutic effect. Semaglutide is
the API for a new class of revolutionary drugs to treat Type 2 diabetes and obesity; it is marketed
by Novo Nordisk as Ozempic for diabetes, and as Wegovy for weight loss.

— By rejecting Novo Nordisk’s demand for a temporary injunction, the court has essentially sided
with DRL, allowing it to continue manufacturing and exporting its semaglutide drug. The court
has also held that DRL’s challenge to Novo Nordisk’s patent to be prima facie valid, although final
adjudication is pending on this matter.

— The expiry of the basic composition patent in 2024 opened the door to potential generic
development. However, the formulation patent remains in force and continues to confer exclusive
rights on Novo Nordisk.

— After the Central Drugs Standard Control Organization (CDSCO) in September cleared DRL’s
semaglutide injection in India for grant manufacturing and marketing, the Indian company has
been manufacturing the drug to be sold in international markets, beginning with Canada.

— Novo Nordisk filed a patent infringement suit in the Delhi HC alleging that DRL imported
substantial quantities of semaglutide API and manufactured finished formulations without its
permission, thereby infringing Indian Patent No. 262697. On the other hand, DRL’s patent
revocation petition claimed that the second patent was for an analogue of the previously patent-
protected product, and that it lacked novelty and inventive step.

— In patent law, inventive step means that a patented creation must involve a creative leap
beyond what an average expert could figure out from existing knowledge. DRL claimed that the
tweaks made to the earlier compound would be “obvious” to anyone skilled in the domain, and
thus should not be provided patent protection.

— Novo Nordisk countered by saying that the compound for which it held the second patent had
shown “exceptionally higher efficacy” compared to the prior versions of the compound, which
made it “novel”.

— The court agreed with DRL’s assertion that there is no novelty in Novo Nordisk’s second GLP-
1 formulation, and thus concluded that the company had obtained two patents for the same
compound. This double patenting resulted in “evergreening”, the court said.

— Treatment for diabetes and obesity has emerged as an extremely lucrative market for drug
makers worldwide. The new class of GLP-1 drugs such as semaglutide, developed by Novo
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Nordisk, and tirzepatide, developed by Eli Lilly and marketed as Mounjaro and Zepbound, has
created ripples in this market.

— Notably, it has triggered a global battle over the rights to manufacture and sell these drugs.
While the pharma giants have sought to enforce and extend their patents over the drugs and thus
protect their bottomline, other manufacturers, including of generics, have sought to grab a share
of the pie — and the profits.

Do You Know:

— Evergreening involves drugmakers making only minor changes to an existing medicine and
then seeking new patents. This does not reflect any significant innovation but prolongs a
company’s monopoly over a drug and keeps low-cost generics out of the market. Evergreening is
prohibited by Section 3(d) of Indian Patents Act, 1970.

— With the new class of GLP-1 medicines leading to effective weight loss, the World Health
Organisation (WHO) released its first guidelines on their use to combat the obesity crisis. The
agency recommended long-term use of these medicines for obesity but added that those
prescribed these medicines should also undergo intensive behavioural therapy as part of a multi-
pronged approach to treating obesity.

CYBER CRACKDOWN

The Supreme Court’s direction to the CBI to conduct a pan-India investigation into cyber-crimes,
and “digital arrest” scams in particular, might seem extraordinary, as such directions normally
require State government consent. But by doing so, the Court has acknowledged the severity of
the menace that transcends State jurisdictions and boundaries. The Court’s prioritisation of the
“digital arrest” scam — fraudsters impersonate police or government officials in a video call,
falsely accuse victims of crimes, and pressure them to transfer money to avoid arrest — is fully
warranted. The government has estimated that this scam, which often targets senior citizens, has
resulted in losses exceeding 33,000 crore. The Court has asked the CBI to target not just the
scammers but also banking officials who facilitate the creation of “mule” accounts. This is
necessary as these scams depend on a malleable financial architecture and therefore require the
intervention of agencies such as the RBI, which has also been instructed by the Court to employ
Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning to trace the “layering” of proceeds through multiple
accounts. The Court has also asked online intermediaries to cooperate with the CBI, invoking the
IT Rules 2021. The Court is also right in asking the CBI to investigate other scams such as
investment schemes and part-time job scams, subsequently.

The severity of cyber frauds, as National Crime Records Bureau data indicate, has risen
significantly. However, while the judiciary and domestic policing can address the symptoms
within India, the problem has another dimension — it is also transnational. The burgeoning of
“scam centres” — compounds where trafficked workers, unable to escape due to violence,
confiscated documents or debt bondage, are forced to run online fraud operations — in conflict-
ridden zones of Southeast Asia suggests that the solution requires robust international diplomacy.
The U.S,, for instance, has established a Scam Center Strike Force to tackle the issue. Furthermore,
Myanmar remains a hotbed for these operations, primarily because the illegally ruling junta
benefits from taxing the proceeds of such crimes. Tackling this requires moving beyond bilateral
requests. New Delhi must act in cohesion with ASEAN and the UN to sanction the illegal regime
and cut off the financial lifelines of these modern-day slavery sweatshops. Domestically, the battle
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must also be fought on the grounds of digital literacy and capacity. As daily life and governance
become increasingly digitised, there remains a glaring deficit in cyber awareness among the
population. States, local administrations, and the RBI must launch widespread awareness
campaigns. Simultaneously, there is an urgent need to upgrade the digital capabilities of State
police.

ZERO STARS

The growing sophistication of cybercrimes, from “digital arrests” to anonymous, large-scale cross-
border scams, has made tackling them both urgent and difficult. Cybercriminals have exploited a
security gap wherein user accounts on instant messaging apps remain functional even after the
associated SIM card has been removed, using this anonymity to conduct government
impersonation fraud. The rampant use of spoofed or tampered IMEI numbers has also made
tracking perpetrators nearly impossible for law enforcement. It is perhaps inevitable that the
government seeks sharper tools to address these software and hardware vulnerabilities, which
explains the Department of Telecommunications” directives on November 28 and December 1.
The first mandates “SIM binding” — ensuring that a user’s account is disabled if the physical SIM
is removed. In the second, smartphone manufacturers must pre-install the Sanchar Saathi app to
verify device authenticity in all new devices by March 2026. While the first directive is a security
patch which could inconvenience WhatsApp/Internet messaging users, the second is reminiscent
of the saying, the road to hell is often paved with good intentions. The solution to the problem of
counterfeit handsets and spoofed IMEI numbers is a cure that could potentially be more damaging
than the disease.

The explicit instruction in the directive that the app is “readily visible and accessible to the end
users at the time of first use or device setup and that its functionalities are not disabled or
restricted” would mean that this app will be given a higher security clearance within the phone’s
operating system, allowing it more intrusive access to features such as camera, phone or SMS
access. The potential for misuse of this app for state surveillance and being utilised by a malicious
entity after compromise to target millions of users is very present and clear. This is no empty fear
considering what the Union government has done with the use of Pegasus software to target the
political opposition, journalists and activists. Notwithstanding Union Minister Jyotiraditya
Scindia’s clarification that users could delete the app, the directive’s text mandating that it cannot
be disabled suggests that it will function more as a Panopticon and less as a simple verification
tool. As the Supreme Court’s K.S. Puttaswamy (2017) judgment established, any state intrusion
into privacy must satisfy the tests of legality, necessity, and proportionality. The government
already possesses less intrusive means to verify device genuineness. The Sanchar Saathi web
portals, SMS-based checks, and USSD codes should suffice. By ignoring these less invasive
alternatives, the directive on Sanchar Saathi fails the proportionality standard. It is little wonder
that privacy-conscious manufacturers such as Apple have reportedly refused to comply with this
order.
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HOW NEW SIM BINDING RULE COULD LOG USERS OUT OF WHATSAPP WEB

A directive by the Department of Telecommunications (DoT) to online messaging companies like
WhatsApp, Signal and Telegram will soon mean that users will no longer be able to access the
applications without the SIM card with which they registered for the services on their phones.

— The directive will also mean that the companion web services, such as WhatsApp Web, will not
be available uninterrupted to users, as they will be automatically logged out every six hours.

— The department has said that the directive is a way to combat rising digital fraud in the country,
but many in the industry believe that it will result in erosion of users’ privacy, could pose
challenges for users on international travels, and introduce potential friction points in using such
services across multiple devices.

— The government is drawing its regulatory powers from the Telecommunication Cybersecurity
Amendment Rules, 2025, which were notified in October, and introduced the concept of
Telecommunication Identifier User Entity (TIUE) under the scope of telecom regulations.

— As per the rules, a TIUE is an entity (other than a licensee, like telecom operators) that uses
telecommunication identifiers - such as mobile numbers - to identify its users.

— These platforms are now required to ensure that, within 90 days, their services are
“continuously” linked to the SIM card used to register on them, and not allow access without the
SIM in the device. In technical terms, this is called SIM binding.

— As a result, the various associated web services (like WhatsApp Web) “shall be logged out
periodically” - no later than six hours. Platforms will have to send a compliance report to the DoT
within the next four months.

— Right now, services like WhatsApp verify a user’s identity by sending a one-time password
(OTP) to their mobile number. But, to follow the DoT’s directive, they will have to start accessing
the IMSI of their SIM cards. IMSI stands for International Mobile Subscriber Identity, and is a
unique number that identifies every mobile subscriber globally. It is stored on the SIM card.

— For a global platform like WhatsApp, which has billions of users globally - and more than 500
million in India - it would mean re-engineering its service to meet Indian regulations, which are
different from other countries.

— When the telecom cybersecurity rules were proposed earlier this year, the telecom industry
had supported the need for SIM binding.

— Some representatives of telecom companies have now flagged concerns with the proposal. A
senior industry executive said that these directions could pose a challenge to users who travel
abroad and frequently use SIM cards from those countries to access communication services.

Do You Know:

— The Kaspersky report released in February 2025, found that one in every three internet users
in India were targeted by web-borne threats last year. Between January and December 2024, the
company detected 4,43,72, 823 Internet-borne cyberthreats on computers of users in India.
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GOVERNMENT FORCING DOWN SANCHAR SAATHI APP ERODES PRIVACY, HURTS
BUSINESS

THE government’s order mandating mobile handset makers to pre-install the Sanchar Saathi
application on all handsets manufactured or imported for use in the country is not only bad
governance but also bad economics. Ostensibly, the app is said to be part of the strategy to
“strengthen cyber security and anti-spam measures.” But a diktat to manufacturers to pre-install
this government-backed app raises serious apprehensions of surveillance and intrusion. The
government’s directives also lay down that users should not be able to delete the app, effectively
making it a permanent feature in all mobile phones. Following an uproar, Union Minister for
Communications Jyotiraditya Scindia has said that the app is “optional” and that users can delete
it, but that is not enough. The idea of consent revolves around opting in, not opting out, a
cornerstone of privacy as a basic right.

There is no denying cyber crime. Launched in January, the Sanchar Saathi app allows users to
report suspected fraud communication and lost/stolen mobile phones, and check trusted contact
details of banks/financial institutions. Till August it had crossed 50 lakh downloads, and as per
the government, more than 37.28 lakh lost or stolen mobile devices had been blocked, and 22.76
lakh had been traced, perhaps attesting to its need. But if the app is a tool in the fight against cyber
crime, surely there are better ways to encourage its widespread adoption.

India has an impressive track record of building digital public goods that are used widely.
Platforms like DigiLocker and DigiYatra are routinely, and voluntarily, used by millions. These
platforms require the individual’s consent — something that is not available to individuals if the
Sanchar Saathi is pre-installed. And even if the option to delete the app exists, there is the
possibility of the digital dust remaining. One of India’s shining success stories has been mobile
phone manufacturing and assembling, with one in three US smartphone imports coming from
here. This is driven largely by Apple — roughly 20 per cent of the global iPhone production
capacity is in India. Apple is among many firms that have benefited from the government’s
generous PLI scheme. To ram this app through isn’t exactly helping their ease of doing business.
Reports say the manufacturers are planning to oppose the government’s directions. Before this
goes to court, the government should rescind this order. Strengthening state capacity, building
public awareness about cyber crime, and the tools available to fight it, is the better alternative.

A GROWING SHADOW OVER DIGITAL CONSTITUTIONALISM

In an unprecedented move, the central government revoked its order to mobile phone
manufacturers to install ‘Sanchar Saathi’, a government app, from 2026. The rollback came in 48
hours following widespread concerns raised by most stakeholders about ambiguous data
collection methods, the lack of consent, surveillance and unlimited data storage. Reuters broke
the story and Apple refused to implement the policy.

These foreign entities may have played some sort of a backstage role as the government cannot
afford to lose Apple and its manufacturing in India. Although the government’s move to have the
app installed was apparently aimed as a safety measure — cybercrimes increased from 15.9 lakh
cases in 2023 to 20.4 lakh in 2024 — to help mobile users and the police, legitimate questions
were raised during the pushback against the government’s move about surveillance, state power
and data misuse. These issues can be regarded as a significant step to understand the urgent need
of what may be termed as digital constitutionalism.
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What digital constitutionalism entails

Digital constitutionalism signifies the extension of constitutional principles such as liberty,
dignity, equality including non-arbitrariness, accountability and rule of law in the digital space.
These values are being threatened in the world where data collection, artificial intelligence (AI)
and surveillance technologies take the lead. Modern governance is becoming an invisible system,
whether it is biometric databases, predictive algorithms or both. In the absence of strong
constitutional protection within these systems, humans are likely to be exposed to abuse of
authority.

Everyday life is now being influenced by digital governance. Automated processes mediate Know
Your Customer (KYC) verification, welfare distribution, job applications, health-care records, and
even political expression in social media. These technologies tend to operate without any
significant revelation or approval from people.

Consequently, the concentration of power takes place in the hands of tech designers, law
enforcement agencies and private companies. This generates an unequal state where the citizens
are passive data subjects but not active right-holders as they are supposed to be in liberal
democracies.

There has also been a worrisome development in surveillance which even George Orwell could
not imagine in the celebrated and futuristic 1984. It has ceased to be visible and immediate. These
days it is being performed with the help of metadata gathering, location tracing, biometric
identification, behavioural modelling and predictive analytics.

This kind of silent and constant surveillance can chill free speech, discourage dissent and disrupt
democracies. People start censoring themselves when they are aware that they are under
observation. Self-censorship is the new normal. The right to privacy is now considered to be one
of the basic rights in India. This was affirmed in Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) And Anr. vs Union
of India And Ors. (2017) by the Supreme Court of India. More recently, the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act, 2023, was passed by Parliament. Although it was supposed to safeguard the data
of the citizens, the law has some significant flaws. It gives broad exemption to the government, is
not well overseen by the independent body, and has weak remedies for individuals. It places
administrative convenience and national security over individual autonomy and dignity,
rendering it inadequate as a constitutional protection.

Efficiency but less personal control

Data-fication has entered every sector. Banks rely on behavioural analytics. Hospitals and
insurance agencies depend on digital medical records. Education is delivered through online
platforms. Social media do profile users constantly. These developments create efficiency, yet they
also reduce personal control over information. Consent has become a routine “click-through”
process, not a genuine voluntary choice. Purpose limitation is often ignored. Consequently,
privacy loss is no longer just about isolated breaches. It is about the gradual erasure of personal
control over identity and decision-making.

Surveillance technologies now form part of public places. Closed circuit cameras, biometric
scanners and digital identifiers constantly monitor people. Accordingly, facial recognition has
been prohibited or severely limited in a few cities in the United States because of racial
discrimination, surveillance and false identification. Facial recognition misidentification has led
to wrongful arrests abroad. Digi Yatra data (at Indian airports) too is not with the government.
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Research has found that these systems at times adversely work against people of colour, women,
and minority groups. Thus, facial recognition technology basically leads to discrimination rather
than assisting crime prevention which like Sanchar Saathi, is its stated objective.

While such technologies are still growing and are being used in India. There is no comprehensive
law on surveillance. There is a lack of effective judicial control. Transparency is rare. This poses a
serious disproportion between authority and responsibility. Unchecked surveillance may end up
transforming a democratic state into a monitoring state like Big Brother.

Algorithms determine who receives welfare, is profiled by police, has their content removed, and
who gets a job or aloan application shortlisted. Such systems are commonly known as black boxes
as their decision-making functions are obscure. In cases when a benefit is not provided to a
person, or a person is suspected, there is no explanation. It also lacks a clear-cut mechanism of
appeal.

There are real consequences. Algorithmic failures have excluded deserving families from welfare
schemes. Automated content moderation has silenced legitimate voices. Indeed, technology can
quietly violate the constitutional principles of equality, reasonableness and natural justice.

An inadequate legal system

The legal system that is in place in India, including the Information Technology Act, 2000, and
emerging digital laws, is mainly aimed at controlling technology and governing platforms. It is not
doing enough to defend citizen’s liberties in general and privacy in particular. Few guidelines have
been provided by courts, but these are disjointed and provisional. When it comes to high-risk
algorithms and surveillance orders, there is no external institution with the ability to audit them
or even review them. To the majority of tech-savvy citizens, remedies are slow and expensive and
unreachable. Masses are unaware of dangers.

This gives rise to a paradox in the constitution. Rights, freedoms and state power are now being
shaped by the digital system, just like the government institutions. These are not, however,
subjected to constitutional discipline. This is an incongruity that undermines democracy.

To find the appropriate model of digital constitutionalism, it will have to'be more than being
merely theoretical. It should develop institutional protection. Violations should be inquired into
by creating an independent digital rights commission that will ensure accountability. The law
should restrict surveillance except in grave situations of national security, which can be
determined by necessity and proportionality. Public transparency reports and parliamentary
scrutiny, and judicial warrants must be obligatory.

Risky Al devices should be audited and bias-tested on a regular basis. Citizens should be granted
the right to explanation and the right to appeal to the automated decisions. The tight control of
purpose, limited collection and severe punishment of abuse should be reinforced to ensure better
data protection.

Digital literacy too is to be considered as a constitutional empowerment. Individuals should be in
a position to criticise, challenge and oppose digital power structures. Rights are mere theories
without knowing.

Digital technologies have become an integral part of citizenship. They determine the availability
of services, political participation and even identity. With governance increasingly being more

data-driven, constitutional values should be used as the starting point for this shift. Freedom,
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equality and privacy are too precious to be among the mute victims of efficiency. Digital
constitutionalism is not just a change in law. It is the defence of the democratic era in the
algorithmic era. It is a promise to make sure that technology is a servant of the people and not
their silent authoritarian master.

PARLIAMENT DEBATE ON SIR IS WELCOME, WILL ENRICH IT

BOTH THE Government and the Opposition dialling down their positions and agreeing to debate
the Election Commission’s nationwide Special Intensive Revision (SIR) by itself or as part of an
agenda of electoral reforms is enormously welcome. Free and fair elections lie at the heart of the
democratic compact; the cleaning and updating of electoral rolls is vital to ensure the integrity of
the process. At the same time, it is necessary to keep the EC exercise open and responsive to
concerns raised by voters, Opposition, and even within the EC. An investigation by this newspaper
has shown that apprehensions provoked by the conduct of the SIR in Bihar had been flagged,
presciently, by Election Commissioner Sukhbir Singh Sandhu when the order for the exercise was
being finalised on June 24.

Commissioner Sandhu’s note of caution in the draft order urged that there should be no
harassment of “genuine voters/citizens, particularly old, sick, PwD (persons with disabilities),
poor and other vulnerable groups”. This was later amplified in the widespread criticism of the SIR.
As a series of reports in this newspaper underlined, in a departure from past exercises, it shifted
the burden of proof to the voter, set off a scramble for documents that were not readily available
to meet unrealistic deadlines. To a large extent, the Supreme Court’s interventions helped in
addressing fears of mass disenfranchisement. Notably, the SC directed inclusion of Aadhaar as
proof of identity, though not of citizenship. This paper’s investigation also shows that the EC was
mindful of another criticism early on, which continues to loom over the SIR. It has to do with the
concern that the revision opens a backdoor route to a national Register of Citizens, or that the SIR
shades into a test of citizenship, which is not the EC’s remit.

The draft order explicitly connected the SIR to the Citizenship Act. To justify the SIR, it cited the
absence of any intensive revision of electoral rolls since the 2003 amendment to the Act. That this
reference was deleted in the final SIR order is telling. It suggests that even as the EC goes ahead
with the exercise, voices within are wary of its own limits. They know that, in a constitutional
system, its ambit and powers are open to question. Now, Parliament must provide the space for
all those questions to be asked, so that the search for answers can begin. And the EC should step
back — and listen.

CENSUS IS ABOUT WHO WE ARE. IT CANNOT IGNORE CASTE AND MIGRATION

When a nation counts itself, it renews itself. A census is the constitutional moment when a republic
measures who it is, who it includes, and who it leaves behind. For 143 years, India counted itself
every decade without fail. Until now. India last counted its people in 2011. The Census due in 2021
never happened.

— By the time Census 2027 is conducted and published, India will have gone 16-17 years without
updated population data — the longest gap since Independence. The consequences go beyond
statistics.
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— Welfare programmes use outdated population figures. Urban planning treats migrant cities as
yesterday’s towns. Finance Commission transfers rely on 2011 formulas. India has been budgeting
for a situation that no longer exists.

— The government’s decision to call it Census 2027— rather than a delayed Census 2021 — is
constitutionally significant: It unambiguously satisfies the 84th Amendment’s requirement for
“the first Census after 2026”. But it also means that women’s reservation cannot begin before the
mid-2030s.

— Census 2027 will be India’s first digital census. It will also trigger women'’s reservation —
though the government’s 2029 promise is mathematically impossible given delimitation’s four-
to-six-year track record — and enable the first Lok Sabha delimitation since 1976, frozen by the
84th Constitutional Amendment until “the first Census after 2026”.

— The government has not said if caste will be included, relegated to a separate exercise, or
avoided altogether.

— Caste was last comprehensively counted in 1931 under the colonial administration.
Independent India counted Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes for reservation. The rationale
was nation-building: The republic would not reinforce caste categories by officially enumerating
them.

— The 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) attempted to count all castes, but its
findings remain unreleased — officially due to data quality concerns, unofficially due to political
sensitivities. Over a decade later, that data sits unused, neither published nor discarded.

— Comprehensive caste data would help reshape debates around OBC reservations, social justice
policies, and resource allocation. It would give marginalised communities demographic evidence
to support their claims. It would also intensify caste-based political mobilisation.

— Census 2027 should enumerate caste comprehensively, with the same rigour applied to age,
literacy, or occupation. Democracy requires information, even uncomfortable information.

— Census 2027 must correct another blind spot — migration. Tens of millions work outside their
home states. Construction workers build Mumbai but are counted in Bihar. Factory workers
manufacture in Haryana but are enumerated in Uttar Pradesh

— Migrants are registered in ancestral villages they left years ago, not cities where they live, work,
and some even pay taxes.

— Cities are governed based on census populations, including migrants, but those migrants
cannot vote in municipal elections because they are registered as voters elsewhere. Urban
governance becomes unaccountable to urban residents. Rural areas receive allocations for
citizens who are no longer there.

— Census 2027 will be digital-first, conducted on tablets rather than paper. This offers
advantages: Faster enumeration, reduced errors, real-time monitoring, and quicker results. But it
also creates risks. The Census will collect personal information.

— Citizens must know that being counted doesn’t mean being tracked. Strict legal constraints are
essential: Census data cannot be shared with law enforcement or used for citizenship verification.
Independent audits must verify data protection.
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— Census 2027 is the foundation of everything that follows: Resource allocation, representation,
and planning. The six-year delay has already imposed costs. We cannot afford more delays or half-
measures.

— Census 2027 must be comprehensive (including caste), accurate (counting people where they
live), transparent (giving states data access), and protected (ensuring enumeration doesn’t
become surveillance).

— A republic that stops counting eventually stops caring. When we count with fairness and
foresight, we govern with justice. Census 2027 is not just about how many we are. It is about who
we choose to be as a democracy.

Do You Know:

— The first non-synchronous, nationwide census was in 1872. This census involved counting
individuals across most parts of the country; however, it did not include all territories under
British control. It was non-synchronous census.

— The first synchronous census of India was conducted in 1881. It was conducted by W.C.
Plowden.

— The Census 2027 will be the 16th decadal Census overall and the eighth since Independence.
During the exercise, village, town and ward-level population data on various parameters are
collected. This includes data on housing conditions, amenities and assets, demography, religion,
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, language, literacy and education, economic activity,
migration, and fertility.

— As per the 2011 Census, the country’s population was 1.21 billion as of March 1, 2011. It is
projected to climb to 1.41 billion this year. With a projected population of 143.6 crore in 2027, the
cost of Census will be approximately Rs 101.8 per person.

CENTRE BRINGS BACK PREGNANT WOMAN

Sunali Khatun, a resident of Birbhum district in West Bengal, was detained in Delhi in June 2025
during an identity verification drive. Authorities suspected her of being an illegal Bangladeshi
immigrant and deported her, along with her husband and son, to Bangladesh. Her family claimed
she was an Indian citizen, supported by documents like electoral rolls and land records tracing
back decades.

The Calcutta High Court ruled the deportation illegal due to lack of proper procedure and ordered
the Centre to bring back the affected persons. The Union government challenged this in the
Supreme Court.

In early December 2025, the Supreme Court intervened on humanitarian grounds, noting Sunali's
advanced pregnancy (nine months). On December 3, the Centre informed the Supreme Court that
it would bring her and her minor son back purely on humanitarian considerations, without
prejudice to the ongoing citizenship dispute. The court directed the West Bengal government to
provide free medical care and support for the delivery.

By December 5-6, 2025, Sunali and her son successfully returned to India via the border in Malda,
West Bengal. She reunited with her family and received medical attention. However, her husband
and others from the group remained in Bangladesh, with their cases pending.
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ON DECEMBER 6, MINISTER CROSSES RED LINES

The Supreme Court’s Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid verdict in 2019 put an end to arguably the
most politically fraught title suit in Independent India’s history. In doing so, the Court did not
condone the illegal destruction of the mosque nor did it absolve the perpetrators of what it termed
a “calculated”, “criminal” act and an “egregious violation of the rule of law”. After the verdict, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi counselled sobriety: “This verdict must not be seen as either victory or
loss.” He asked “130 crore Indians to give an example of peace and harmony”. Rajasthan Education
and Panchayati Raj Minister Madan Dilawar is perhaps unaware of, and he certainly appears
insensitive to, the judicious balance struck by the apex court and the political message to sidestep
triumphalism while moving forward with equanimity.

On Saturday, the minister issued an order to both government and private schools in Rajasthan to
celebrate December 6, the anniversary of the demolition of the Babri Masjid, as “Shaurya Diwas”.
A series of activities, including events celebrating the Ram Temple at Ayodhya and its history,
were meant to promote “patriotism, nationalism, bravery, cultural pride and national unity”
among students and staff. The order was withdrawn by the minister on Sunday morning, because
“all schools in the state are currently conducting examinations, which will be held from December
5and 6”.

The now rescinded order can be viewed as the act of an individual politician with a history of
courting controversy. Dilawar has called Mughal Emperor Akbar a “rapist”, blamed “love affairs”
for student suicides and told women teachers not to “expose their body and wear proper clothes”.
But this is a minister, not a social media troll. His office gives him the power to influence the entire
edifice of education in Rajasthan. Dilawar’s politics evidently seeks permanent conflict and
equates a crime with an act of bravery. It threatens to stoke the embers on an issue that the
judiciary has resolved and the BJP leadership claims to have moved on from. The latter has sought
to frame the temple as a cultural and “civilisational” achievement, not a zero-sum victory. For that
sentiment to ring true, the likes of Minister Dilawar must be given an urgent lesson in political and
constitutional propriety.

FREEZE AND THAW

The winter session of Parliament, that began on December 1, will have 15 sittings over a period of
19 days, and will conclude on December 19. The government maintains that it is willing to discuss
any issue, but Prime Minister Narendra Modi has warned that Parliament should not be used for
theatrics. The Opposition has pointed out that this is one of the shortest ever winter sessions, and
Leader of Opposition in the Lok Sabha Rahul Gandhi has said that the government excludes him
from the country’s diplomatic engagements with foreign dignitaries, which is a deviation from the
convention. Though there is no notable improvement in the hostile relationship between the
government and the Opposition, the Vice-President of India, C.P. Radhakrishnan, is expected to
ease some tension, in his role as Rajya Sabha Chairman. The government has lined up an ambitious
legislative agenda, which has considerable political ramifications, with a number of 14 Bills in
total. The Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provisions) Bill, 2025, is one major piece of legislation that,
as its Hindi title suggests, seeks to simplify the criminal justice system. The Higher Education
Commission of India Bill, 2025, seeks to change the structure of higher education regulators such
as the UGC. The Centre’s unilateralism in the sector remains a bone of contention with States, and
those issues are likely to be raised by the Opposition. The National Highways (Amendment) Bill,
the Atomic Energy Bill, and the Arbitration and Conciliation (Amendment) Bill are some of the
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items on the legislative agenda. Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has introduced the Health
Security se National Security Cess Bill in the session, which repackages an ongoing cess on tobacco
products.

Both Houses are also scheduled to discuss a motion on electoral reforms, in the background of the
SIR of electoral rolls and debate the national song Vande Mataram to mark the 150th year of its
composition. The SIR debate is expected to see the divergent views of the BJP and the Opposition
with regard to electoral reforms. For the ruling party, enforcing a countrywide synchronised
election schedule is a priority, while the Opposition is agitated over suspected malpractices in the
preparation of electoral rolls and conduct of the polls. The Opposition has also sought debates on
the national security situation after the Delhi blasts, farmers’ problems in the background of
concluded and ongoing trade negotiations, price rise, air pollution and use of federal agencies
against political opponents. Both sides should use the session as an opportunity to reduce
disagreements and clarify issues of governance.

MESSAGE TO MAOISTS, FROM ONE OF THEIR OWN: VIOLENCE DOESN’T WORK

On Wednesday, Modiyam Vella, commander of Company No 2 of the Maoists’ People’s Liberation
Guerrilla Army, was killed along with 12 others in an encounter with security forces in Bijapur,
Chhattisgarh. Vella had been part of several attacks, including one in 2022 in which 22 security
personnel lost their lives. His death marks another blow to Left-Wing Extremism, which is waning
under pressure from governments and security forces, at the Centre and in affected states. But it
is not through kinetic action alone that the logic of violence has become anathema in the erstwhile
“red corridor”. As what was once the “gravest internal security threat” recedes, it is important to
look at the broader factors that have led to this success.

In his first interview since he surrendered in October, Mallojula Venugopal Rao (alias Sonu),
politburo member of the Communist Party of India (Maoist) and one of the chief ideologues of the
movement, told this newspaper, “Our party underestimated the power of the Indian state. We
rejected the legal opportunities to unite the broad masses.” That “power” is multifaceted. From
the beginning of the Naxal movement over five decades ago to its peak in the early 2000s, when
over 200 districts were considered LWE-affected, the capacities of the Indian state and its role
among the most disadvantaged have grown. The number is now down to 11, with only three
districts “severely affected”, according to the Home Ministry. Part of the reason for this success is
economic — targeted welfare schemes, a rights-based architecture with programmes like
MGNREGA, jobs, etc. There is also growing capacity in law and order, with police posts in forested
regions across central India and the Deccan. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is the
deepening of democracy and the potential of the system to address the needs of the most
vulnerable that provides long-term insurance against violent insurgencies.

At the heart of LWE is a tragedy of the marginalised and the disaffected led astray, which Sonu
articulated: “This experiment has not succeeded anywhere in the country... They (remaining
Maoists) are... are not learning from those sacrifices.” The government, through security
operations and surrender and rehabilitation policies, has shattered the pipe dream of a violent
revolution. By continuing to deepen democracy and inclusive development, it can tackle what little
is left of the problem.
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COURT RELAXES NORMS FOR SCRIBES IN EXAMS CONDUCTED BY UPSC

Observing that the Constitution envisions persons with disabilities participating in the nation’s
collective journey on an equal footing, the Supreme Court on Wednesday directed the easing of
the procedure for changing scribes in examinations conducted by the Union Public Service
Commission and mandated the deployment of screen-reader software for visually impaired
candidates.

A Bench of Justices Vikram Nath and Sandeep Mehta was hearing a petition filed by Mission
Accessibility, an organisation working to advance disability rights, which sought a modification of
the UPSC'’s timeline for scribe registration and permission for eligible candidates to use laptops
equipped with screen-reader software and accessible digital question papers during the Civil
Services Examination.

“The UPSC, being the premier constitutional body entrusted with upholding the values of merit
and fairness in public recruitment, must ensure that its processes are accessible, transparent, and
sensitive to the needs of every segment of society. It is therefore imperative that the directions
issued herein are carried out with utmost earnestness, sensitivity, and expedition, so that the
constitutional vision of equal opportunity and meaningful participation of persons with
disabilities is not reduced to a distant aspiration, but is realised as a living, enforceable, and
enduring reality in the conduct of all public examinations in the country,” the ruling, whose
pronouncement coincides with the International Day of Persons with Disabilities, held.

The court mandated that every UPSC examination notification must include a clear provision
permitting eligible candidates to request a change of scribe up to at least seven days before the
examination.

Such requests, it added, must be decided through a reasoned order within three working days.

NCDC MULLS SOCIAL MEDIA INTEGRATION TO STUDY DISEASE PATTERNS, STRENGTHEN
HEALTH SECURITY

The National Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) may strengthen its public health security systems
by tapping into social media posts, which could enhance its predictive model for disease pattern
detection and outbreak surveillance.

The move follows the success of Al-based event surveillance systems already in use, most recently
of the Media Scanning and Verification Cell, with which the NCDC has been able to scan millions
of online news reports daily across 13 Indian languages to extract structured health event data,
including the disease type, location, and scale.

The system has processed over 300 million news articles since its inception some years ago,
flagging more than 95,000 unique health-related events — a 150% increase in detection capacity
over manual systems, with 98% reduction in workload for the surveillance teams.

The current use of social media is still under discussion, Himanshu Chauhan, Additional Director,
NCDC, said.

“We are using technology as a digital watchdog, but we also understand that there could be many
misses or [there could be] false reporting when it comes to social media. We don’t want to waste
our resources,” Dr. Chauhan added.
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The NCDC tracks social media to create a future-ready public health system, and enhance national
readiness to manage infectious diseases, and potential pandemics, he said.

The Al-powered systems currently in place automatically identify unusual spikes in diseases,
including dengue, chikungunya and other public health threats, which are then verified by experts
for accuracy.

The NCDC is also facilitating citizen reporting to flag any rise in disease incidence in an area.

In the transition from conventional methods of detection to predictive models, the newly
established Metropolitan Surveillance Units (MSU) under the PM-Ayushman Bharat Health
Infrastructure Mission (PM-ABHIM) had demonstrated exemplary real-time surveillance
capabilities, Ranjan Das, Director, the NCDC said.

“In a recent incident involving suspected paediatric Acute Encephalitis Syndrome cases in
Chhindwara district, Madhya Pradesh, the Nagpur MSU promptly flagged the occurrence to the
central surveillance unit, enabling rapid coordination among stakeholders across two States,” Dr.
Das said.

The upcoming predictive model would integrate Al surveillance, laboratory intelligence, climatic
data, population movement patterns, and digital diagnostics to anticipate outbreak trajectories,
he added.

STEADY RISE IN ELECTRICITY-RELATED FATALITY RATES IN INDIA

Electricity-related accidents killed over 18,000 people in India in 2023. Electrocution is the
primary reason followed by lightning and electrical fire. Over the years, electrical fatality rate —
the number of deaths per lakh population — has risen. In 2023, at least one person per lakh
population died due to electrical accidents in India. In Japan, Australia, New Zealand, the U.K. and
the U.S,, the electrical fatality rate was between 0.01 and 0.04.

Among States, the four-year average electrical fatality rate varied widely, ranging from as low as
0.2 in some States to as high as 2.6 in others.

Until 2013, the Accidental Deaths and Suicides in India report showed the break-up of electrical
deaths in more than 50 megacities. In 2013, around 13% of the total electrical deaths in India
occurred in megacities. These cities also had a higher proportion of deaths due to electrical fires
(~25%) and a comparatively smaller share of deaths from shocks (~11%).

According to the Chief Electrical Inspectorate, in 2025, 61% of accidents occurred in distribution
networks, followed by non-industrial consumer premises at 30%. Given that most accidents
occurred at the distribution level, we examined data from select distribution companies
(DISCOMs). DISCOMs reported that more than 90% of the victims were general public.

Most accidents in 2025 occurred due to accidental contact with live wire (35%) and neglect in
safety measures or lack of supervision (15%). This shows poor attention to safety by the DISCOMs
and low awareness among the public.
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WHAT IS CAUSING A SURGE IN CASES OF KIDNEY FAILURE IN TELANGANA?

Across Telangana, doctors are battling a problem that is becoming increasingly common: kidney
failure. These patients are young, many are the breadwinners of their families, and most do not
have the usual risk factors of chronic kidney disease (CKD), which are diabetes and hypertension.
Then why are their kidneys failing?

Even as researchers continue to examine the drivers of this pattern and nephrologists struggle to
save patients, a paper published last year, may perhaps point to one of possible answer: the
growing number of patients consuming self-prescribed alternative medicines. While the link has
not yet been scientifically established, this is a line of inquiry researchers now want to pursue. It
may be noted that certain alternative medicines have been implicated in liver injuries in India.

The study, led by nephrologists from Osmania General Hospital and Apollo Hospitals, examined
75 patients and was published in the Indian Journal of Nephrology in August 2024. Conducted
between March 2021 and November 2022 at Osmania General Hospital, it was a single-centre,
prospective observational study documenting the clinical and epidemiological profile of patients
with chronic kidney disease of unknown aetiology in Telangana and assessing their kidney
histology.

Among the 75 patients, the mean age was 41.7 years and 68% were men. A majority, amounting
to 77.3%, relied on groundwater as their primary drinking water source. 40% reported having
used alternative medicine in the past and 46.6% underwent kidney biopsies as part of the
evaluation.

What the study found

Manisha Sahay, professor and head of the nephrology department at Osmania General Hospital
and one of the authors of the study, said many patients who report using alternative medicine had
taken these substances without medical guidance.

“Patients often rely on suggestions from friends or quacks who do not hold any degree in any
recognised system of medicine. In most instances, they do not have a prescription and consume
these products in the form of powders, liquids, leaves or tablets, often supplied in unnamed
bottles.”

Dr. Sahay further added that even when patients mention alternative medicine use, they rarely
bring samples for analysis, making it difficult to establish a clear link between the substances
consumed and the kidney damage observed. Although 40% of those studied reported past use, the
absence of traceable samples meant the cause and effect relationship cannot yet be established,
but the team is pursuing this line of research.

The histological analysis in the study revealed that 44% of the patients had global
glomerulosclerosis, which indicates that more than half of the kidney’s filtering units were scarred
and non-functional.

No traditional risk factors

Dr. Sahay said the main finding was that patients with chronic kidney disease who fit the
phenotype for chronic kidney disease of unknown aetiology, as defined in known hotspots
elsewhere, are not uncommon in Telangana. She said the cases are not confined to people with
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traditional risk factors such as agricultural work and that this is the first report documenting the
presence of such cases in the State.

Most participants were from Hyderabad, accounting for 42.7%, followed by 10% from
Rangareddy district. About one-third, or 33%, had hyperuricemia, which refers to elevated uric
acid levels in the blood. Of the patients, 40% had already reached stage five chronic kidney disease
at the time of diagnosis, and seven patients, representing 9.3%, required renal replacement
therapy such as dialysis when they were evaluated.

While more research is needed across the State to establish definitive links, this combined with
the deep-rooted menace of quackery in the State has now led to calls by medical professionals to
both clamp down on all illegal and unsafe medical practices.

G. Srinivas, Vice-Chairman of the Telangana Medical Council (TGMC), said that unqualified
practitioners prescribing unregulated herbal or alternative medicines pose a serious risk to
patients’ kidney health. “Many of these substances are given without any knowledge of dosage,
strength or side effects. We do not know how much of these medicines people are consuming,
what the mechanism of action is, how they are metabolised in the liver or kidneys, or what
enzymes are involved. We also do not know how these substances interact with the medicines
that patients may already be taking for conditions like hypertension or diabetes,” he said.

According to him, such interactions can lead either to excessively rapid metabolism, which causes
the drug to be cleared too quickly, or to slow metabolism, which results in the accumulation of the
substance in the blood. “Slow metabolism causes the drug to build up in the body and this can
damage internal organs, including the liver, kidneys and even the brain.

He added that irrational prescribing by quacks is a known contributor to kidney failure in
peripheral and rural areas. “In many places, unqualified practitioners give combinations like
dexamethasone and diclofenac sodium as injections for quick pain relief. These drugs directly
damage the nephrons and can lead to kidney failure,” he said.

“Patients must consult only licensed experts and follow prescriptions that clearly mention the
name of the medicine along with the credentials of the practitioner,” said Dr. Sahay.

WHAT ARE THE FACTS ON URANIUM IN BREAST MILK?

The story so far:

A recent study published from Bihar has revealed traces of uranium (U238) in the breast milk of
lactating mothers across six districts of the State. This was followed by a period of panic, as shock
set in over the presence of uranium, a known radioactive substance, in breast milk, being
consumed by infants. However, a deeper reading of the study reveals that while the facts are
concerning, and will have to be attended to forthwith, in this particular instance, the cancer scare
associated with exposure to radioactive metals appears to be non-existent.

What did the study highlight?

In the paper titled ‘Discovery of uranium content in breast milk and assessment of associated
health risks for mothers and infants in Bihar, India’, published on November 21, in Nature, Arun
Kumar et al said samples of breast milk were taken from 40 mothers selected randomly from six
districts of Bihar — Begusarai, Katihar, Nalanda, Samastipur, Kagharia and Bhojpur — between
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October 2021 and July 2024. The samples underwent a detailed uranium analysis at the Mahavir
Cancer Sansthan & Research Centre in Patna. The results showed all breast milk samples had
uranium concentrations between 0 microgram/L and 5.25 microgram/L. The highest U238
concentration was observed in Katihar district. The authors linked uranium in breast milk to
uranium contamination of ground water, citing earlier groundwater studies to establish the link.
There is currently no permissible limit or benchmark specified for uranium concentration in
breast milk. However, the World Health Organization has set a provisional guideline limit of 30
microgram/L of uranium in drinking water.

What impact does it have on breast milk?

Scientists found the uranium isotope 238 (U238), said to be the most common isotope, making up
over 99% of natural uranium in breast milk. It is a weakly radioactive, dense, and very heavy
metal. It occurs naturally in the environment, and can be found in almost all rock, soil, and water,
including the oceans, though in low concentrations. According to the United States Environmental
Protection Agency (USEPA), “external exposure to uranium is not as dangerous as exposure to
other radioactive elements because the skin will block the alpha particles [in the uranium].
However, ingestion of high concentrations of uranium can cause health effects, such as cancer of
the bone or liver.” A person can be exposed to uranium by inhaling dust in air, or ingesting water
and food contaminated with uranium. The general population is exposed to trace levels of
uranium primarily through food and water, according to the USEPA.

The authors add: “In recent years, groundwater uranium [U238] poisoning has posed serious
health hazards in the exposed population. In India, an estimated 151 districts and 18 States have
reported groundwater uranium contamination, and about 1.7% of groundwater sources are
affected in Bihar.”

Does it affect mothers and infants?

Ashok Sharma of AIIMS Delhi, one of the authors, told the media that uranium was found in all
samples but remains under permissible limits, implying low expected health impact. The study
concludes that the actual impact on infant health is likely low, and that most of the uranium
absorbed by mothers is excreted primarily through urine, not concentrated in breast milk. Dr.
Sharma added that 70% of the infants showed potential non-carcinogenic risk in the assessment
but the levels observed are expected to have “minimal actual health impact” on mothers and
infants, and breastfeeding should continue unless a clinical reason requires otherwise. If long-
term exposure to uranium continues in infants, it may affect kidney development and cognitive
and mental health outcomes (including low 1Q and neurodevelopmental delay).

Senior consultant gastroenterologist and former President of Indian Medical Association Cochin,
Rajeev Jayadevan, seeks to place this controversy in the right context. “The word uranium can
cause panic among the general public because of its obvious radioactivity implication. In fact,
uranium is only one among many elements naturally found in groundwater, not only in India but
in numerous countries worldwide. Groundwater is commonly used for drinking; naturally, small
amounts of these elements enter the human body and get safely excreted in the urine. Only a small
fraction enters the breast milk — and the levels found in this study are about six times lower than
WHO'’s safe limit for drinking water. Thus, compared to an adult who drinks a large quantity of
water, the total amount of uranium consumed by a baby through breast milk is extremely small.”

The actual immediate danger, he says, is that people might misunderstand or misinterpret the
study, and stop breast-feeding in panic. Insufficient breast-feeding is a major cause of infant
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mortality, infections, and malnutrition, Dr. Jayadevan says. Therefore, while reporting the study,
it must be emphasised that breast-feeding is safe.

Periodic groundwater studies must be conducted to ensure that concentrations of metals and
other contaminants do not exceed ‘safe’ limits in the food chain. The paper calls for future studies
with larger sample sizes and environmental uranium profiling (in water, soil, and diet). Isotope-
specific measurements are warranted to better understand maternal-infant uranium kinetics in
exposed populations. Further studies are being planned to study uranium contamination in breast
milk in other States.

TAKING THE LEAP

Systematic efforts are required to eliminate stigma, that are often seeded by fear, misinformation
or ancient beliefs, and to remove the discriminatory attitudes towards those affected. The
Supreme Court of India’s intervention to battle stigma and discrimination in the case of leprosy is
a corrective action that could not have been delayed any further. On a direction from the Court,
the NHRC recently submitted that 97 central and State laws continue to contain provisions that
discriminate against persons with leprosy. In sum and substance, these provisions deny access to
things as basic as public transport and public spaces, right to run for elected office, and access to
employment, or running a business venture. The Court was hearing a batch of petitions
contending that there were a number of provisions across central and State statutes that
discriminate against persons with leprosy. Caused mainly by the bacterium, Mycobacterium
leprae, leprosy is among the earliest known infections to affect humans, with skeletal evidence
dating back to 2000 BCE. Today, India continues to report about 57 % of leprosy cases worldwide,
with genetic predisposition and living in unsanitary conditions raising the susceptibility. The
NHRC, which has been in pursuit of this issue since 2021, first put out a comprehensive document
that recommended early identification, timely treatment, rehabilitation, and removing
discriminatory practices to ensure dignity and equal access to fundamental rights for persons with
leprosy. This includes a plea to the Centre to enact a law to replace derogatory terminology that
persists in the laws of the land, and a pointed recommendation to the Unique Identification
Authority of India to promote the use of iris scans for Aadhaar enrolment, as leprosy primarily
affects the fingertips, through nerve damage.

Given that a plethora of medical advancements have enabled leprosy to be a non-infectious
condition, and be fully curable with the right interventions, it will be a shame to allow these
discriminatory, antediluvian provisions to continue to be in force. The judges directed all States
and Union Territories to submit reports detailing the steps that they have initiated in this regard.
In fact, armed with the evidence that the NHRC has provided, the Centre and States must set
themselves the urgent task of removing these provisions, and launching remedial action. In this
day and age, it is unfathomable that the state continues to trap a group of citizens in the dark ages
based on laws written by humans who did not know better.

WHY DOES INDIA NEED BIOREMEDIATION?

The story so far:

Human waste is leading to a world where access to clean air, water and soil is becoming
increasingly difficult. The solution is two-pronged — reduce waste and clean up the waste already
made.
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What is bioremediation?

Bioremediation literally means “restoring life through biology.” It harnesses microorganisms such
as bacteria, fungi, algae and plants to sequester or transform toxic substances such as oil,
pesticides, plastics, or heavy metals. These organisms metabolise these pollutants as food,
breaking them down into harmless by-products such as water, carbon dioxide, or organic acids.
In some cases, they can convert toxic metals into less dangerous forms that no longer leach into
the soil or groundwater.

There are two broad types of bioremediation — in situ bioremediation, where treatment happens
directly at the contaminated site such as when oil-eating bacteria is sprayed on an ocean spill; or
ex situ bioremediation, where contaminated soil or water is removed, treated in a controlled
facility, and returned once cleaned.

Modern bioremediation combines traditional microbiology with cutting-edge biotechnology. New
biotechnologies are enabling humans to gain unprecedented insight into biology, allowing them
to identify biomolecules with useful characteristics. These technologies also allow humans to
replicate biomolecules under desired conditions of use, such as in sewage plants or agricultural
lands. For example, genetically modified (GM) microbes are designed to degrade tough chemicals
like plastics or oil residues that natural species struggle with.

Why does India need it?

India’s rapid industrialisation has come at a heavy environmental cost. Although pollution has
been reducing, rivers such as the Ganga and Yamuna receive untreated sewage and industrial
effluents daily. Oil leaks, pesticide residues, and heavy-metal contamination threaten both
ecosystems and public health.

Traditional clean-up technologies are expensive, energy-intensive, and often create secondary
pollution. Bioremediation offers a cheaper, scalable, and sustainable alternative, especially in a
country where vast stretches of land and water are affected but resources for remediation are
limited. Moreover, India’s diverse biodiversity is a huge advantage. Indigenous microbes adapted
to local conditions, such as high temperatures or salinity, can outperform imported strains.

Where does India stand today?

Bioremediation is gaining traction in India, though still largely in pilot phases. The Department of
Biotechnology (DBT) has supported several projects through its Clean Technology Programme,
encouraging partnerships between universities, public research institutions, and industries.

The CSIR-National Environmental Engineering Research Institute has a mandate to propose and
implement programmes related to bioremediation. Researchers at the Indian Institute of
Technology have experimented with a nanocomposite material synthesised from cotton that can
be used to mop up oil spills and others have identified bacteria that can consume toxic pollutants
in soils.

Startups are also entering the space. Firms like Biotech Consortium India Limited (BCIL) and
Econirmal Biotech offer microbial formulations for soil and wastewater treatment.

However, widespread adoption faces challenges such as a lack of site-specific knowledge and the
complex nature of pollutants, and a lack of unified bioremediation standards.
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What are other countries doing?

Japan integrates microbial and plant-based cleanup systems into its urban waste strategy. The
European Union funds cross-country projects that use microbes to tackle oil spills and restore
mining sites. China has made bioremediation a priority under its soil pollution control framework,
using genetically improved bacteria to restore industrial wastelands.

The opportunities for India are immense. Bioremediation can help restore rivers, reclaim land,
and clean industrial sites, while creating jobs in biotechnology, environmental consulting, and
waste management. It can also integrate with the government’s Swachh Bharat Mission, Namami
Gange, and other green technology initiatives.

What are the risks?

The introduction of genetically modified organisms into open environments need to be strictly
monitored to prevent unintended ecological effects. Inadequate testing or poor containment can
create fresh problems while solving old ones. Public engagement will be necessary to allow the
smooth adoption of new technologies. India will need new biosafety guidelines, certification
systems, and trained personnel to scale this technology responsibly.

What next?

First, there is a need to develop national standards for bioremediation protocols and microbial
applications. Second, building regional bioremediation hubs linking universities, industries, and
local governments would enable better understanding of local issues and identifying appropriate
technologies for their resolution. Finally, public engagement would raise awareness that microbes
can be allies, not threats, in environmental restoration.

CSIR-NAL UNVEILS PRODUCTION VERSION OF HANSA-3 PLANE

The CSIR-National Aerospace Laboratories (NAL), Bengaluru, launched a “production version” of
the indigenous Hansa-3(NG) trainer aircraft on Saturday. Mumbai-registered M/s Pioneer Clean
Amps, which will manufacture the two-seater planes, has reportedly commenced manufacturing.
It has set up a X150-crore facility in Kuppam, Andhra Pradesh, to make 100 aircraft annually.

The Hansa-3 has an all-composite airframe (as opposed to purely metal), and is designed to meet
the expanding demand for PPL (Private Pilot Licence) and CPL (Commercial Pilot Licence)
training. First designed and developed by the CSIR-NAL in the early 1990s, the latest iteration of
the Hansa-3 has undergone significant upgrades. This April, the NAL signed a deal with Pioneer
for manufacturing the planes.

Science Minister Jitendra Singh presided over the inaugural function in Bengaluru to release the
production plan on Saturday. He said that India would need nearly 30,000 pilots in the next 15 to
20 years, and Hansa-3(NG) represented a “critical step” towards fulfilling this domestic
requirement through fully indigenous technology, reducing dependence on foreign trainer
aircraft, and creating new avenues of livelihood and entrepreneurship in aviation.

The CSIR-NAL is working on a 19-seater Light Transport Aircraft SARAS Mk-2 for both civilian and
military operations. With a pressurised cabin, digital avionics, glass cockpit, autopilot, command-
by-wire flight controls, and significant weight and drag reduction, the aircraft would bolster
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regional connectivity and address India’s indigenous short-haul passenger aircraft requirement,
an accompanying press statement noted.

Dr. Singh also inaugurated the Iron Bird Facility for SARAS Mk-2, describing it as a “crucial
platform” for full-system integration, ground testing, and validation of major aircraft subsystems.

VITAL VANGUARD

The crash of a Tejas Mk-1 Light Combat Aircraft (LCA), at the Dubai Air Show on November 21,
which resulted in the tragic death of Indian Air Force (IAF) pilot Wing Commander Namansh Syal,
has sparked an intense debate over Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd’s (HAL) capabilities and the
government’s commitment to indigenous defence manufacturing.

Officials from both HAL and the IAF, however, maintain that the Tejas platform remains one of the
safest contemporary fighter aircraft in its class. Addressing the concerns at an event in Delhi on
Friday, HAL chairman and managing director D.K. Sunil strongly defended the jet’s track record.
“There is absolutely no problem with Tejas; it is absolutely safe, and its safety record is the best
in the world. What you saw in Dubai was an unfortunate incident,” he said.

Aviation experts have echoed this view, advising against drawing premature conclusions. They
note that modern fighter operations involve inherent risks, and isolated incidents should be
evaluated in context. Many believe the Dubai crash is unlikely to impact Tejas’s growing export
potential.

The Dubai crash marks the second Tejas accident in less than two years. In March 2024, a Tejas
fighter went down in Rajasthan’s Jaisalmer — the first crash in the aircraft’s 23-year flight history.
Since its maiden test flight in 2001, the Tejas had maintained an unblemished record.

The long gap without major accidents had significantly strengthened confidence in the indigenous
programme, which has been under development since the early 1980s.

The LCA was conceived as a replacement for the ageing MiG-21 fleet, which had served as the
backbone of the IAF for decades. Over the years, the programme evolved through exhaustive
testing, system upgrades and technological breakthroughs.

Today, the Tejas family includes several variants: the Mk1, Mk1A and the under-development
Mk2, along with trainer and naval versions. The Mk1 is the initial production model currently
operated by the IAF, while the Mk1A represents a substantial technological leap with its AESA
radar, advanced electronic warfare suite, beyond-visual-range missile capability, mid-air
refuelling system and reduced radar cross-section.

Smallest and lightest

Tejas is the world’s smallest and lightest supersonic fighter in its class. It features a delta-wing
configuration and a quadruplex digital fly-by-wire flight control system, along with advanced
flight control laws designed to enhance manoeuvrability.

With a maximum payload capacity of 4,000 kg and a maximum takeoff weight of 13,300 kg, the
aircraft is designed primarily for air combat and offensive air support missions, with
reconnaissance and anti-ship roles as secondary capabilities. The IAF currently flies the Mk1 with
No. 45 Flying Daggers and No. 18 Flying Bullets squadrons at Sulur Air Force Station, with
additional units planned in the coming years. A major milestone for the programme came in March
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2024 when the first series production Mk1A completed its inaugural flight. HAL has since
commissioned three dedicated production lines — two in Bengaluru and one in Nashik — to meet
rising domestic and export demand.

Beyond the Mk1A, the more advanced Tejas Mk2 remains in development. Conceived in 2012 as
a 4.5-generation fighter to replace the Mirage-2000, Jaguar and MiG-29 fleets, the Mk2 has seen
repeated delays, with its first prototype now expected around 2026. Once operational, the MKk2 is
expected to be the most capable indigenous fighter.

Despite the recent setback in Dubai, aviation analysts maintain that the Tejas programme
represents a significant technological achievement and a critical pillar of India’s aerospace
ecosystem.

The coming months — particularly the findings of the Dubai crash investigation — will be crucial.
However, for now, HAL and the IAF remain firm that Tejas continues to be a safe, reliable and
strategically vital platform for India’s air combat capability.

SIGNIFICANCE OF DRDO’S RECENT FIGHTER PILOT EJECTION TEST

What's the ongoing story:

The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) on Tuesday (December 2)
conducted a successful high-speed rocket-sled test of a fighter aircraft escape system at controlled
velocity. The technical achievement places India in an elite club of nations with advanced in-house
escape system testing capability.

Key Takeaways:

— The test was conducted in collaboration with the Aeronautical Development Agency (ADA) of
the Ministry of Defence and public sector entity Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL). It was
carried out at the Rail Track Rocket Sled (RTRS) facility of the Terminal Ballistics Research
Laboratory (TBRL), a key DRDO facility in Chandigarh.

— The rocket sled is a ground-based testing system, which is propelled by rockets to climb to high
speeds while moving on rail tracks, simulating the aerodynamic conditions of an aircraft in flight.

— Here, the dual-sled system allows the forebody of an aircraft to be mounted and tested under
controlled velocities. In the recent test, a system with the forebody of the indigenous Light Combat
Aircraft (LCA) was propelled to a precisely controlled velocity of 800 kilometres per hour through
phased firing of multiple solid propellant rocket motors.

— Dynamic ejection tests are significantly more complex than static tests, which occur with the
aircraft stationary or at zero altitude and zero speed. They are also considered the true measure
of evaluating the pilot’s escape aid, such as ejection seats and canopy severance systems.

— Modern ejection seats use a combination of small explosive cartridges and, in many cases,
rocket motors to propel the seat out of the aircraft. The initial explosive charge fires and lifts the
seat.

— On the other hand, canopy severance is the controlled breaking of an aircraft’s cockpit canopy
to create a clear path for the ejection seat. The sequence includes canopy removal, seat firing,
stabilisation, and parachute deployment that ensures the pilot’s safe exit.
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— At high speeds, pilots experience extreme aerodynamic forces. Emergency ejections can
happen under a variety of circumstances — low or high altitude, zero or supersonic speed, during
aircraft spin, or even inverted flight. The safety systems must function perfectly across all these
conditions, which makes testing critical.

— The pilot’s body is exposed to forces at a massive scale, and wrong sequencing can cause serious
injuries. Thus, safety testing under flight-like conditions is critical to meet global safety standards,
officials said.

— The successful test of India’s indigenous fighter aircraft escape system represents a major
strategic milestone. Escape systems are among the most safety-critical components of a combat
aircraft, and their reliability directly affects pilot survivability during emergencies.

— Until now, India has had to rely upon test ecosystems abroad to evaluate the performance of
the ejection mechanisms. Sources have said that the indigenous tests cost between one-fourth and
one-fifth as much as the tests conducted abroad.

— Officials said that possessing an in-house dynamic ejection-testing facility boosts India’s ability
to design, certify, and upgrade ejection systems for both current and future fighter platforms. A
DRDO scientist said that this not only reduces dependence on foreign testing facilities but also
significantly shortens development cycles.

Do You Know:

— Last month, the ISRO conducted a key test towards preparing for the launch of the country’s
first human spaceflight mission — a test to check whether the crew module can remain stable if
there is a delay in one of the main parachutes opening up.

— This test was meant to validate the parachute system even in possible extreme scenarios. The
scenario chosen for the test was an “asymmetric disreefing” — where one of the two main
parachutes unfurls completely slightly later than the other one.

— To avoid sudden jerks as the parachutes deploy on the astronauts’ journey back to the earth,
the parachutes open slowly in a step by step process known as reefed inflation.

— Reefing essentially limits how much the parachute can open, following which disreefing at a
scheduled time allows the parachute to open up completely. The disreefing is done using a pyro
device.

— The test saw the deployment of a drogue parachute, followed by two main parachutes, one of
which unfurled a little after the first. The test was successful in demonstrating structural integrity
and load distribution even in this extreme scenario.

WILDLIFE BODY BNHS TO RELEASE 6 CRITICALLY ENDANGERED VULTURES IN ASSAM IN
2026

The Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS), which has successfully bred more than 800 vultures
in its conservation breeding centres across India, is now preparing to release six vultures in Assam
in January 2026.

BNHS scientists on Thursday said they are finalising the dates to release three male and as many
female slender-billed and white-rumped vultures, aged between two and three years, in Assam’s
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Kamrup and Biswanath districts. They were bred at BNHS Vulture Conservation Breeding Centre
in Rani, Kamrup district.

About the selection of Kamrup and Biswanath districts as the location to release the vultures,
BNHA Senior Scientist and Assistant Director Dr. Sachin Ranade explained, “These locations fall
within the natural range of vultures where there are already a small flock of them and Biswanath
is closer to Kaziranga National Park.”

“The vultures will be kept there for a minimum of three months to experience the surrounding
nature and adapt. During this time, they will observe other scavengers and become familiar with
the environment. Since they have been bred in captivity — even though the enclosures are large
— this will be their first experience of true wilderness.”

“Vultures live in flocks, attain maturity after the age of five, and can live up to 50 to 60 years. They
have high immunity and do not easily catch infections or diseases,” the BNHS scientists said. The
founder stock (parents of these vultures) was collected from different parts of Assam. Dr. Ranade
said the slender-billed vulture is mainly found in Assam, whereas white-rumped vultures are
found across India.

Currently, India is home to about 20,000 vultures across nine species, including bearded vulture,
griffon vulture, and cinereous vulture.

The endangered species are the Egyptian vulture and the Himalayan griffon vulture, while the
critically endangered species include the red-headed vulture, white-rumped vulture, long-billed
vulture, and slender-billed vulture.

The scientists are working with local communities to save vultures in their natural habitats. The
BNHS team, supported by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Assam
Forest Department, has been working for over 15 years to prepare the ground for the release.

They are conducting village-level meetings and educating villagers about vultures and their
importance.

WHY HAS GOA BEEN ASKED TO SET UP A TIGER RESERVE?

The story so far:

The Central Empowered Committee (CEC) of the Supreme Court has recommended that the Goa
government establish a tiger reserve in the State in a “phased” manner.

What prompted the CEC?

In July 2023, the Bombay High Court had directed the Goa government to notify five “protected
areas”, namely the Mhadei Wildlife Sanctuary, Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary, Bhagwan
Mahavir National Park, Netravali Wildlife Sanctuary, and Cotigao Wildlife Sanctuary (collectively
referred to as the ‘Mhadei WLS and Other Areas’), as a “tiger reserve, within a period of three
months.” It also ordered the State government to prepare a Tiger Conservation Plan and to
determine and settle the rights and claims of Scheduled Tribes and other forest dwellers. The
order stemmed from a petition filed by the Goa Foundation after the alleged poisoning deaths of
a female tiger and her three cubs in the Mhadei Sanctuary in 2020. In 2016, the National Tiger
Conservation Authority had recommended these areas be declared a tiger reserve.
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How did the Goa government respond?

The Goa government filed a Special Leave Petition in the Supreme Court against the order. It was
reluctant to have the areas declared as a tiger reserve on the grounds that nearly “one lakh people”
would be affected. However, in its own affidavit, it later conceded that there were only about 1,274
households in 33 villages within the five protected areas, which worked out to approximately
5,000-6,000 individuals. It also argued that there were no “resident” tigers in Goa and the handful
that passed through its forests were a “transient” population. The forests of Goa, particularly its
wildlife sanctuaries, often form a contiguous corridor for tigers in the Kali Tiger Reserve in
Karnataka and the Sahyadri in Maharashtra. However, this claim was ironic because in 2018, a
report from its submissions to the Mhadei Water Disputes tribunal suggested that it had argued
the opposite: that there was “...evidence to show that tigers in Goa were not merely transient
animals, but are a resident population and the forests around Chorla, Mann and Kankumbi
comprise a contiguous tiger landscape corridor to Bhimgad Wildlife Sanctuary in Karnataka and
to Anshi Dandeli (now called Kali) Tiger Reserve to its south which has around 35 tigers.” The SC
asked the CEC to conduct a site visit and “examine” the issue and file a report before the Court’s
next hearing. The CEC filed its report last week.

What did the CEC report state?

In its report, the CEC, which conducted site visits said there was “apprehension” among several
dwellers that they would be displaced and it was incumbent upon the State government to allay
their fears.

The committee recommended that parks and sanctuaries of Goa that were “directly contiguous”
to the Kali Tiger Reserve in adjoining Karnataka, and known to host a permanent tiger presence,
form the “core” part of the Goa reserve. It suggested that the areas adjoining the Kali Tiger Reserve
be designated as a “buffer zone” of the proposed reserve. “Such a phased approach is likely to
minimise disturbance to local communities, while ensuring that the most ecologically-sensitive
and least-inhabited areas are brought under enhanced protection at the earliest stage,” the report
notes. This will mean including the Netravali Wildlife Sanctuary (50 households) and Cotigao
Wildlife Sanctuary (41 households) in the first phase, adding up to 296.7 sq km in the core zone.
Similarly, it sought the protected areas contiguous with the buffer zone of the Kali Tiger Reserve
and having minimal human habitation, namely, the northern part of Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife
Sanctuary (9 households) and Bhagwan Mahavir National Park (2 households), be considered as
the buffer zone of the proposed Goa Tiger Reserve in the first phase. Their argument was that this
contiguity would strengthen landscape-level connectivity and ecological functionality.

Why does it matter?

While Protected Areas and Wildlife Sanctuaries already invite the highest degree of State
protection, declaring a region as a ‘tiger reserve’ translates to more funds for conservation and
research. However, it also means designating certain parts of the forest as ‘core’ and ‘buffer zones.’
Core zones are supposed to be “inviolate” and if people happen to be resident, they are
incentivised — but cannot be forced — to leave the area and settle elsewhere.

Buffer zones, on the other hand, do not require to be inviolate and are tolerant of a broader range
of human activity.
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‘MAHARASHTRA GOVT. MUST SPOTLIGHT UNKNOWN ELLORA TREASURES’

Scottish historian William Dalrymple wants the Maharashtra government to showcase the lesser
known sites at Ellora, India’s first UNESCO World Heritage site, including the last Ottoman Caliph’s
empty tomb, Malik Ambar’s tomb, the first Peshwa’s tomb, and the Sufi and Naga traditions at the
caves.

“There is a great opportunity for the Maharashtra government here because they have obviously
one of the most important cultural sites in South Asia. It is an enormous site already. There are
caves of three different religions over 700 years. But Khultabad on top of the hill is neglected,” Mr.
Dalrymple told The Hindu.

Sitting at the footsteps of Kailasa temple, the world’s largest monolithic rock excavation, Mr.
Dalrymple wondered if people knew of the international significance of the Ellora campus,
renowned for its Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain structures.

“But the same campus has an unbroken history of veneration dating before the Hindu, Buddhist,
and Jain tradition. Starting from Naga veneration, up until the Sufi tradition which is as old as
Islam in India,” the popular author and historian said, recounting his walk from the top of the hill
of the Ellora caves, from the Khultabad side.

‘Utter neglect’

He rued that apart from the Ellora caves themselves, the other structures within the complex are
lying in utter neglect, with many not having even a walkway for easy access or a signboard to
signal their significance. He himself had taken a chance and walked over the hill, he recalled. “It is
just a 10-minute walk from the top of the hill to the Ellora caves, and it is all in the same campus,”
he stressed.

Mr. Dalrymple was speaking on the sidelines of Aikyam 2025, an event organised by Sopaan to
celebrate the 80th anniversary of the United Nations through an immersive convergence of art,
heritage, diplomacy, and sustainability.

Golden quadrangle

“Malik Ambar’s tomb [in Khultabad, a few minutes away from the Ellora caves] is totally neglected,
locked up. You can’t enter the gate. It can be opened by the government. People can pay tickets
and visit. Around it is also the tomb of the first Peshwa. Before the Marathas, the Ahmednagar
rulers also used this title. Again, totally neglected. Full of old plastic bottles, rubbish. People are
missing the trick here. These are important monuments. Between Ajanta, Ellora, Daulatabad,
Khultabad, it can be a golden quadrangle which can attract a lot of international tourists as well,”
he said.

Drawing attention to the empty tomb of the last Ottoman Caliph within the same campus, he said:
“There is also the last Caliph’s tomb. He never got buried there. His daughter who had married the
Nizam's son built him a tomb. He died in Paris during the Nazi occupation. Wonderful, world-class
site where tourists could come from Turkiye to admire. You could have a whole new chain of
tourism from the Old Ottoman [empire]’s lens. There is not only no sign to it, but no road to it.
There is not even a goat path. You just have to take your luck and climb a hill, which is what I did.
There is a huge amount of very diverse material in this area. And this could be a spectacular world
heritage site.”
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Monolithic monument

The Ellora Caves are among the first UNESCO World Heritage sites, located in Chhatrapati
Sambhajinagar in Maharashtra. The caves form one of the largest rock-cut cave complexes in the
world, with artwork dating from 600 AD to 1,000 AD, including Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain caves.

The complex is a leading example of Indian rock-cut architecture. One of the caves features the
largest single monolithic rock excavation in the world, the Kailasa temple, which is a chariot-
shaped monument dedicated to the god Shiva.

2030 FOR 2036

Exactly two decades after hosting its maiden Commonwealth Games (CWG), India will welcome
the quadrennial extravaganza’s centenary edition to its shores in 2030. The move is another
unmistakable sign that India wants to be seen as a sports destination of repute. The choice of
Ahmedabad as the host city is strategic too, for India has submitted the Letter of Intent to hold the
2036 Olympics with Ahmedabad as the front-runner. However, while the Olympics retains its
allure and grandeur, the CWG has been beset with difficulties. Once signifying the imperial unity
of the British empire, the CWG is struggling for relevance in the post-colonial world. Successive
host cities have dropped out citing rising costs — Birmingham replaced Durban in 2022; Glasgow
has come to the rescue for 2026 after the Australian State of Victoria withdrew, and Ahmedabad
has stepped in for the Canadian province of Alberta. Not so long ago, India itself was cold to the
competition, with the then Indian Olympic Association president Narinder Batra, in 2019, calling
it “sub-standard” — albeit in his personal capacity — and strongly pitching for India’s withdrawal.
Also, when New Delhi conducted the Games in 2010, there were allegations galore of large-scale
corruption and incompetence.

So, what merit does India see now? First, it is an important soft-power medium. Second, the
nation’s sporting aspirations have grown manifold, and though performances by its sportspersons
have not kept pace, there is a genuine push toward diversifying on-field excellence and going
beyond just cricket. India has world-class heroes such as double-Olympic medallist javelin
thrower Neeraj Chopra to showcase, and there is hope that big ticket events, when held in one’s
backyard, can inspire a generation. There is the infrastructural uplift they can trigger, helping not
just the athletes but also the public at large. But there are potential pitfalls too. In sporting terms,
the CWG stands diminished. Glasgow 2026 will feature just 10 disciplines, and those such as
badminton, hockey, shooting and cricket have been excised. There are very few sports that match
up to international standards, for nations such as the United States and China are not part of the
Commonwealth. India has won 61, 66, 64, 101 medals in the last four editions, but in the
subsequent Olympics, it has secured just six, seven, two and six medals, respectively. India also
has an escalating problem with doping, which can mar its standing if left uncontrolled. The
financial outlay for the CWG should be kept in mind too, for costs can be prohibitive. Ahmedabad
2030, thus, offers opportunity and hope. It should be used to display a strong present and shape
a glorious future.
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SHORT NEWS

FOR DEMOCRACY’S SAKE, AN INDEX FOR LEGISLATURES

Vijender Gupta writes- Legislative quality influences law-making, oversight of the executive,
public engagement and delivery of development outcomes. Currently, there are limited ways,
mostly through RTIs, by which the state legislature’s quality and innovation can be measured.
There is a need for an institutional mechanism through which state legislatures can assess their
functioning, identify gaps, and strengthen their institutional performance. Measuring, tracking
and comparing state-level legislative performance is necessary to evaluate democratic
performance within India’s federal structure. Recognising this need, the National Legislative Index
(NLI) seeks to provide a systematic, data-driven means of evaluating legislatures. The NLI, to be
published annually, proposes India’s first state-wise benchmarking system to measure the
productivity, transparency, and innovation of state assemblies and legislative councils. The NLI
will incentivise healthy competition among states and accelerate the adoption of best practices
(procedural, digital, and institutional). Its core objectives are to provide a comprehensive
benchmarking mechanism; to distil a transparent annual score (0-100) for each legislature; to
build national comparison around legislative quality and innovation; to identify gaps and
challenges and thereby inform corrective reforms; to foster peer learning by highlighting inter-
state disparities; to strengthen the role of the Speaker’s office as a driver of institutional
excellence, and to encourage institutional reforms, digital and participatory practices.

ASSAM’S SCHEDULED TRIBES WARN OF STIR AS GOM BACKS ST STATUS FOR 6 GROUPS

The GoM, which had been constituted to submit recommendation on how to accommodate the
demand for ST status by the Tai Ahoms, tea tribes or Adivasis, Moran, Motok, Chutia and Koch-
Rajbongshi while “ensuring full safeguard to protect the interests, rights and privileges of the
existing Scheduled Tribes of Assam”, said in its report that it finds “full justification” for the
inclusion of these communities in the ST list.The ST communities in Assam are currently
categorised as ST (Plains) with 10% reservation and ST (Hills) with 5% reservation. It has been
recommended that the relatively smaller communities — the Morans, Motoks and Koch-
Rajbonghis in the undivided Goalpara area — be included in the ST (Plains) list.

MASALA BONDS

— The adjudicating authority of the Enforcement Directorate has served show cause notices to
Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan along with others in connection with alleged Foreign
Exchange Management Act (FEMA) violations pertaining to the Masala Bond issued by the Kerala
Infrastructure Investment Fund Board (KIIFB).

— Masala Bonds are rupee-denominated bonds i.e. the funds would be raised from the overseas
market in Indian rupees. According to RBI FAQ, any corporate, body corporate, and Indian bank
is eligible to issue rupee-denominated bonds overseas.

— FEMA came in 1999 as a successor to the Foreign Exchange Regulation Act or FERA of 1973,
with changing economic conditions in a post-liberalisation India. The Act provides for cross-
border transactions, foreign investments, and remittances, making India’s economy more global,
transparent, and investor-friendly.
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|HOUSE PANEL: NEED POLICY TO BRING DOWN NON-SCHEDULED DRUG PRICES

Stating that lack of government regulatory control over “non-scheduled drugs” might lead to
widespread profiteering, a Parliamentary Standing Committee on chemicals and fertilisers, which
is looking into the rising prices of medicines, has asked the Department of Pharmaceuticals and
the National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) to come up with a policy to plug the
loophole at the earliest.

IBC RESOLUTION: HOUSE PANEL RAISES CONCERNS OVER ‘HAIRCUTS’, ASSET
VALUATION

While noting that the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) has strengthened the confidence of
creditors and encouraged foreign investments in the last eight years of its implementation, a
parliamentary panel has identified multiple challenges that are hampering the law’s potential. It
has flagged delays stemming from inadequate judicial infrastructure, the uncertainty regarding
the finality of resolution plans — primarily because of judicial reversals, and a lack of
accountability among resolution professionals (RPs) as key hurdles to the efficacy of the law. The
committee recommended adopting an enterprise-level price discovery mechanism, besides
suggesting cross-border insolvency to strengthen IBC.

NATIONAL SECURITY CESS NOT ON ESSENTIAL GOODS, SAYS FM NIRMALA SITHARAMAN

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said Thursday that the proposed Health and National
Security Cess will be levied only on demerit goods, like pan masala, and not on essential
commodities, and the revenue will be shared with states for spending on health schemes.

While moving the ‘Health Security Se National Security Cess’ Bill, 2025, Sitharaman said its
purpose is to create a “dedicated and predictable resource stream” for two domains of national
importance—health and national security.

FARM FIRES DIP MAY BE UNDERCOUNT, ISRO STUDY FLAGS SHIFT IN STUBBLE-BURNING
TIME

A study by the Ahmedabad-based Space Applications Centre (SAC) of the Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO) using data captured by European geostationary satellites has reported a
gradual shift in peak farm-fire activity in Punjab and Haryana from the early afternoon to early
evening over the five years beginning 2020.

The ISRO study used data from the geostationary Meteosat Second Generation (MSG)
meteorological satellites equipped with the Spinning Enhanced Visible and Infrared Imager
(SEVIRI) that are owned and operated by the European Organisation for the Exploitation of
Meteorological Satellites (EUMETSAT).

The use of geostationary satellites to monitor fires on the ground is standard practice in many
parts of the world. Earlier this year, this same team of ISRO researchers published a separate study
on farm fires using data from the Indian geostationary satellite INSAT-3DS (‘Active Fire Detection
using Indian Geostationary Satellite INSAT 3DS’) in the journal Remote Sensing in Earth Systems
Sciences.
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| KASHI TAMIL SANGAMAM 4.0

— The Kashi Tamil Sangamam, carrying forward the cultural and civilisational link between Tamil
Nadu and Kashi, began in Varanasi on 2nd December.

— This year’s theme is “Let Us Learn Tamil - Tamil Karkalam,” placing Tamil language learning
and linguistic unity at the centre of the Sangamam.

— Organised by the Education Ministry, the first edition was held in 2022. This year’s programme
involves teachers traveling from Tamil Nadu to Varanasi to teach Tamil to school students there.
Students from Uttar Pradesh will also visit Tamil Nadu to learn the language at educational
institutions in the State.

INDIA MISSES ROAD ACCIDENT TARGET AGAIN AS CRASHES, FATALITIES CREEP UP IN
2024

India has once again missed its target to reduce road accident deaths, recording a marginally
higher number of fatalities in 2024 over the previous year.

According to data presented by Nitin Gadkari, the Union Minister for Road Transport and
Highways, in Lok Sabha on Thursday, 1.77 lakh people died in road accidents in 2024, an increase
of 2.31 per cent from 2023, when 1.73 lakh fatalities were recorded in 4.80 lakh road accidents.

The Stockholm Declaration on Road Safety, adopted at the 3rd Global Ministerial Conference on
Road Safety in February 2020, set a global target to reduce road traffic deaths and injuries by 50%
by 2030. India is a signatory to that.

According to World Road Statistics, a non-profit organisation, India continues to be the top
country in terms of the total number of people killed by road accidents, followed by China and the
US. The fatality rate per lakh population in China is 4.3. The figure is 12.76 in the US and 11.89 in
India.

WHO GUIDELINES TO COMBAT OBESITY CRISIS

— The World Health Organisation (WHO) has released its first guidelines on the use of a new class
of GLP-1 medicines to combat the obesity crisis.

— The WHO recommended long-term use of these medicines for obesity but added that those
prescribed these medicines should also undergo intensive behavioural therapy as part of a multi-
pronged approach to treating obesity.

— The recommendation is not strong owing to the lack of data on long-term use of the medicines.

— There are currently one billion people living with obesity across the world, including 188
million school-aged children and adolescents. If nothing is done to address the crisis, it is
estimated that the numbers will double by 2030

ALAKNANDA GALAXY

— The Pune-based researchers have discovered a well-defined spiral galaxy, remarkably similar
in structure to our own Milky Way — the kind of galaxy supposed to have evolved much later.
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— They have named it Alaknanda, after the Himalayan river. A striking thing about Alaknanda is
its textbook spiral structure. The galaxy has two well-defined spiral arms wrapping around a
bright central bulge, spanning approximately 30,000 light-years in diameter.

— According to the current understanding of scientists, the earliest formed galaxies did not have
well-defined structures, were chaotic and clumpy, extremely hot and turbulent. But Alaknanda is
nothing like that.

— The discovery was made using NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope (JWST), the most powerful
piece of observation equipment put into space, which was launched in 2021.

31/ATLAS

— The interstellar comet 31/ATLAS is releasing a remarkable amount of carbon-based chemicals,
with new observations showing unusually high levels of methanol.

— Methanol is central to early prebiotic chemistry and never previously detected in an object
arriving from outside our solar system. Although it is a simple carbon-based compound, it acts as
a crucial building block for more complex molecules tied to the origins of life.

— Comets or “dirty snowballs” are mostly made of dust, rocks and ice, the remnants from time
the solar system was formed over 4.6 billion years ago. In the distant past, people thought of
comets as “long-haired” stars that would appear unpredictably in the sky.

— So far, three known interstellar comets have been identified. These are: Oumuamua,
21/Borisov, and 31/ATLAS.

— Oumuamua (pronounced oh-MOO-uh-MO0O-uh), whose name refers in the native Hawaiian
language to a messenger arriving from a great distance, was first detected by the University of
Hawaii’s Pan-STARRS1 telescope in 2017.

INTERNATIONAL DAY OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES (IDPD) 2025

— Every year, the International Day of Persons with Disabilities (IDPD) is marked globally on
December 3 to promote the rights and well-being of people with disabilities at every level of
society and development.

— It was first celebrated annually in 1992, following its proclamation by the United Nations
General Assembly Resolution 47/3.

— The theme for this year is “fostering disability-inclusive societies for advancing social
progress”.

NEW GEOGRAPHICAL INDICATIONS (Gl) TAG FROM TAMIL NADU
— Five Products from Tamil Nadu secured GI tags, taking the states total to 74.

— These products are: Woraiyur cotton sari, Kavindapadi nattu sakkarai (jaggery powder),
Namakkal makkal pathirangal (soapstone cookware), the traditional Thooyamalli rice variety and
Ambasamudram choppu saman (wooden toys).
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|INDIA'S 3RD NUCLEAR SUBMARINE SOON, TRIALS IN FINAL STAGES, SAYS NAVY CHIEF

India will commission its third nuclear submarine soon as it is in the final stages of trials, Chief of
Naval Staff Admiral Dinesh Tripathi said Tuesday. The induction of INS Aridhaman will take
India’s operational fleet of the Arihant-class nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBN)
to three, marking a significant step in strengthening the country’s sea-based nuclear deterrent.
Expected to be commissioned around 2026-27, Aridhaman is designed to carry the longer-range
K-4 submarine-launched ballistic missiles and will move India closer to sustained, near-
continuous at-sea nuclear deterrent patrols, a key requirement of a credible second-strike
capability.

INDIAN MARITIME DOCTRINE 2025

— On 2nd December, the Chief of Naval Staff Admiral Dinesh Tripathi released the Indian
Maritime Doctrine 2025 on Navy Day, with the Service formally recognising “no-war, no-peace”
as a distinct category between peace and conflict for the first time.

— The Indian Maritime Doctrine is the Navy’s apex guidance document, laying down the
principles that govern its strategy, roles and employment across the full spectrum of conflict.

— First released in 2004, revised in 2009 and amended in 2015, the 2025 edition reflects major
shifts in India’s maritime environment and strategic outlook over the past decade.

— December 4 is annually celebrated as India’s Navy Day. December 4 marks Operation Trident,
when the Indian Navy inflicted heavy damage on Pakistani vessels in Karachi harbour amid the
Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971.

— Interestingly, the date behind the commemoration has changed over time. On October 21, 1944,
the Royal Indian Navy held its first Navy Day. By 1945, it was celebrated in Bombay (now Mumbai)
and Karachi on December 1. After Indian Independence and until 1972, it was marked on 15
December.

TERI STUDY FLAGS HIGH SURFACTANTS LEVEL IN THE YAMUNA

— A new study by The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI) has identified multiple hotspots
along the Delhi stretch of the Yamuna river where untreated sewage, industrial effluents and solid
waste are contributing to high surfactant levels, ammonia and microplastics in the river.

— During winter times, the Yamuna’s flow naturally dips resulting in more concentration of
pollutants in the river, making the annual frothing more visible.

— When untreated sewage including detergent-rich wastewater with high concentrations of
surfactants enters the river, they get vigorously agitated as the water falls over barrages. The
turbulence traps air and reduces the water’s surface tension, causing bubbles to form quickly and
accumulate as thick, persistent foam.

— According to Sciencedirect, “Surfactants are molecules that reduce interfacial energy and
increase solubility of other pollutants in water.” It reduces the surface tension of the liquid which
allows it to mix with oil or water which it normally wouldn’t.
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— Delhi-based environmental activist Pankaj Kumar said the continued absence of any regulatory
cap on surfactants is rendering even upgraded treatment plants ineffective in tackling foam
formation.

ROCK EAGLE OWL

— Recently, quarrying was halted at Telengana quarry and visitors to the area were also restricted
to ensure that the Rock Eagle owl’s eggs are not disturbed before they hatch.

— The rock eagle owl is a Schedule I animal, on the endangered list. Adept at camouflage, it is hard
to spot. It’s harder still to spot its nest.

— The rock eagle owl or Indian eagle-owl (Bubo bengalensis), also called the Bengal eagle-owl, is
a large-horned owl species native to hilly scrub forests in India. It is usually brown and grey in
colour, with a white throat patch that has black stripes.

INTERNATIONAL CHEETAH DAY

— Every year, December 4 is marked as International Cheetah Day to raise awareness about the
shrinking Cheetah population.

— In 2022, India launched the Project Cheetah to introduce African cheetahs into India from
Namibia and South Africa. Initially, 20 cheetahs were imported from the two countries.

— India was home to Asiatic cheetahs, and not the African subspecies that were introduced in
2022. The Asiatic cheetah is classified as a “critically endangered” species by the IUCN Red List
and is believed to survive only in Iran. While African Cheetah is listed as a vulnerable (VU) species
on the IUCN Red List.

HORNBILL FESTIVAL

— The 26th edition of the Hornbill Festival began in Nagaland on 1st December. Often referred to
as the “Festival of Festivals,” the Hornbill Festival is one of the'most iconic cultural events in
Nagaland.

— The festival is named after the Great Hornbill which is found in primarily evergreen and moist
deciduous forests, primarily inhabiting the canopy of tall trees.

— It is classified as Vulnerable by the IUCN and is protected under Schedule I of the Wildlife
Protection Act of 1972.

— In India, Greater Hornbills are found in the Western Ghats and the Himalayas. It is the state bird
of Arunachal Pradesh and Kerala.

DR TESSY THOMAS

— Renowned aerospace engineer who helped shape the country’s strategic missile programme,
Dr Tessy Thomas, was honoured with the eighth Paulos Mar Gregorios Award 2025. The award
recognises her “outstanding contribution in women empowerment, space and missile
technology”.
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— The award was instituted in the memory of Paulos Mar Gregorios, the scholar, theologian and
former President of the World Council of Churches.

SIDDHI JAIN

— Siddhi Jain became the first female cadet to be awarded the President’s Medal for overall order
of merit. She was selected for the 149th course of the National Defence Academy (NDA) as part of
the second batch of female cadets.

— Women’s entry into the NDA became possible after an interim order passed by the Supreme
Court in August 2021 while hearing a plea seeking directions to allow eligible women to appear
for the NDA and Indian Naval Academy examinations conducted by the UPSC.

CEC GYANESH KUMAR

— Chief Election Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar took over as the 2026 chair of International
Institute of Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA), a Sweden-based
intergovernmental organisation. India assumed the annual Chairship from the 2025 Chair,
Switzerland.

— International IDEA is an intergovernmental organization (IGO) with a mandate to support
sustainable democracy worldwide. India has been a member since 1995. The organisation
includes 35 democratic countries and two observer nations.

DONALD TRUMP

— US President Donald Trump has been given the inaugural FIFA peace prize at the 2026 World
Cup draw in Washington.

— FIFA says the new peace prize is meant for “individuals who help unite people in peace through
commitment and special actions”. However, the details of the selection process have not been
made public.

SEVA TEERTH

— The new complex housing the Prime Minister’s Office will be called ‘Seva Teerth. The new PMO,
constructed as a part of the government’s Central Vista redevelopment project, is nearing
completion and the PMO is likely to shift from South Block to the new complex soon.

— The complex, named ‘Seva Teerth’, comprises three buildings for the PMO, the Cabinet
Secretariat and the National Security Council Secretariat.

THIRUPARANKUNDRAM HILL, MADURAI, TAMIL NADU

— On December 1, Madras High Court ordered temple authorities to light the ceremonial
“Karthigai Deepam” lamp at the Deepathoon — a stone pillar located on the lower peak of
Thirupparankundram Hill — near but not within the Sulthan Sikkandar Avulia Dargah premises.

— For centuries, Thiruparankundram hill has been regarded as a centre of religious coexistence
and communal harmony, with it housing the historic Subramaniya Swamy Temple, the Kasi
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Viswanathar Temple, as well as the Sikkander Badusha Dargah — a 17th-century mosque built
long after the temples came into existence.

— Thiruparankundram was at the centre of controversy earlier this year, after some Muslim
groups demanded that the hill be renamed Sikkandar Hill.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
53


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

BUSINESS AND ECONOMY

CAN INDIA BECOME SELF-RELIANT IN REE PRODUCTION?

&DreamlAS

Learning made simp|e_._ u WWWVOUtU becom/C/DreamlAS

The story so far:

The Union Cabinet has approved a X7,280-crore scheme to manufacture rare earth permanent
magnets domestically. The scheme would facilitate the creation of integrated Rare Earth
Permanent Magnet (REPM) manufacturing facilities, involving the conversion of rare earth oxides
to metals, metals to alloys, and alloys to finished REPMs. This announcement comes at a time when
China’s export controls are squeezing global supply chains.

What is extent of China’s dominance?

Rare earth elements (REES), a group of 17 minerals, are crucial for their high density, melting
point and conductivity. They are moderately abundant, but hard to extract economically and
sustainably. China built global supremacy in this sector by controlling 90% of global REE
processing and 70% of production, despite holding only 30% of global reserves. In April, China
imposed exportrestrictions on seven rare earth elements and finished magnets, in a bid to counter
the trade war. This hit many sectors, especially the automobile sector. “EV makers are the worst
hit,” said Pranay Kotasthane, deputy director of Takshashila Institution.

Though China’s controls come amid a broader reshaping of global trade due to U.S. President
Donald Trump'’s tariffs, they are not new. In 2009, Beijing imposed export quotas on REEs which
was scrapped after it lost a World Trade Organisation case brought by the U.S. and others in 2015.
“China realised that this is something which it can play in order to achieve its geopolitical,
geostrategic and geoeconomic objectives. They played the same playbook in 2020 while
restricting the export of graphite. In 2021, they started an export licensing plan in which they
started restricting the supplies to certain industries,” Dr. Ram Singh, Professor (IB), Head (CDOE),
Indian Institute of Foreign Trade, explained.

Why is India focusing on REEs?

India’s focus on REEs is driven by its ambitions in electric mobility, renewable energy, electronics
manufacturing and defence. These industries depend heavily on rare earth magnets and
components.

The country imported over 53,000 metric tonnes of REE magnets in FY 2024-25, despite having
8% of the world’s REE reserves — mainly in monazite sands across Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, Tamil
Nadu and Kerala. Yet, India produces less than 1% of global output. To fix this, the government
launched the 16,300 crore National Critical Mineral Mission in January, with a total outlay of
34,300 crore spread over seven years, to achieve self-reliance. The mission focuses on
exploration, processing, and recycling minerals like lithium, cobalt, and rare earths. To boost
domestic production, the government has auctioned new mining blocks and is inviting private
companies to participate in exploration and processing. “This sector was closed to the private
sector until August 2023 and hence this is a new domain. China’s restrictions will help generate
interest among private players,” Mr. Kotasthane said. However, he points out that only a handful
of exploration licences were handed out. “The stumbling block is government regulations and
control. Deregulating all segments of this supply chain, fast-tracking environmental regulations,
and funding exploration projects to reduce information asymmetry is crucial,” he said.
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Dr. Singh cautioned that India still lacks refining infrastructure, skilled labour and innovation
capacity. He also pointed out that domestic manufacturing would take years to take off given the
long gestation period.

“The good thing is that India isn’t in a particularly bad position,” Mr. Kotasthane said, pointing out
that India’s monazite sands have several light rare earths, including Neodymium, which are used
in magnets. “Several companies have plans to substantially increase capacity in the rare earth
magnet recycling space from end-of-life electronic devices and appliances,” he added.

INDIA, RUSSIA TO WORK TOWARDS BOOSTING TRADE IN NATIONAL CURRENCIES

India and Russia have agreed to continue working towards enhancing the settlement of bilateral
trade in the national currencies of the two countries, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President
Vladimir Putin said in a joint statement on Friday.

Mr. Putin is in India for a two-day visit to attend the 23rd India-Russia Annual Summit as well as
to hold meetings with Mr. Modi. The two leaders also discussed how to remove the tariff and non-
tariffs barriers so that the two countries can achieve their target of crossing bilateral trade worth
$100 billion by 2030. Annual bilateral trade stood at $68.7 billion in 2024-25.

“Russia and India have agreed to continue jointly developing systems of bilateral settlements
through use of the national currencies in order to ensure the uninterrupted maintenance of
bilateral trade,” the joint statement said.

It added that the two sides have agreed to continue consultations on enabling the interoperability
of the national payment systems, financial messaging systems, as well as central bank digital
currency platforms.

Reducing deficits

Experts said the ongoing move towards trade in national currencies is a way for the two countries
to reduce their dependence on the U.S. dollar and move towards addressing the widening trade
deficit India has with Russia. “By operationalising rupee-denominated trade, we can bypass the
dollar-dependency that is currently aggravating our deficit,” Suketu Thanawala, partner at
StraCon, a business advisory and consulting firm, said.

Notably, at a time when the World Trade Organization is being increasingly sidelined in matters
of international trade,the joint statement underlined the importance of an “open, inclusive,
transparent and non-discriminatory multilateral trade system with the World Trade Organization
at its core”.

“Both sides emphasised that addressing tariff and non-tariff trade barriers, removing bottlenecks
in logistics, promoting connectivity, ensuring smooth payment mechanisms, finding mutually
acceptable solutions for issues of insurance and reinsurance and regular interaction between the
businesses of the two countries are among the key elements for timely achievement of the revised
bilateral trade target of $100 billion by 2030,” the statement said.

Target $100 billion

Speaking later in the evening at the India-Russia Business Forum, Mr. Modi said, “Last year,
President Putin and I had set a target of crossing $100 billion of bilateral trade between India and
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Russia by 2030.” “But, based on my conversations with President Putin since yesterday, and given
the visible potential, I don’t think we will have to wait until 2030. I can see that clearly.”

Some experts say that, while the achievement of the target by 2030 is debatable, it is true that
bilateral trade between the two countries is set to grow.

‘Bottom-up growth’

“There may be debate as to whether $100 billion is achievable, but there is no doubt that the trade
will not go back to dismal levels of $10 billion,” Lydia Kulik, Head of India Studies at the SKOLKOVO
School of Management, said.

She said the reasons for this confidence were two-fold: “First, alot has been done in recent months
or a couple of years in removing obstacles to trade and even more will be done, particularly
towards improving the access for Indian exporters to the Russian market.”

The second factor, she added, was that the development of business links between the two
countries is currently taking place organically. “The interest is growing naturally from the bottom
up, it is not solely happening on the top governmental level,” she said.

The joint statement also noted the importance of hastening the resolution of issues faced by
investors in the energy sector of the two countries, saying that the India-Russia cooperation in the
energy sector is a significant pillar of the Special and Privileged Strategic Partnership the two
countries share.

CENTRE MOVES BILLS TO RAISE PAN MASALA CESS, INCREASE EXCISE DUTIES ON
TOBACCO PRODUCTS

The Centre on Monday introduced a Bill in Parliament seeking to raise the excise duty on tobacco
products, and another legislation targeting the manufacture of pan masala.

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman tabled the two Bills — The Health Security se
National Security Cess Bill, 2025 and the Central Excise (Amendment) Bill, 2025 — amid
Opposition sloganeering.

The Bills are aimed at replacing the revenue from the Goods and Services Tax (GST) compensation
cess on tobacco products, which will be discontinued soon. The Health Security se National
Security Cess proposes to augment funding for health and national security through levy of cess
on “machines installed, or other processes undertaken in the manufacture of pan masala”.

The GST compensation cess was introduced in 2017 during the launch of the GST system. The
proceeds were to be used to compensate States for any losses they faced due to the
implementation of GST for a period of five years. During the COVID-19 pandemic years of 2020-
21 and 2021-22, the proceeds from this cess fell short of the compensation requirement, leading
to the Centre borrowing money to compensate the States.

The compensation cess on tobacco products is to be discontinued once the government pays back
interest on these loans. According to sources in the Finance Ministry, this repayment will be
completed in the next few months.

However, with the removal of this cess, the effective tax rate on and revenues from tobacco
products would fall significantly. To overcome this shortfall in revenue, the Central Excise
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(Amendment) Bill has been introduced “in order to give the government, the fiscal space to
increase the rate of Central excise duty on tobacco and tobacco products so as to protect tax
incidence”.

The Health Security se National Security Cess Bill seeks to “augment the resources for meeting
expenditure on national security and for public health” by levying a cess on the “machines
installed, or other processes undertaken in the manufacture of pan masala”. The Bill also allows
for the imposition of this cess on “other goods which may be notified”.

“It provides for taxable persons to self-declare all machines or processes for each factory or
premises, and the cess would be calculated in the aggregate for each location,” it added.

LOK SABHA PASSES BILL TO LEVYA SPECIAL CESS ON PAN MASALA

In the Winter Session, Parliament enacted two bills:

e Central Excise (Amendment) Act, 2025 — This raises central excise duty on manufactured
tobacco products like cigarettes, cigars, chewing tobacco, hookah tobacco, and zarda. New
rates include Rs 2,700-11,000 per 1,000 cigarette sticks (by length and filter) and 60-
70% on unmanufactured tobacco. It replaces the compensation cess for these items.

e Health Security and National Security Cess Act, 2025 — This imposes a new cess on pan
masala production, based on machine capacity (fixed monthly amounts per machine, self-
declared). It extends to other notified sin goods and funds health and security
programmes.

These developments, finalized during the 56th GST Council meeting and subsequent
parliamentary sessions in late 2025, represent the transition to "GST 2.0."

Shift to a 40% GST Slab.

Under the new reforms, the GST Council has approved a simplified two-slab structure (5% and
18%), while introducing a special 40% GST rate for luxury and demerit (sin) goods. This new slab
replaces the previous 28% rate for items like pan masala, cigarettes, and aerated drinks.

For most luxury items, this change took effect on September 22, 2025. However, tobacco products
and pan masala were granted a temporary exemption from the immediate transition. They
continue to attract the old 28% GST plus the Compensation Cess until the loans taken to
compensate states for COVID-era revenue losses are fully repaid—a milestone expected by
January 2026.Maintaining Tax Incidence via Excise Duty.

Impact on Bidi and Small Producers.

The bidi industry, historically a labour-intensive sector with lower tax burdens, is also seeing a
shift. While bidis are included in the 40% GST category, the government remains cautious of the
impact on livelihoods. However, the intent is to gradually bring the "affordability index" of bidis
closer to WHO standards. The removal of small-producer exemptions is being debated to improve
oversight of the informal supply chain and curb consumption among lower-income groups.
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Revenue Sharing with States.

Perhaps the most notable shift is the impact on state finances. Under the previous regime, the
Compensation Cess was retained entirely by the Centre to repay loans. By transitioning to Excise
Duty, the revenue now enters the "divisible pool." Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
confirmed that 41% of the excise revenue collected from tobacco will be shared with the states.

This move effectively strengthens the fiscal position of state governments, transforming a
temporary cess into a permanent, sharable revenue stream.

RUPEE BREACHES 90-MARK: WHAT’S DRIVING THE SLIDE

What's the ongoing story:

India’s currency slipped below the psychologically critical 90-per-dollar level on Wednesday,
jolting the financial markets and amplifying concerns about the broader macroeconomic
landscape. With the rupee losing over 5 per cent this calendar year, the breach of the 90-threshold
on Tuesday sparked unease not because of one single shock, but on account of convergence of
pressures that have steadily eroded sentiment.

Key Takeaways:

— On the surface, the macro backdrop appears supportive: crude oil prices have softened, offering
relief on the import bill; inflation has cooled to below one per cent, easing household and
corporate cost pressures; and GDP growth surprised on the upside with an impressive 8.2 per
cent expansion in the September quarter. However, while these factors should ideally bolster a
country’s currency, what the Indian rupee is witnessing is a sustained pressure.

— And that has been driven by forces such as persistent dollar outflows, particularly from foreign
portfolio investors booking profits and reallocating to more attractive markets abroad. While the
outflow has steadily drained liquidity and heightened demand for the greenback, at the same time,
the prolonged delay in finalising a trade deal with the United States has injected uncertainty into
India’s external position.

— Each passing week without clarity has only dampened market confidence and raised questions
about future trade flows, tariff competitiveness, and the overall balance-of-payments outlook. As
exports have come under pressure and experts say that RBI too has not actively intervened to
provide strength to the rupee, a sharp jump in value of gold imports this festive season has put
pressure on the rupee, say market participants.

— Together, these pressures have created a disconnect between the strength of domestic
fundamentals and the trajectory of the currency. What is pulling down the rupee is not weakness
at home, but a combination of global risk appetite, shifting capital flows and policy ambiguity —
factors that can overwhelm even strong economic indicators when they converge at the wrong
moment.

— The Reserve Bank, on the other hand, appears to be favouring a gradual depreciation to keep
exports competitive in the wake of the 50% tariff imposed by US President Donald Trump.

— While a depreciation in currency may provide some support to exporters, many say that the
RBI’s decision to stay away from intervention is a wise one, as it is not something they can
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artificially control. If they do, they will also end up dwindling their reserves, without achieving
much.

— A trade deficit is a situation when a country buys more (imports) than it sells (exports). Rise in
trade deficit leads to depreciation of rupee against dollar, as India would end up buying more
dollars to pay for the imports as against what it earns from exports. The increase in demand for
dollars puts pressure on rupee and leads it to lose value.

— India’s trade position appears to be under renewed strain, with early signs suggesting that the
deficit may be widening. A sharp drop in exports to the US, one of India’s largest markets, has been
a major contributor to this shift. Merchandise exports contracted by 11.8 per cent year-on-year in
October 2025, slipping to an eleven-month low of $34.4 billion. This decline came against the
backdrop of higher tariffs and an unfavourable base, as exports had grown a strong 16.6 per cent
in October 2024.

— The lacklustre performance of India’s equity markets over the last 14 months has also
prompted foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) to scale back their exposure.

— The persistent outflows have also made their presence felt in the country’s external buffers.
India’s foreign exchange reserves have declined by $12.1 billion between end-September and
November 21, 2025, landing at $688.1 billion. Much of this decline stems from a fall in foreign
currency assets, which have shrunk by $21.2 billion during the period. The drop has been partly
offset by an increase of $9.2 billion in the value of gold reserves, but not enough to prevent an
overall erosion.

— A major driver of the import surge in October was the extraordinary jump in gold purchases.
Gold imports tripled to an unprecedented $14.7 billion, compared with $4.9 billion a year earlier.
This spike was fuelled by two powerful forces: robust festive-season buying and speculative
demand triggered by the relentless climb in gold prices. Domestic gold prices have shot past Rs
128,000 per 10 grams.

Do You Know:

— The rate at which one can swap between currencies is the exchange rate. In other words, how
many rupees would buy you a dollar or a euro.

— In such a market — also referred to as the currency market — each currency is like a
commodity itself. The value of each currency relative to another currency is called the exchange
rate. These values can stay the same over time but more often than not they keep changing.

UNDERSTANDING IMF’S ‘C-GRADE’ FOR NATIONAL ACCOUNT STATISTICS, BEFORE NEW
GDP SERIES

What's the ongoing story:

In its annual staff report for India for 2025, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) on Wednesday
retained its C-grade for India’s national account statistics, or GDP data, which means the data
provided to the Fund have “some shortcomings that somewhat hamper surveillance”.
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Key Takeaways:

— On Friday, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI) said India’s GDP
growth rate unexpectedly surged to a six-quarter high of 8.2 per cent in July-September from 7.8
per cent in April-June.

— As is usually the case when economic data exceeds expectations — economists widely saw
growth moderating to 7.3 per cent in the second quarter - questions have again been raised about
what the GDP numbers really mean. But the IMF’s assessment of India’s official statistics also
requires an explanation.

— The IMF’s assessment is part of the multilateral agency’s annual bilateral discussions with its
members, which is required by Article IV of the IMF's Articles of Agreement. In these
consultations, an IMF staff team visits the country, collects economic and financial information,
and discusses with officials the country’s economic developments and policies. A report is
prepared following the consultations.

— In its report for the 2025 Article IV consultation, the IMF staff said “enhanced quality,
availability, and timeliness of macroeconomic and financial statistics would support policy
formulation”.

— While acknowledging the Indian government’s ongoing effort to update key macroeconomic
indicators such as GDP and the Consumer Price Index (CPI), IMF staff also made several
suggestions: regular revisions of national accounts, prices, and other key statistics according to
international best practices, conducting the population census on a priority basis, and timely
provision of consolidated general government - Centre plus states - fiscal accounts, among others.

— While national accounts received a C rating, the overall rating was a B due to the rest of the
aspects - prices, government finance statistics, external sector statistics, monetary and financial
statistics, and inter-sectoral consistency - all receiving Bs.

— Ratings range from A to D. An A rating is given when the data is adequate for IMF surveillance,
while B is used for data that has “some” shortcomings but is “broadly adequate”. C rating is for
data with “some” shortcomings which “somewhat hamper surveillance”. Finally, a D rating is used
when the data has “serious shortcomings that significantly hamper surveillance”.

— The new GDP series is part of a major statistical overhaul by MoSPI. Days before data under the
new GDP series is published, the first CPI inflation number under the updated series will be
released on February 12, 2026. Based on the Household Consumption Expenditure Survey for
2023-24 with 2024 as the base year, it will replace the current CPI series, which is based on the
2011-12 survey and has 2012 as the base year.

— Some of the other updates include a revised Index of Industrial Production, also with 2022-23
as the base year. Meanwhile, the Reserve Bank of India is also planning to release Balance of
Payments data - which includes the key current account balance metric - on a monthly basis in
addition to the current quarterly practice.

Do You Know:

— Set up in 1945, the IMF works to achieve sustainable growth and prosperity for all of its 191
member countries. It does so by supporting economic policies that promote financial stability and
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monetary cooperation, which are essential to increase productivity, job creation, and economic
well-being.

CAUTIOUS OPTIMISM

India’s September-quarter GDP data for the current financial year beat all estimates, coming in at
8.2%, higher than 7.8% in Q1 FY26 and well above the year-ago period. This offers fleeting
reassurance to policymakers, days after October’s trade data revealed a historic deficit of $41.68
billion, driven partly by a trebling of bullion imports — a signal of economic uncertainty. Growth
has been led by manufacturing (9.1%) and services (9.2%), supported by a recovery in private
consumption. Private Final Consumption Expenditure grew 7.9% in Q2 FY26, compared with
6.4% in Q2 FY25, while government spending also provided a modest boost. Together, these
suggest a broad-based uptick in domestic activity despite global headwinds. Yet, the full effects of
the external shock may surface in the quarters ahead. The U.S.’s ‘two-stage’ India tariffs, in August,
landed mid-quarter. Some front-loading of export orders ahead of these tariffs may also have
inflated Q2 output. A second statistical effect is at play. Retail inflation fell to 0.25% in October,
the lowest in the current CPI series, contributing to a GDP deflator reportedly below 1%. A deflator
this low mechanically inflates real GDP relative to nominal; the narrow gap between nominal GDP
(8.7%) and real GDP (8.2%) underscores this. Should inflation rise or input costs firm up — if oil
prices climb as India diversifies away from Russian crude — headline GDP growth may moderate.
The RBI's upcoming Monetary Policy Committee meeting adds uncertainty, as any policy rate will
shape demand-side pressures.

The Gross Value Added breakdown shows construction growing 7.2%, and the services sub-
segment of financial, real estate and professional services rising 10.2% — indicating that capital-
intensive, infrastructure-linked sectors have been central to this momentum. Monthly industrial
indicators reinforce this pattern: the IIP rose 4% in September, with core capital-intensive
categories such as steel (14.1%) and cement (5.3%) recording strong gains. This aligns with the
impact of the RBI’s three repo-rate cuts this year, which lowered the policy rate to 5.5% in June
and may have supported investment activity. Crucially, the composition of growth remains
skewed. The quarter’s expansion has been driven by capital-intensive and higher-skill sectors —
banking and technology — while high-employment, labour-absorbing sectors continue to lag. IIP
data for the past six months also point to weak rural consumption. There is, therefore, reason for
cautious optimism. But the September-quarter growth spurt appears concentrated in better-
paying formal sectors, even as low-income, export-linked, labour-intensive segments struggle.
With September and October trade data already flashing warning signs, it might be too early to
conclude that this pace of growth could be sustained.

SPEED BUMPS AHEAD

The last few days have shown just what a roller coaster of a ride India’s economic data can take.
Last Friday’s robust Q2 GDP growth, a six-quarter high of 8.2%, lifted the government’s mood and
brought cheer to its supporters. The relatively low nominal growth rate and grade by the IMF did
little to dampen this feeling. However, the latest data on the Index of Industrial Production (IIP)
and, to an extent, the manufacturing PMI are likely to do more in that regard. The IIP’s growth in
October 2025 was just 0.4%, a 14-month low. While the GDP data for the July-September quarter
showed the manufacturing sector growing 9.1%, the IIP showed the sector had slowed to a 14-
month low of 1.8% in October. One of the possible reasons for this is that the GDP growth rate was
boosted by a low base, since the sector had grown just 2.2% in the July-September 2024 quarter.
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The other, more troubling reason, is the impact of the U.S.’s tariffs. Merchandise exports grew in
September, the first full month of 50% tariffs, as earlier orders were being fulfilled. They then
contracted nearly 12% in October as the tariffs began to weigh on new order decisions. The PMI
data, too, showed that the score for India’s manufacturing sector stood at a nine-month low of
56.6 in November. The report specifically mentioned that new export orders rose at their slowest
pace in over a year, another sign that the U.S.’s tariffs were hurting.

While subdued exports likely weighed on the manufacturing sector, the change in weather
towards winter and prolonged rains pulled down the electricity and mining sectors, respectively.
As a result, the primary goods sector contracted in October. The GDP data had shown that
investment had grown by a reasonably strong 7.3% in Q2. However, the IIP data suggest this could
have slowed in the beginning of Q3 with the capital goods sector growing at a 14-month low of
2.4%. The IIP data also have some concerning news regarding household consumption. The GDP
data showed that Private Final Consumption Expenditure grew at nearly 8% in Q2. However, the
IIP showed that the consumer durables and non-durables sectors contracted in October, in
aggregate their worst performance in two years. This was the first full month of data following the
GST rate rationalisation. GST revenue of X1.7 lakh crore in November, reflecting economic activity
in October, also shows that demand did not come rushing in as fast as the government would have
liked. Taken together, multiple initial metrics are indicating that Q3 is not likely to be a cheerful
quarter for the economy.

REPO RATE CUT 25 BP TO 5.25%; ‘RARE GOLDILOCKS PERIOD’, SAYS RBI GOVERNOR

What's the ongoing story:

Buoyed by stronger-than-expected economic momentum and a steady cooling in inflation, the
Reserve Bank of India’s Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) on Friday unanimously cut the repo
rate by 25 basis points (bps) to 5.25 per cent, a move that is likely to bring down lending and
deposit rates across the banking system.

Key Takeaways:

— The reduction — the first after two consecutive pauses — signals a calibrated shift towards
supporting growth at a time when the rupee has depreciated and breached the 90-mark against
the dollar.

— The central bank said the combination of robust GDP numbers and a benign inflation trajectory
created the policy space to pivot toward accommodation. The growth engine has been firing ahead
of expectations, prompting the RBI to sharply lift its GDP projection for FY26 by 50 bps to 7.3 per
cent from 6.8 per cent earlier.

— At the same time, headline inflation has continued to ease, allowing the central bank to trim its
Consumer Price Index (CPI) forecast to 2 per cent from 2.6 per cent.

— With inflation now well anchored and growth proving resilient, the central bank noted that a
modest rate cut would help reinforce the positive momentum in investment and consumption
without jeopardising price stability.

— This repo rate cut, the first since June 2025, when the key policy rate was reduced by 50 bps, is

likely to ease borrowing costs and boost consumption and investment. Equated monthly
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instalments (EMIs) on home, vehicle, personal corporate and small business loans are set to
decline with the latest cut.

— The six-member rate-setting panel, by a 5:1 majority, also decided to maintain the neutral
stance, with external MPC member Ram Singh voting for a shift to an accommodative stance.

— To inject durable liquidity into the market, the central bank also announced open market
operations (OMO) purchases of government securities worth Rs 1 lakh crore. It will also conduct
a three-year USD/INR Buy Sell swap amounting to USD 5 billion during the current month.

Do You Know:

— Under Section 45ZB of the amended RBI Act, 1934, the central government is empowered to
constitute a six-member Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) to determine the policy interest rate
required to achieve the inflation target. The first such MPC was constituted on September 29,
2016.

— Section 45ZB says the MPC shall consist of the RBI Governor as its ex officio chairperson, the
Deputy Governor in charge of monetary policy, an officer of the Bank to be nominated by the
Central Board and three persons to be appointed by the central government.

— The RBI uses several direct and indirect instruments to maintain price stability while keeping
the objective of growth. The instruments are Cash Reserve ratio (CRR), Repo rate, reverse repo
rate, Statutory Liquidity Ratio (SLR), Standing Deposit Facility (SDF) Rate, Bank rate, and Liquidity
Adjustment Facility (LAF).

— The interest rate that the RBI charges when commercial banks borrow money from it is called
the repo rate. It is used by the banks to meet their short-term funding needs.

5 MISTAKES BOND INVESTORS SHOULD AVOID

Many investors solely focus on yields while comparing bonds for investment. They ignore factors
like credit ratings that may hit impact investment outcomes. Here are the key mistakes bond
investors should avoid:

Ignore credit ratings

Bonds with higher credit risk usually offer higher yields to investor to compensate for taking
higher risk. This refers to the probability of a bond issuer failing to make timely interest payments
or repay the principal. Investors can assess this risk by referring to the credit ratings assigned by
credit rating agencies like CRISIL and ICRA. Bonds rated from ‘AAA’ to ‘BBB’ are usually
considered as ‘investment grade bonds’ and usually offer lower yields than lower rated bonds.
Thus, investors should carefully consider the bond ratings and own risk appetite while selecting
bonds. Only those having high risk appetite and/or having high conviction about potential rating
upgrades should invest in sub/non-investment grade bonds.

Failing to diversify

Diversifying portfolio within an asset class is crucial. Exposure to a single bond/issuer or to a
sector increases concentration risk for the investors. If the issuer or the industry segment it
belongs to experiences financial instability or a very tough cyclical phase, the investor may incur
a major loss. Thus, investors should diversify bond portfolio across different types of issuers,
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sectors, maturity profile, etc to reduce risk. With corporate bonds being available for investments
as low as 1,000, diversifying bond portfolios is hugely easier.

Callability clause

Some bonds are issued with a callability clause, allowing issuers to repurchase them before
maturity dates. This allows issuers to benefit from easing rate cycles by replacing existing bonds
with higher yields with fresh bonds issued at lower yields. However, for investors, this clause
raises reinvestment risk as the proceeds received from a bond’s call back may have to be
reinvested at lower yields during a falling interest rate regime. Thus, investors should carefully
check for callability clause, if any, before investing in any bond.

Nature of bonds

Bonds can be of several types depending on collateral backing and priority in the capital structure
of the issuer. The first thing to consider is if a bond is secured or unsecured. Secured bonds give
higher capital protection due to collateral backing. Among secured bonds, senior secured bonds
get higher priority in repayment in case of default.

Investors should consider the collateral backing and repayment priority to check these bond
features align with their risk appetite.

Interest rate risk

Market prices of bonds may fluctuate before maturity dates. One of the major reasons for price
fluctuations is the inverse relationship between market/policy interest rates and bond prices.
When policy rates/ market interest rates rise, the demand for existing bonds fall as fresh bonds,
with other factors being equal, are expected to be issued at higher yields. The reduced demand for
existing bonds leads to a fall in their market price. Note interest rate risk will primarily impact
investors who may wish to sell bonds before maturity. Those seeking to avoid this risk should stay
invested in till maturity dates.

ECONOMIC OFFENDERS WHO FLED INDIA OWE 39,000 CRORES

Just nine Fugitive Economic Offenders (FEOs) owed Indian banks over 358,000 crore in principal
and interest. Despite having arrest warrants issued against them, these FEOs have left India and
refuse to return to avoid criminal prosecution. Of this, the principal amount owed is 26,645 crore,
while interest accounts for X31,437 crore. To date, banks have recovered just over 19,000 crore
— roughly 33% of the total dues.

Earlier this week, the Ministry of Finance informed Parliament that 15 individuals had been
declared FEOs as of October 31. Nine of them are involved in large-scale financial fraud, and the
amounts they owe have been made public.

State Bank of India (SBI) is owed over X22,000 crore, followed by Punjab National Bank and Bank
of India. Notably, the SBI has achieved the highest recovery rate among these lenders, retrieving
close to 52%. This is largely attributed to effective recovery measures, including liquidation, in
Vijay Mallya’s account. In contrast, the recovery rate for other banks remains below 40%.

In terms of total dues owed initially (principal plus interest), businessman Mallya tops the list
with nearly X27,000 crore. He is followed by the Sandesara family (Sterling Group) and Nirav
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Modi. Over 56% of amount owed by Mallaya has been recovered till date, date show, while for
others, the rate is much lower at 17% for the Sandesara family and 7% in the case of Modi.

SBI led in exposure to Mallya, whereas PNB bore the brunt of Modi’s defaults. For the Sandesara
family, the exposure was shared among multiple banks.

ONLY 20% OF CANDIDATES ACCEPTED PM INTERNSHIP SCHEME OFFERS: DATA

While the PM Internship Scheme’s pilot project has exceeded its target of providing 1.25 lakh
internship opportunities in a year, it has found few takers among India’s youth, data presented to
Parliament show.

Over two phases, 1.65 lakh internship offers were made by companies to applicants, Minister of
State for Corporate Affairs Harsh Malhotra informed the Lok Sabha in a reply to a question. Of
these offers, only 20% were accepted. Candidates cited locations, roles, and duration as reasons
for declining offers. Of those who accepted offers, one-fifth of participants left their internships
before completing them.

The Prime Minister Internship Scheme (PMIS) was announced in the Union Budget 2024 with the
aim of providing internship opportunities to one crore youth in India’s top 500 companies in five
years. In October 2024, the Ministry of Corporate Affairs launched a pilot project for the scheme,
targeting 1.25 lakh internship opportunities in a year.

Low acceptance rates

Under the first round of the pilot project, companies posted more than 1.27 lakh internship
opportunities on the scheme portal, for which 6.21 lakh applications were received. The
companies made 82,000 internship offers, of which 8,700 or 10.6% of the offers were accepted.

The Minister’s reply noted that, as of November 26, 4,565 candidates from the first round had left
their internships without completing them. That is, more than half the candidates that started
their internships in the first round left before finishing their term.

In the second round of the pilot scheme from January onwards, companies posted over 1.18 lakh
internship opportunities for which they received over 4.55 lakh applications. As of November 26,
companies have made over 83,000 offers, of which 24,600 offers or 30% were accepted.

So far, 2,053 candidates — or 8.3% of the ones who accepted internships in the second round —
have left without completing their internships, the government said.

Taken together, this means that over the two rounds, 1.65 lakh internship offers were made, of
which 33,300 (20.2%) offers were accepted. Of those that were accepted, 6,618 (19.9%)
candidates quit their internships prematurely.

The government had initially budgeted X840 crore for the pilot project, which was revised down
to X380 crore in the financial year 2024-25. Of this, the pilot project has so far utilised 373.72
crore, the reply said.
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AIRBUS ISSUES URGENT SOFTWARE UPGRADES FOR A320 FAMILY AIRCRAFT

The story so far:

Airbus ordered software and hardware upgrades to an estimated 6,000 of its widely flown Airbus
A320 family of aircraft across the world. This followed from an investigation of an inflight incident,
on October 30, 2025, involving JetBlue flight B61230 from Cancun Mexico to Newark in the U.S., a
distance of about 2,500 kilometres with a flight time of about three hours 30 minutes. The airline
is a U.S.-based low-cost airline.

What happened to the Jetblue flight?

Flight B6-1230 was in U.S. airspace at about 35,000 feet when the aircraft experienced what was
termed as an inflight upset that left some of the passengers injured and in need of medical aid on
the ground. The crew, who reported flight control issues, decided to land in Tampa, Florida about
25 minutes after the incident, which was identified as an “uncommanded pitch-down event even
as the autopilot was engaged”.

In investigations in the U.S,, involving the Federal Aviation Administration as well as the National
Transportation Safety Board, one of the aircraft’s two elevator aileron computers (ELAC) was
identified to have been faulty.

What does the ELAC do?

The Airbus A320 family (like in the other Airbus aircraft families) has a fly-by-wire system, where
flight crew moves/inputs through the sidesticks are converted to electronic signals. These are
processed by the aircraft’s flight control computers. Of these, the ELACs control the elevator and
aileron controls which make the aircraft pitch up or down or bank left or right.

Airbus identified that a recent software version (L104) lacked sufficient protection against such
cosmic radiation interference at high altitudes. The fix primarily involves reverting to an earlier,
more robust software version (L103+), which takes about 2-3 hours per aircraft for most cases.
However, around 1,000 older planes may require hardware replacements, potentially causing
longer groundings.

This precautionary measure, one of the largest in the company's history, was triggered by a
potential vulnerability in the flight control system that could be affected by intense solar radiation.

Regulatory Response and Implementation

On 28 November 2025, Airbus issued an Alert Operators Transmission (AOT) urging immediate
action. The European Union Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and the US Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) quickly followed with emergency airworthiness directives, mandating the
upgrades before further flights (except for ferry flights to maintenance bases).

Airlines acted swiftly:

In India, the alert will impact 338 planes being operated by IndiGo (200), Air India (113), and Air
India Express (25). In less than 24 hours, that is, by Saturday evening, the software modification
had been carried out in 270 of these aircraft, averting major disruptions during the peak travel
season.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
66


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

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

The fix involves a software downgrade on the affected aircraft that takes airlines upto 40 minutes
to implement. Older aircraft, such as the Airbus A319s, could possibly require a hardware
replacement, industry sources explained.

Major carriers such as American Airlines, Delta, easy]et, and Lufthansa reported completing fixes
on most affected planes over the weekend, avoiding widespread cancellations during the busy
Thanksgiving period in the US.

By 1 December 2025, Airbus confirmed that fewer than 100 aircraft remained pending updates,
with operations largely returning to normal.

Impact on Passengers and Operations

While some delays and cancellations occurred globally—especially over the US Thanksgiving
weekend—the quick rollout limited major chaos. Airbus CEO Guillaume Faury apologised for the
inconvenience but emphasised safety as the top priority. Analysts noted that Airbus's transparent
and proactive approach contrasted with past crises faced by rival Boeing.

Overall, the episode highlights the aviation industry's vigilance against rare but serious risks like
space weather, ensuring the A320 fleet— the world's most flown single-aisle jet—remains safe.

INDIGO FLIGHT CANCELLATION

What's the ongoing story:

IndiGo has seen scores of flight cancellations and delays over the past few days, affecting
thousands of fliers. The primary reason for this disruption with the airline — India’s largest,
accounting for over 60 per cent of domestic passenger traffic —are crew shortages in the wake of
the new Flight Duty Time Limitation (FDTL) normes.

Key Takeaways:

— The disruption has led to chaos at various Indian airports. Social media was replete with IndiGo
passengers expressing their frustration at long delays and cancellations. Many also complained
that they had to take expensive flights with other carriers due to the disruption.

— The new New Flight Duty Time Limitations (FDTL) rules apply to all domestic airlines, so why
has IndiGo been so severely affected? According to industry insiders, the answer lies in a number
of factors, including IndiGo’s massive scale of operations and a high-frequency network,
significant number of late night and wee hour flights, and its model of high aircraft and crew
utilisation levels.

— Also, other Indian carriers are at present operating at lower-than-optimal aircraft utilisation
levels due to reasons like delayed new aircraft deliveries and planes grounded for refit. This gives
them more flexibility in crew rostering as more pilots are available relative to their fleet sizes.

— Under the new FDTL rules, weekly rest period for pilots has been increased to 48 hours from
36, and night landings have been limited to two from six earlier.

— The new norms have also extended the definition of night hours and capped consecutive night
duties to just two days a week, which has also imposed additional constraints on IndiGo’s
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operations, as the airline operates a significant number of night-time flights. The new norms were
implemented in two phases—from July 1 and November 1.

— A champion of the low-cost carrier model, IndiGo’s aircraft and crew utilisation levels are
higher than other Indian carriers. The airline also has more high-volume night-time flights than
the others. With its fleet of over 400 aircraft, IndiGo operates over 2,300 flights a day, connecting
over 90 domestic and 45 international destinations. And it does so with a lean staffing model.

— The DGCA directed IndiGo to submit a mitigation plan for current disruptions, listing the
immediate steps to stabilise operations and ensure a progressive reduction in cancellations. It also
directed the airline to submit a detailed progress report every 15 days “covering operational
improvements, crew availability, and roster stability”.

— The Federation of Indian Pilots (FIP) said that the disruption is a direct consequence of IndiGo’s
“prolonged and unorthodox lean manpower strategy across departments, particularly in flight
operations”. It also claimed that there are growing concerns that the flight delays and
cancellations may be used to “arm-twist regulators” whenever rules do not suit the airlines.

— “Despite the two-year preparatory window before full FDTL implementation, the airline
inexplicably adopted a hiring freeze, entered non-poaching arrangements, maintained a pilot pay
freeze through cartel-like behaviour, and demonstrated other short-sighted planning practices,”
the FIP said in a statement.

Do You Know:

— While addressing the annual general meeting of the International Air Transport Association
(IATA), PM Modi listed maintenance, repair, and overhaul (MRO) as a sunrise sector, saying that
India is accelerating efforts to become a global hub for aircraft maintenance and establish a $4-
billion MRO hub in the country by 2030.

— He said that in 2014, India had 96 MRO facilities, which has now increased to 154, adding that
100 per cent FDI under the automatic route, GST reduction, and tax rationalisation measures have
given fresh momentum to the sector.

— India is the world’s third-largest and fastest-growing major aviation market, and has an
expanding aviation sector with global manufacturers like Airbus and Boeing sourcing components
and services worth billions of dollars. Other aviation and aerospace companies are also increasing
their engagement with India.

WHY RAILWAYS WANTS TO EXPAND ITS HIGH DENSITY NETWORK

What's the ongoing story:

The Centre has approved the construction of a third and fourth line on the 32-km Badlapur-Karjat
section in Maharashtra, a key extension of the Mumbai Suburban Corridor.

Key Takeaways:

— The decision earlier this week is significant from the perspective of not just beefing up the
suburban capacity, the stretch is also a crucial link on the 1,238-km Mumbai-Chennai High Density
Network (HDN). This is one of Indian Railways’ most saturated corridors, which connects Mumbai
with Chennai via Pune, Solapur, Guntakal and Arakkonam.
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— The Cabinet’s approval is part of Indian Railways’ long-term initiative to decongest all the seven
High Density Network or Corridors. They together form almost 16 per cent of the entire network,
but handle 41 per cent of the total rail traffic.

— High Density Network or HDN is formed by passenger-freight corridors where trains are
running beyond capacity in most sections. This causes congestion, delays in passenger and freight
operations, and affects the efficiency of the network.

— Out of the total 69,181 route-km network of Indian Railways, the High Density Network
accounts for 11,051 route-km or 15.97 percent of the total. These saturated corridors have been
further divided into 237 sections with different kilometre ranges.

— While there is not a single universal benchmark for the “right capacity utilisation”, it is
considered that a rail network should operate at 70-80 percent of its total capacity to keep the
flow of trains seamless.

— According to the latest report of the Planning Directorate, Railway Board, only 4.60 percent of
the entire route of HDN is operating below 80 per cent capacity.

— The report further shows that out of the total 237 sections on the corridor, only 24 sections or
10 per cent of the total have less than 80 per cent line capacity utilisation, 41 sections have 80-
100 per cent, 81 sections have 100-120 per cent, 58 sections have 120-150 per cent, and 33
sections are seeing more than 150 per cent capacity utilisation.

— The HDN covers all four sides of the country... HDN 3 or Delhi-Mumbai corridor, a part of the
Golden Quadrilateral, is one of the only two HDN which does not have line capacity utilisation
more than 150 per cent for any stretch.

— The National Rail Plan has estimated that with the current infrastructure, congestion in HDN
will increase so much that none of the sections will be operating with capacity utilisation of less
than 100 percent and 92 per cent of the network shall be operating on capacity utilization higher
than 150 per cent by 2051.

— For the near future, by 2031, the document shows that 50 percent of the total High Density
Network will be operating with over 150 per cent congestion, 39 per cent with 100-150 per cent
capacity, and 9 per cent will be operating at 70-100 per cent of its capacity.

— The Ministry of Railways has been taking up line-expansion projects under its doubling
schemes.

WHY IS GOVT. REVIVING THE SCI?

At the recent India Maritime Week, the government announced that the state-owned Shipping
Corporation (SCI) would buy more than 200 merchant ships of practically all types through joint
ventures with respective stakeholders, mostly State-owned. This marks a remarkable turnaround
in the fortunes of this mini-ratna that once truly occupied the commanding heights of Indian
shipping, but had fallen into prolonged decay and was on the verge of privatisation for some five
years.

The recent geopolitical changes that have taken place in the world have clearly illustrated the
importance of having national shipping services, said Anil Devli, CEO of Indian National
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Shipowners Association. “This has led to a clear change of mind in the country about the emerging
importance of merchant navy for the economic security of India.”

India’s pride

With a fleet of more than 120 ships, SCI was among the biggest ship owners in the world. It had
even made tentative forays into container shipping.

Cabotage rules favoured SCI. Further, it had the first rights to India’s oil needs and, therefore,
tankers dominated its fleet. A high point was SCI buying exactly the same number of new-built
tankers as there were Param Veer Chakra awardees in one go from Korea. Not just military
personnel, SCI ships honoured India’s saints too - Kabirdas, Ramdas and Ravidas transited the
Suez Canal to call on Venice, Antwerp and Rotterdam.

SCI ships often featured the latest. If an engine maker in Germany introduced a new engine, it
would be fitted in an SCI ship soon.

As a government firm, SCI often served national needs overriding commercial interests. It carried
migrant workers from the mainland to the Andamans at discounted rates. It ordered new ships to
be built in Indian yards despite cost overruns and delays.

SCI could be trusted to bring in goods for the armed forces without a charter party. During the
Iran-Iraq war, the black hull of SCI oil tankers carried the word, INDIA, in bold white so the
warring parties didn’t rain missiles on a friendly Hindi ship.

SCI was home to and training ground for thousands of seafaring engineers, navigating officers and
ratings who would often move on to lucrative careers in foreign vessels and bring in billions of
dollars of foreign exchange.

Dawn of liberalisation

As liberalisation-privatisation-globalisation triad took hold across nations in the 1990s, SCI’s
downfall began. Under the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) General Agreement and Trade and
Services, India had to commit to principles such as Most Favoured Nation applying to national
maritime carriers in foreign trade for exim cargo though cabotage rules on local cargo were not
required to be relaxed.

A series of deliberate government policies let SCI slip, starting with the erasure of its right of
refusal over India’s oil needs. New ships were not ordered.

SCI's tanker fleet dwindled drastically with total fleet strength halved. And the average age of an
SCI ship stands at 18 years - merchant ships are candidates for scrapping when they cross 20. “In
the past, Indian ships including SCI vessels carried up to 27% of all India’s exim cargo and this
came down to 7%,” says Amitabh Kumar, retired DG Shipping. In 2019, SCI privatisation seemed
like a sure shot although Covid put off those plans.

Strategic value

Mr. Kumar explains how the pandemic disrupted global shipping. Container freight rates
skyrocketed, as port delays mounted and voyage durations rose. Indian exports such as shrimp or
rice to African countries that were typically high-volume, low-margin, were affected since
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exporters couldn’t afford the high prices. At the same time, European nations and the U.S. were
able to afford those rates. Container ships started skipping third world ports.

Mr. Kumar adds imports too were affected similarly.

India had little or no container ships of its own that the government could ensure called on ports
that mattered for Indian trade.

Worldwide trend

Post-pandemic, the “so-called free trade regime” sought to be ushered in by GATS went out of
vogue across the world, says Sukumar Muralidharan, an independent researcher and writer who
has written extensively on global trade, investment and political economy.

Covid exposed the shortcomings of the practices and there has been an increase in State-driven
initiatives in business across the world, he says, adding in the U.S., this started with the Biden
administration driving major investments in semiconductor industry due to its strategic value.
Expanding the initiative, the business-friendly second Trump administration not only raised tariff
walls throwing the concept of Most Favoured Nation to the winds but so far spent nearly $10
billion buying stakes in companies it considered had strategic value.

In India, the SCI has become the object of attention of the government. Thousands of crores from
the Maritime Development Fund are being allocated to join ventures between SCI and other PSU
stakeholders to purchase ships.

In the past, Indian shipowners had complained that PSU entities like the Container Corporation of
India or the oil majors did not give them long-term contracts that would help them raise capital
and purchase new ships.

But the SCI's joint ventures with these PSUs will ensure long-term backing although how many of
these purchases would be new builds from Indian shipyards still remains a grey area.

“The build up of Indian tonnage will happen gradually. In any case, ship prices are at record high
levels because of the prolonged bull run in global shipping after the pandemic disruption. Now is
not a really good time for massive fleet expansion,” adds Mr. Kumar.

Mr. Devli of INSA adds a caveat that measures to raise merchant ship cargo carrying capacity of
India should be extended to private players as well.

AFTER E20 ROLLOUT, GOVT SHOULD NOW FOCUS ON FLEX FUEL VEHICLES

What's the ongoing story:

After making E20 fuel mandatory nationwide, the government should now push flex fuel vehicles
- which run on both petrol and pure ethanol - by lowering the effective tax on such vehicles and
making sure flex fuel is priced cheaper than petrol at fuel stations, Vikram Gulati, country head of
Toyota Kirloskar Motor (TKM), said.

Key Takeaways:

— Gulati said once a certain fuel blend is established in a country — E20 in India’s case - global
examples suggest that the move should be towards promoting flex fuel rather than incrementally
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increasing the ethanol blend in petrol to 25 per cent or 30 per cent. India mandated E20 fuel
compatibility for all new petrol-powered vehicles starting in 2023.

— One of the key challenges due to gradual increases in fuel blends could be its impact on legacy
vehicles, which Gulati said would require retesting and re-homologation each time the blend
changes.

— Currently no carmaker in India sells flex fuel vehicles owing to their higher cost of ownership
over their traditional petrol counterparts. However, companies like Toyota have developed
models which can run on flex fuel.

— Underscoring the need for differential pricing for higher ethanol blends, Gulati cited the
example of Brazil, where flex fuel vehicles have proven to be a big hit. “In Brazil, there is a law that
says ethanol [E100] should be 33 per cent cheaper compared to gasoline with 30 per cent ethanol
blend [E30]. This naturally drives the cost-conscious consumers to choose E100”.

— In India, the unilateral move towards a 20 per cent blend of ethanol in petrol (E20) in 2023 had
triggered concerns among many car owners, who had flagged a noticeable drop in fuel efficiency,
particularly in vehicles sold before 2023, which may not have been designed for such a fuel blend.

— In August, the government termed claims that using E20 petrol—80 parts petrol and 20 parts
ethanol—leads to a “drastic” reduction in fuel efficiency in older vehicles as “misplaced”, adding
that studies conducted by organisations including the country’s top automobile industry
association show that efficiency drop is only marginal, while the blended fuel offers various
advantages.

Do You Know:

— Ethanol is produced by fermentation of residues of crops like corn and sugarcane. The ethanol
after fermentation is mixed with petroleum, which dilutes the latter and reduces the emissions.
Ethanol-10 or E10 is the most common blend in which 10 per cent composition is Ethanol.

— The Indian government approved the “National Policy on Biofuel” in 2018. It aims at reducing
dependence on imports by encouraging fuel blending. With bioethanol, biodiesel, and bio-CNG in
focus, its key parts include the Ethanol Blending Programme (EPB), production of second-
generation ethanol (derived from forest and agricultural residues), increasing capacity for the
production of fuel additives under the “Make in India” program, R&D in feedstock, which is the
starting material for ethanol production, and financial incentives for achieving these goals.
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The Baikonur cosmodrome is a spaceport in Kazakhstan that Russia leases and operates as the
site of its space launches. It was built in the 1950s first as a missile test range before becoming the
centre of the Soviet space programme. The R-7 rocket launched Sputnik 1 in 1957 and Vostok 1
in 1961, which carried Yuri Gagarin on the first human spaceflight, from here. Later missions from
here launched other cosmonauts, space station modules, and interplanetary probes.

The cosmodrome is located on the Kazakh steppe and contains launch complexes, assembly
buildings, tracking stations, and housing. Its facilities can accommodate the Proton and Soyuz
rockets and cargo ships intended for the International Space Station. It has two crewed-launch
pads: Site 1 and Site 31/6, which now handles Soyuz flights. After the fall of the Soviet Union,
Kazakhstan retained ownership of the site and agreed to lease it to Russia under agreements that
run until 2050.

Baikonur has also seen accidents. In 1960, an R-16 missile exploded on the pad in an event called
the Nedelin catastrophe, and many people were killed. Just last week, during the Soyuz MS-28
mission on November 27, the launch of a Soyuz-2.1a rocket damaged Site 31/6, bringing down a
service platform into the flame trench and forcing authorities to suspend crewed operations.

Engineers are currently assessing the damage and plan repairs so that later missions can continue
to launch from Kazakhstan while Russia develops other launch sites on its territory.

WHY MICROSOFT’S NEW Al FEATURES ARE BEING CRITICISED

The story so far:

On November 10, the President for Microsoft's Windows + Devices (W+D) business, Pavan
Davuluri, spotlighted new Al features in Windows and invited users to a digital session as part of
Microsoft’s Ignite event. However, this company update posted on the social media platform X
instead received hundreds of comments, many of them negative, and over a million views before
the comment section was locked down. These vehement reactions to the Microsoft executive’s
announcement revealed a sharp split between the software giant’s Al roadmap and its customers’
demands. As Microsoft introduced new Al features over the following days, the negative
comments only grew.

What Al releases did Microsoft announce?

Along with a link to a company session about Windows, Microsoft 365 Copilot, secure Al, and
agent productivity, Mr. Davuluri posted, “Windows is evolving into an agentic OS, connecting
devices, cloud, and Al to unlock intelligent productivity and secure work anywhere. Join us at
#MSlgnite to see how frontier firms are transforming with Windows and what’s next for the
platform. We can’t wait to show you!”

What appeared to trigger many users online was the comment about Windows becoming an
agentic Operating System (0OS), or an Al-powered system on a device capable of processing natural
language commands and taking autonomous actions for its users.
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Since 2023, Microsoft has invested heavily in Generative Al, first by financially backing ChatGPT-
maker OpenAl before developing its own Al offerings as the distance between the two companies
grew. Microsoft’s Al, or “chat-based generative Al interaction” that it calls Copilot, serves a variety
of use cases, ranging from browsing online and maximising productivity to generating multimedia
and summarising/correcting your content.

Whether a Microsoft customer is using Windows as their OS, Edge as their browser, Outlook for
their mail needs, or a Surface PC for their tasks, Copilot is already present or easy to access.
Meanwhile, the Microsoft 365 Copilot offering integrates Al with commonly used programmes
such as Word, Excel, and PowerPoint. Last month, Microsoft further shared that it was rolling out
updates to make every Windows 11 PC an Al PC, powered by Copilot.

But when Microsoft posted, “We heard you wanted @Copilot Mode at work,” on X on November
19, the social media platform added a temporary context note that contradicted this, citing
unhappy users’ responses.

Meanwhile, Dell COO Jeffrey Clarke noted during the November 25 earnings call that about 500
million devices capable of running Windows 11 haven’t been upgraded. On their side, multiple
Windows 11 users have complained of glitches and delays.

Why is Microsoft facing backlash?

X users complained that requests for popular non-Al features had gone unheard by Microsoft and
that existing issues with Windows were not being adequately resolved. Others raised concerns
about potential bloatware in their Microsoft devices and platforms, as well as reduced data
privacy, a drop in performance, increased security risks, and increased bugs and advertisements
due to agentic Al rollouts.

Some users voiced their belief that Microsoft was focusing more on products aimed at businesses
or enterprises collecting user data, rather than everyday users who wanted a cleaner, less
complicated OS and device experience.

Complaints about Microsoft’s Al roadmap are not new. In fact, Microsoft in 2024 was hit with
backlash from users over a tool called Recall for Copilot+ PCs, that would leverage Al to help users
find content they had already seen. In order for this to happen, users had to opt in to saving
snapshots, or screenshots, of their activity. Privacy experts criticised the Recall feature and
highlighted severe security and privacy risks, while users also demanded ways to disable Recall.

In response, Microsoft delayed Recall and only shipped it in April this year. However, customer
anger online over the company’s Al only mounted in the run-up to the Ignite event.

How has Microsoft responded?

Microsoft has continued to stress on the safety, privacy, and security of its Al-infused offerings,
highlighting that they can be used for organisations, businesses, personal needs, industries,
education, IT, and developer needs.

On November 15, Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella shared a post on X where he hailed the company’s
partnerships with other firms such as OpenAl and AMD. He also batted in favour of a more
collaborative approach where the success of Al adoption could be gauged through societal change
and positive breakthroughs rather than company valuations. “Let us move beyond zero-sum
thinking and the winner-take-all hype and focus instead on building broad capabilities that
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harness the power of this technology to achieve local success in each firm, which then leads to
broad economic growth and societal benefits,” Mr. Nadella posted.

On November 19, Microsoft Al CEO Mustafa Suleyman took to X to address users’ anger and
criticism more directly, but pegged negative reactions to a lack of excitement surrounding the
potential of Al “Jeez there so many cynics! It cracks me up when I hear people call Al
underwhelming. [ grew up playing Snake on a Nokia phone! The fact that people are unimpressed
that we can have a fluent conversation with a super smart Al that can generate any image/video
is mindblowing to me,” posted Mr. Suleyman. In response, multiple users complained about Al
hallucination, or the risk of their work being undermined by inaccurate information retrieved by
Al from dubious or even unusable sources.

Furthermore, Mr. Nadella and Mr. Suleyman’s reactions were both branded as being out of touch
with customer sentiments.

Are other firms facing similar complaints?

Yes and no. While multiple Big Tech giants are exploring agentic Al features and products, the
reactions from customers have been drastically different.

For example, relatively new companies such as ChatGPT-maker OpenAl and Google/Amazon-
backed Anthropic face far less criticism from users when they launch new Generative Al products
or announce Al integrations. This is because they are fundamentally Al companies, so customer
expectations align with the company’s area of exploration. When such companies do face criticism,
user complaints are likely to focus on Al product quality, the legality of the Al training processes,
cybersecurity risks, or the impact of their chatbots on people’s health and behaviour. The two
companies do not sell consumer-focused devices.

However, when legacy giants such as Microsoft or Google — known for their solid market
presence and their consumer hardware offerings — rapidly hopped on the Generative Al
bandwagon, many users felt as if the highly experimental technology was being forced into every
part of their personal tech ecosystem, whether they wanted it there or not.

Google also fielded complaints surrounding its Al Overviews in Search, or Al-generated search
summaries. Digital experts warned that revenue to media companies, smaller publishers, and
Google’s own rivals could be impacted by the spike in Al-powered browsing, with accuracy taking
a hit as well.

CAT DADS DON’T PAY AS MUCH ATTENTION AS CAT MOMS. A NEW STUDY PROVES IT

For devoted cat dads, this may well be rage bait disguised as research. But here is the inescapable
conclusion from a recent study on pet felines: Even cats know that men don’t really listen. The
study, conducted in Turkey, recorded the interactions of 31 cat parents with their charges and
found that the felines meowed four times as much to get the attention of a male caregiver
compared to a female one. The researchers suggest that this is likely because women tend to speak
more to their cats and pick up on non-verbal cues more easily. The canny little creatures have
cottoned on to this.

The study is fascinating for what it says about how cats interact with people. They may get a bad
rap for being aloof and unfriendly, but it turns out that over the course of a thousand-year
relationship, cats have shaped themselves to fit snugly into the jagged edges of human nature.
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Dogs may dominate the public-relations ratings, but with the study of feline behaviour picking up
steam in the last couple of decades, cats have been found to be just as attached to their human
companions. They can also respond to their names and often prefer interacting with a person over
playing with a toy or eating a treat.

And that meow that is directed so much more loudly, and frequently, at men than at women. Turns
out, it is a form of communication kittens use to get the attention of their mothers and which adult
cats use almost exclusively with people. Because male or female, Homo sapiens as a species is not
very good at paying attention, and cats — those close observers of human behaviour — have
always known this.

STEADY FLAME

How can candle wicks hold a flame for so long?

A candle wick holds a flame because it isn’t just a string that burns. Its main purpose is to deliver
fuel to the part that’s very hot.

When you light the wick, the heat quickly melts the wax near its base. The wick is made of cotton
fibres woven tightly together, and they together serve as ‘tubes’. Through capillary action, they
draw the liquid wax upwards against gravity, just as a paper towel suspended over a bucket of
water will absorb it upwards.

Near the flame, the liquid wax gets hotter and turns into vapour. And it’s the wax vapour rather
than the solid or liquid wax that actually burns. As long as the wick can keep supplying vapour at
roughly the same rate the flame consumes it, the flame will be steady.

The wick itself chars slowly. Good wicks are designed to curl over as they burn, moving the tip
into the hottest part of the flame. There, the excess wick turns to ash and breaks off, so it doesn’t
grow too long and produce smoke. This is how a candle keeps a flame alive for many hours.

WHY CYCLONE DITWAH CAUSED LARGE-SCALE DAMAGE IN SRI LANKA

What's the ongoing story:

Cyclone Ditwah has been moving in the Indian Ocean region for almost a week now. It originated
southeast of Sri Lanka on November 26 and moved slowly northwards along Sri Lanka’s eastern
coastline, causing large-scale devastation.

Key Takeaways:

—Hundreds of people are reported to have been killed in Sri Lanka. The remnants of Ditwah have
continued to move northwards, reaching the Indian coastline, and on Tuesday, were located about
40 km southeast of Chennai around noon.

— The Indian Ocean region is no stranger to tropical cyclones. Multiple cyclones are formed in the
Indian Ocean every year, and many of them arrive on the Indian coastline, both from the Bay of
Bengal side as well as the Arabian Sea side. Over the years, India has built an elaborate mechanism
to deal with these cyclones and minimise their impact.
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— Cyclone Ditwah has been slightly different. It originated at a place, south of Sri Lanka, which is
not a usual location for the generation of cyclones. Unlike India, Sri Lanka is not used to receiving
cyclones like these and, therefore, is not as well prepared to deal with them.

— Ditwah moved northwards along the Sri Lankan coastline, and was not directed towards the
country’s landmass, as usually happens with cyclones heading towards India. This meant that,
instead of dissipating quickly over land, the cyclone lingered along the coast for a long time,
worsening the damage.

— This, even though Ditwah was only a moderately strong cyclone. Much stronger cyclones have
hit the Indian landmass with very little damage compared to what Ditwah caused in Sri Lanka.

— Though not a regular phenomenon, like in India, the Philippines, Indonesia or China, cyclones
are not completely unknown in Sri Lanka. Since the year 2000, the country has faced at least 16
cyclones, according to a report titled ‘Tropical Cyclones: hazard profile of Sri Lanka’. Most of them
are very mild compared to what comes to the Indian coastline.

— Ditwah was just a ‘cyclonic storm’, the second weakest category. There at four categories of
cyclones stronger than this, based on the wind speeds associated with them, and their damage
potential. “Historically, very few cyclones have affected Sri Lanka, and their frequency is less,”
Mrutyunjay Mohapatra, director general, IMD, told The Indian Express.

— Sri Lanka, located between 5 and 10 degrees north latitude, is closer to the equator than India.
Cyclones generally form slightly away from the equator. That is because one of the key ingredients
in cyclone formation, the Coriolis force that makes the cyclone spin, is not strong enough near the
equator.

— Ditwah emerged from a low-pressure system that had developed in the southwest Bay of
Bengal around November 25. This area in the north Indian Ocean basin is not commonly known
for cyclone formation, but two favourable conditions happened at the same time, making the
emergence of Ditwah possible.

— The Intertropical Convergence Zone, a region near the equator where northeast and southwest
trade winds converge, resulting in lots of clouds and thunderstorms, was quite active during that
time. Simultaneously, a system of equatorial waves — disturbances in the atmosphere that
happen periodically in this region — also developed. The interaction of these two systems
provided the required fuel for the emergence of Ditwah on November 27.

— The India Meteorological Department (IMD) runs the Regional Specialised Meteorological
Centre (RMSC), which monitors the oceans in this region and issues alerts for cyclones. It serves
all the regional countries — Bangladesh, Maldives, Myanmar, Oman, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and
Thailand.

— The IMD had first predicted the formation of a depression as early as November 13, and issued
an alert over the possibility of cyclogenesis on November 20. From November 23 onwards, IMD
issued three-hourly and six-hourly weather updates of the system, indicating its development
around November 26. All the information was shared with Sri Lanka in a routine manner.

— However, Sri Lanka does not have an elaborate evacuation mechanism that can shift hundreds
of thousands of people at short notice. Despite the early warning and advance knowledge of the
cyclone’s movement, it could only do a limited evacuation.
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— The geography on the eastern coast also contributed to the damage. Exceptionally high rainfall
(400 mm in 24 hours), three consecutive days of heavy rainfall over a small region due to the slow-
moving Ditwah, resulted in landslides, flooding and inundation of the eastern coastal belt. Most of
the losses happened because of that.

Do You Know:

— A cyclone is a large-scale system of air that rotates around the centre of a low-pressure area. It
is usually accompanied by violent storms and bad weather. As per National Disaster Management
Authority (NDMA), a cyclone is characterised by inward spiralling winds that rotate anticlockwise
in the Northern Hemisphere and clockwise in the Southern Hemisphere.

STING IN THE TAIL

During its slow crawl over Sri Lanka in November, Cyclone Ditwah was a rain machine that
repeatedly swept over the same areas for days, eventually precipitating a national disaster with
widespread flooding. Fourteen lakh people were affected, and at least 474 were killed. After
crossing Sri Lanka, the system re-entered the Bay of Bengal and briefly reintensified, bringing
heavy rains to north Tamil Nadu and south Andhra Pradesh. By December 1, the storm’s remnant
parked itself off Chennai’s coast as a deep depression. The next day, after around 18 cm of rain
over 24 hours, the city woke to flooded streets and widespread waterlogging. While that much
rain would test any urban drainage system, public frustration has mounted. That Ditwah was
tricky to predict made matters worse. Chennai’s storm water network has been rebuilt and
extended after the 2015 floods, and again since 2023, but it cannot be flood-proof. Integrated
projects in local basins are designed to handle intense bursts rather than hours of heavy rain. The
GCC has said that it has spent X5,200 crore over four years to add around 1,100 km of new drains,
with three-fourths of the work done. A separate endeavour to fix smaller broken links is
incomplete, leaving many streets waterlogged. Chennai’s flat layout, increasing paved area, and
the three rivers running through it from catchments in Tiruvallur and Kancheepuram also mean
that when a storm system inundates those basins and Chennai together, water levels will rise
quickly. Recent floods in north Chennai exposed the encroachment and shoddy desilting of the
Kosasthalaiyar. With its ability to tolerate flooding diminished, the GCC had to shut some drains
and pump stagnant waters against reverse flow. By lingering near Chennai, the new storm had
similar effects.

The Thiruppugazh Committee appointed after the 2021 floods produced a 600-page report with
basin-wise recommendations and numerous measures. The State government has cited this
report while justifying design changes and drain upgrades, building artificial water bodies, and
seeking central funds for an ‘Integrated Urban Flood Management’ project, yet the report remains
out of public view. There is also no verifiable consolidated implementation plan with a deadline.
Flood maps and elevation models exist for the Chennai basin but they are not a shared reference
for enforcement and relief efforts, while proper zoning and limits on construction continue to
elude residents. Thus, the rains underline an unresolved story while spotlighting gaps in
infrastructure and transparency. As the upgrades take shape, the State must publish the report
and ensure hazard maps and basin-wide coordination efforts as well as temporary solutions such
as pumps keep pace with the storms that routinely test them.
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EXPERTS WORK ON UN CLIMATE REPORT AMID U.S. PUSHBACK

On 1 December, approximately 600 experts from over 100 countries convened in Saint-Denis,
France, to begin work on the next major United Nations climate report, the IPCC's Seventh
Assessment Report (AR7), scheduled for release in 2028 or 2029. The meeting comes amidst
scepticism from the U.S. administration, with President Donald Trump labelling climate change a
"hoax" and opposing mainstream climate science. Despite this, many American scientists continue
to contribute to the IPCC process. The IPCC operates by consensus, meaning any country can veto
the report's approval. Disagreements have already surfaced regarding the timing of AR7's
publication: the High Ambition Coalition prefers 2028 to align with the Paris Agreement's global
stocktake, while some emerging economies and fossil fuel producers advocate for 2029. These
divisions mirror those seen at the recent COP30 summit in Brazil. Nevertheless, IPCC chairman
Jim Skea remains optimistic that the timeline issue will be resolved, emphasising the ongoing
importance of IPCC reports in shaping climate policy and action worldwide.

HOW MUCH PLASTIC IS TOO MUCH FOR MARINE BIRDS, MAMMALS, TURTLES?

Nearly 1,300 marine species, including every family of seabirds and marine mammals, ingest hard
and soft plastics, rubber, and fishing debris. This tragic habit can kill many of these marine animals
by blocking or puncturing the gastrointestinal or by twisting the intestines.

A study in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences has quantified the amount of plastics
seabirds, marine mammals, and sea turtles ingest and the minimum quantities at which the
plastics mortally wound their gastrointestinal tracts.

Researchers from the University of Toronto studied published data from more than 10,000
necropsies performed on sea animals from 57 sources and found that 35% of seabirds, 12% of
marine mammals, and 47% of sea turtles had swallowed plastic — and that 1.6%, 0.7%, and 4.4%
had respectively died as a result. The study included 1,537 seabirds (57 species), 7,569 marine
mammals (31 species), and 1,306 sea turtles (seven species).

Ocean Plastics Research Ocean Conservancy manager and study coauthor Erin Murphy told The
Hindu, “The most common marine mammals in our dataset were the striped dolphin, sperm
whale, South American fur seal, and Florida manatee.” Among birds, the albatross, gull, and tern
were most often the victims, as were all seven species of sea turtles. Six to 405 pieces of ingested
macroplastic, amounting to a volume of 0.044 to 39.89 ml per cm of body length, “lead to a 90%
chance of mortality in these marine species,” the paper found.

Rubber was the most fatal for seabirds, soft plastics and fishing debris for marine mammals, and
hard and soft plastics for sea turtles.

Sea turtles had the highest frequencies and loads of plastic, at nearly 50% of samples, followed by
seabirds (35%) and marine mammals (12%). Sea turtles were also more likely to have suffered
due to ingested plastics.

Dr. Murphy said the team’s work supports policies to reduce plastic pollution and specifically
target the most dangerous plastics, such as plastic bags: “We also hope this research can inform
national action plans as they work to set science-based targets to mitigate the harms of plastic
pollution.”
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HORMONE THERAPY CAN ALTER PROTEINS IN TRANSWOMEN’S BLOOD

The effects of feminising gender-affirmative hormone therapy (GAHT) are more than skin deep,
research in Nature Medicine has reported, with the changes going down to the very proteins
circulating in a person’s blood.

Sanjay Kalra, an endocrinologist and the former president of the Indian Professional Association
for Transgender Health, said the study “sheds light on a new aspect of transgender medicine”.

Transgender people are those whose gender identity differs from the sex they were assigned at
birth.

Transgender women, who are assigned male sex at birth but identify as women, may opt for GAHT
to help align their bodies with their gender identity. Feminising GAHT typically involves a
combination of oestrogen and an antiandrogen like cyproterone acetate (CPA) or spironolactone
(SpiroL). Antiandrogens block the effects of testosterone and dihydrotestosterone, hormones that
play key roles in the development of male sexual characteristics, muscle growth, and in
determining how fat is deposited in the body.

Scientists and physicians have known since the 1970s that GAHT redistributes fat, reduces facial
and body hair growth, and develops breasts in transgender women'’s bodies. According to the new
study, GAHT also shifts the profile of proteins circulating in a transgender woman’s blood towards
levels observed in cisgender women. It took researchers this long to find this because
“transgender health has historically been under-researched,” University of Melbourne
endocrinologist Ada Cheung, who co-led the study, said.

The technology required to measure thousands of proteins in the body at the same time is also
new and still quite expensive, the authors added.

The deeper biological changes may also increase the long-term susceptibility of transgender
women to asthma and autoimmune disorders, the study found. Experts clarified that these risks
have yet to be clinically observed.

OUR BRAINS HAVE FIVE PHASES OF LIFE, RESEARCH SUGGESTS

The human brain undergoes four major turning points at specific ages, dividing our lifespan into
five epochs of development, according to a new study led by scientists at the University of
Cambridge in the UK. It was published in Nature Communications on November 25.

The scientists used diffusion imaging, a type of MRI, to show that the brain rewires itself to keep
up with our cognitive development. These changes reportedly happened at ages around nine, 32,
66, and 83 years. The results suggest the brain’s complex network doesn’t develop linearly over
time but instead does so in distinct phases related to these ages.

The researchers analysed data from 3,802 individuals aged 0 to 90 years. In epoch 1, aged 0-9
years, the cohort had 733 people. Based on studying them, the researchers reported that in the
first few years, the brain develops rapidly. Both grey and white matter of the central nervous
system increase and the brain forms new synapses while pruning others.

Researchers also said this turning point happens around the same time as the onset of puberty,
which begins around 8-13 years for girls and 9-14 years for boys. Thus the body also undergoes
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changes in hormone levels alongside neurological ones — a time in which the body also

experiences a higher risk of developing mental health disorders, per the researchers.

In Epoch 2, from 9 to 32 years, the volume and integrity of white matter, which helps transmit
nerve signals and makes up most of the brain, grow. According to the study, the 32-year mark is
the most significant turning point for the brain in this epoch. Until then, the brain focuses on
developing large-scale, integrated neural networks.

The researchers also said cultural, historical, and social factors — rather than just biology —
influence the transition from adolescence to adulthood and that while adolescence begins with
puberty, its exact end is more vague. The findings also indicated that adolescence technically
extends to around 32 years.

In the third epoch 3, from 32 to 66 years — the longest — the study noted that changes in this
period are slower as the brain focuses on stability. The team found segregation and
compartmentalisation to be the major themes for this epoch as brains settled into adulthood,
transitioning from the rapid development observed in the previous epochs.

These changes occur around the same time that intelligence and personality measures plateau.

The penultimate epoch lasts from 66 to 83 years. The 66-year mark doesn’t invoke any major
structural shifts although previous studies have found that the brain takes significant steps
towards deterioration in this time. This is because the integrity of white matter begins to drop —
consistent with what scientists already know about ageing and age-related degeneration.

The fifth and final epoch lasts from 83 years on. Because this part of the study included only 93
people, the team couldn’t reliably confirm how age related to neural changes in this epoch.
However, the researchers did note a declining trend in how age and brain structure are related
over the previous epochs, which could explain why the trend intensifies in this last epoch.

A WORRYING PATTERN OF HIV TRANSMISSION IN CHILDREN

HIV can pass from a mother to her baby during pregnancy, during delivery or through
breastfeeding. Over the years, early antenatal HIV testing, treatment for pregnant women living
with HIV and medicines for newborns have reduced transmission rates across many regions.
However, an important concern continues to appear in clinical practice. Some babies are still
diagnosed with HIV even though their mothers tested negative during pregnancy. This worrying
pattern, often called the silent transmission gap, highlights key gaps in testing, timing and follow-
up care.

Many women test negative in early pregnancy, but may acquire HIV later. If a person becomes
newly infected during pregnancy, her viral load is often very high, which greatly increases the
chance of passing the virus to the baby. A single test at the start of pregnancy may therefore miss
new infections that happen later.

After a new infection, there is a also a ‘window period’ — an interval of time during which
standard screening tests may not detect HIV even though the virus is present. During this time,
the chance of transmitting HIV is high. This means a pregnant woman may test negative despite
recently acquiring the infection.
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Usually, only one HIV test is recommended during the early stages of pregnancy. Hence, without
repeated testing in the later stages of pregnancy and during breastfeeding, some new infections
have a high chance of being undetected. This creates a missed opportunity for early treatment and
prevention.

The risk of transmission is especially high if the mother acquires HIV during late pregnancy,
delivery or the breastfeeding period. Transmission can happen before birth, during birth or after
birth through breast milk.

What can be done?
To close this silent gap, the following steps are important:

For pregnant women: Repeat HIV testing in the later months of pregnancy, testing again at the
time of delivery and testing during breastfeeding can help to check for the infection. Additional
testing should be carried out for women with recent exposure or symptoms.

For infants: Early virologic testing soon after birth and repeat follow-up testing if needed can go a
long way. Prompt treatment must begin in case of a positive result.

Closing the gap

The occurrence of HIV in babies whose mothers test negative during pregnancy, indicates a
significant gap in prevention efforts. This gap is not due to treatment failures in known HIV
positive mothers, but mainly due to the occurrence of new maternal infections, the window period
and a lack of repeat testing.

A few basic steps such as enforcing repeated testing regulations, improving close follow-ups
especially during pregnancy and breastfeeding and ensuring early infant testing will go along way
toward ensuring that essential steps are taken to protect the newborns. Closing this silent
transmission gap is crucial as part of the global effort to eliminate HIV in children.

WHO BACKS USE OF GLP-1 DRUGS FOR WEIGHT LOSS

In a much-anticipated development, the World Health Organization (WHO) has finally issued
global guidelines on the use of popular weight loss drugs. These glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1)
therapies are being used for the treatment of obesity in adults.

The WHO guidelines released on December 1 posit equitable access as the key element of using
such therapies, and read them as one element of a full complement of actions against obesity.

“While medication alone won'’t solve this global health crisis, GLP-1 therapies can help millions
overcome obesity and reduce its associated harms,” WHO director general Tedros Adhonom
Ghebreysus said, while launching these guidelines.

With the guidelines, the WHO recognises that the GLP-1 class of drugs are indeed effective, and
that they are likely to have an impact on the global costs of obesity. Beyond its health impacts, the
global economic cost of obesity is predicted to reach $3 trillion annually by 2030.

There are two primary components to the WHO’s recommendations: That GLP-1 therapies may
be used by adults, excluding pregnant women, conditionally, for the long-term treatment of
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obesity; and that intensive behavioural interventions in diet and physical activity must be
continued alongside the drugs.

The WHO also specified that while the efficacy of these therapies in treating obesity and improving
metabolic and other outcomes was evident, it was making a conditional recommendation partly
because of the limited data available on long-term efficacy, safety and probable outcomes when
the drugs are discontinued, but also because of their costs which put them out of the reach of many
people.

Obesity is a complex chronic disease and a major driver of non-communicable diseases, such as
cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes, and some types of cancer.

It also contributes to poorer outcomes for patients who have infectious diseases.

It is only in recent years that the treatment for obesity has been revolutionised by the emergence
of a class of drugs that not only effect significant weight loss, but also confer a whole range of
metabolic benefits to individuals.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
83


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

