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INTERNATIONAL 

NOTIONAL SECURITY 

The	U.S.	has	released	its	first	National	Security	Strategy	(NSS)	under	the	Trump	second	term,	a	
document	described	as	a	road	map	to	“ensure	that	America	remains	the	world’s	strongest,	richest,	
most	powerful,	and	most	successful	country	for	decades	to	come”.	Washington	has	identified	five	
top	foreign	policy	priorities.	These	include	the	notion	that	the	era	of	mass	migration	has	ended,	
that	core	rights	and	liberties	including	the	freedom	of	speech	and	religion	need	to	be	protected	
more	than	ever	before,	that	the	“days	of	the	U.S.	propping	up	the	entire	world	order	like	Atlas	are	
over”,	 that	 the	White	House	sees	 it	as	 imperative	 to	double	down	on	shepherding	peace	deals	
across	the	world	as	a	means	to	solidify	U.S.	influence	abroad,	and	that	economic	security	will	be	
accorded	highest	importance	in	foreign	policy.	For	the	last	pillar	of	national	security,	especially,	
the	 thrust	 of	 concerted	 foreign	 policy	 actions	 for	 the	 remainder	 of	 the	 second	 Trump	
administration	will	 entail	 efforts	 towards	 achieving	 balanced	 trade,	 securing	 access	 to	 critical	
supply	chains	and	materials,	reindustrialisation	of	the	U.S.	economy,	boosting	American	defence	
infrastructure,	 energy	 dominance,	 and	 supporting	 Wall	 Street	 to	 leverage	 the	 “dynamic	 free	
market	system	and	our	leadership	in	digital	finance	and	innovation”	worldwide.	

While	 the	 grandiose	 terms	 of	 U.S.	 foreign	 policy	 priorities	 are	 unsurprising	 in	 their	 broad	
emphasis,	 other	 than,	 perhaps,	 the	 unrelenting	 subtext	 of	 eternal,	 unquestioned	 American	
exceptionalism,	it	is	the	broadside	against	European	allies	that	is	most	troubling	for	the	risk	that	
it	poses	to	regional	stability	across	the	continent.	The	NSS	not	only	takes	a	patronising	tone	on	
Europe	 facing	 the	 “stark	 prospect	 of	 civilizational	 erasure”	 owing	 to	 its	 purported	 economic	
decline,	but	it	also	faults	Germany	and	EU	countries	with	“unstable	minority	governments”	whose	
policy	actions	do	not	apparently	match	their	stated	desire	for	peace	in	the	context	of	Russia’s	war	
in	Ukraine.	Little	wonder	that	Germany’s	Foreign	Minister	Johann	Wadephul	retorted	that	in	the	
context	 of	 Germany,	 he	 did	 not	 believe	 that	 “questions	 of	 freedom	 of	 expression	 or	 the	
organisation	of	 our	 free	 societies”	belonged	 in	 the	U.S.	NSS	and	 that	his	 country	did	not	need	
“outside	advice”.	While	the	NSS	is	a	signpost	to	guide	U.S.	diplomats	towards	a	united	vision	for	
Washington-defined	foreign	policy	goals,	its	latest	version	has	set	the	cat	among	pigeons	so	far	as	
anxieties	around	NATO’s	strength	are	concerned.	If,	as	the	NSS	says,	the	U.S.	 intends	to	push	a	
“burden-sharing	 network”	 to	 force	 all	 its	 allies	 to	 assume	 responsibility	 for	 stability	 in	 their	
regions,	it	might	end	up	bolstering	the	sense	of	impunity	with	which	autocrats	worldwide	flout	
territorial	and	human	rights	norms	in	their	quest	for	power.	

US EXPANDS VETTING OF SOCIAL MEDIA TO H-1B APPLICANTS, DEPENDENTS 

What's the ongoing story: 

From	December	 15,	 the	 US	will	 expand	 the	 vetting	 of	 social	media	 accounts	 to	 all	 H-1B	 visa	
applicants	as	well	as	their	dependents,	the	US	Embassy	spokesperson	said	on	Wednesday.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	"The	Department	of	State	conducts	thorough	vetting	of	all	visa	applicants,	including	an	online	
presence	review	of	all	student	and	exchange	visitor	applicants	in	the	F,	M,	and	J	non-immigrant	
classifications."	
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—	 This	 expanding	 social	 media	 scrutiny	 of	 applications	 comes	 three	 months	 after	 the	 US	
administration	led	by	President	Donald	Trump	increased	the	fee	for	new	H-1B	applicants	to	about	
US$	100,000	(about	Rs	88	lakh)	—	from	about	$2,000-$5,000,	depending	on	employer	size	and	
other	costs.	

—	In	June	this	year,	citing	"national	security	and	public	safety",	the	US	had	said	that	all	applicants	
for	student	visas	must	make	their	social	media	accounts	public.	

—	 "Effective	 immediately,	 all	 individuals	 applying	 for	 an	 F,	 M	 or	 J	 non-immigrant	 visa	 are	
requested	to	adjust	the	privacy	settings	on	all	of	their	social	media	accounts	to	'public'	to	facilitate	
vetting	necessary	to	establish	their	identity	and	admissibility	to	the	United	States	under	US	law,"	
the	US	Embassy	had	said	in	New	Delhi	on	June	23.	

—	 The	 F	 category	 visa	 (F-1)	 is	 issued	 to	 students	 who	 want	 to	 pursue	 academic	 studies;	 M	
category	 visa	 (M-1)	 to	 those	who	want	 to	 pursue	 vocational	 or	 other	non-academic	 studies;	 J	
category	visa	 (J-1)	 to	 those	who	want	 to	 teach,	 study,	 conduct	 research,	 or	 receive	on-the-job	
training	for	periods	ranging	from	a	few	weeks	to	several	years.	

—	India-born	professionals	are	the	biggest	beneficiaries	of	the	H-1B	visas.	Between	October	2022	
and	September	2023,	72	per	cent	of	the	nearly	4	lakh	visas	issued	under	the	H-1B	programme	
went	to	Indian	nationals.	

Do You Know: 

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

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

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

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

JARED KUSHNER RETURNS TO TRUMP’S TEAM AS QUESTIONS OF CONFLICT OF INTEREST 
SWIRL 

Jared	Kushner,	the	son-in-law	of	former	US	President	Donald	Trump,	has	quietly	re-emerged	as	
an	 influential	 figure	 in	Trump’s	 political	 and	diplomatic	 circle,	 according	 to	 recent	 reports	 by	
American	and	international	media.	While	Kushner	does	not	hold	any	formal	government	position,	
he	is	once	again	being	consulted	on	sensitive	foreign	policy	issues,	particularly	those	involving	
West	Asia	and	ongoing	global	conflicts.	

During	Trump’s	first	term	(2017–2021),	Kushner	served	as	a	senior	adviser	and	was	entrusted	
with	a	wide-ranging	portfolio,	including	Middle	East	peace,	US	relations	with	Gulf	countries,	and	
criminal	 justice	 reform.	 He	 was	 one	 of	 the	 key	 architects	 of	 the	 Abraham	 Accords,	 which	
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normalised	 relations	 between	 Israel	 and	 several	 Arab	 states.	 After	 leaving	 the	White	 House,	
Kushner	 stepped	 away	 from	 day-to-day	 politics	 and	 focused	 on	 his	 investment	 firm,	 Affinity	
Partners.	

However,	recent	reports	indicate	that	Trump	has	begun	relying	on	Kushner	again,	particularly	for	
“difficult	 diplomacy”	 where	 official	 channels	 have	 seen	 limited	 progress.	 According	 to	 the	
Associated	 Press,	 Kushner	 has	 been	 involved	 in	 back-channel	 discussions	 related	 to	 the	 Gaza	
conflict	and	broader	West	Asian	stability,	as	well	as	offering	advice	on	the	Ukraine	war.	These	
engagements	have	reportedly	taken	place	informally,	reflecting	Trump’s	preference	for	trusted	
personal	advisers	over	institutional	processes	.	

Reuters	and	other	outlets	have	noted	that	Kushner’s	return	has	revived	ethical	and	governance	
concerns.	Critics	argue	that	his	extensive	business	interests,	especially	investments	linked	to	Gulf	
sovereign	wealth	 funds,	 raise	questions	about	conflicts	of	 interest	when	he	advises	on	 foreign	
policy	matters	involving	the	same	region	.	Supporters,	however,	claim	that	Kushner’s	familiarity	
with	 regional	 leaders	 and	 his	 negotiating	 experience	 make	 him	 a	 valuable	 asset	 in	 complex	
diplomatic	situations.	

The	renewed	role	of	Kushner	also	highlights	a	broader	pattern	associated	with	Trump’s	political	
style:	the	blurring	of	lines	between	formal	office-holders	and	informal	advisers.	Unlike	traditional	
diplomatic	practice,	which	relies	heavily	on	the	State	Department	and	career	officials,	Trump	has	
often	preferred	personalised	diplomacy	conducted	through	family	members	and	close	confidants.	

EUROPE’S DILEMMA: HOW TO FINANCE UKRAINE 

On	October	23,	2025,	European	Union	leaders	pledged	to	finance	Ukraine	for	the	next	two	years.	
But	that	immediately	raised	a	pressing	question:	where	would	the	money	come	from?	EU	leaders	
will	meet	in	Brussels	on	December	18,	where	they	are	expected	to	take	a	final	decision.	

Most	 EU	 governments	 are	 already	 grappling	with	 high	 public	 debt.	 Raising	more	 funds	 from	
financial	markets	would	be	both	economically	burdensome	and	politically	unpopular.	

Since	Russia	invaded	Ukraine	in	February	2022,	EU	governments	have	spent	roughly	$230	billion	
on	assistance.	Last	year,	the	bloc	raised	$54	billion	for	Ukraine	using	its	budget	as	collateral.	But	
the	 loan	appeared	as	 additional	debt	on	 the	EU’s	books.	Any	new	 loan	would	 add	 to	 the	EU’s	
collective	 debt	 burden,	 worsening	 the	 bloc’s	 borrowing	 position.	 Moreover,	 new	 market	
borrowing	requires	unanimous	approval	from	all	27	member	states.	Hungarian	Prime	Minister	
Viktor	Orban	has	already	ruled	it	out.	

Russian assets 

Individual	 European	 countries,	 meanwhile,	 are	 showing	 signs	 of	 hesitation.	 While	 Germany,	
Europe’s	largest	economy,	and	Britain	and	France	have	pledged	to	raise	their	military	assistance	
for	Ukraine	in	2026,	Italy	has	scaled	back	its	contribution.	Spain,	which	provided	$1.2	billion	to	
Ukraine	in	2025,	has	made	no	commitment	for	the	year	ahead.	

With	limited	options,	Europe	has	turned	to	the	$244	billion	in	frozen	Russian	assets	held	in	the	
continent.	The	proposal	is	to	use	these	assets	to	fund	a	$104	billion	loan	to	Ukraine	that	would	be	
disbursed	in	the	next	two	years.	For	the	scheme	to	work,	the	Russian	assets	must	be	immobilised	
indefinitely,	rather	than	the	current	temporary	freeze.	
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Once	 the	war	 ends,	 it	would	 be	 up	 to	 Ukraine,	which	 is	 seeking	 reparations	 from	Russia,	 for	
repaying	the	loan.	Ukraine	has	welcomed	the	proposal,	while	Russian	leader	Vladimir	Putin	has	
warned	against	the	“EU	theft”.	

Two problems 

But	 there	 are	 two	 major	 problems.	 First,	 almost	 all	 of	 the	 frozen	 Russian	 assets	 are	 held	 in	
Euroclear,	the	central	securities	depository	in	Belgium.	Brussels	has	opposed	the	EU’s	plan,	citing	
legal	and	financial	risks.	Belgium	fears	it	would	get	embroiled	in	legal	troubles	if	Russia	retaliates	
or	if	sanctions	are	lifted.	It	demands	guarantees	that	other	EU	members	share	any	potential	costs.	

Second,	the	Trump	administration	of	the	U.S.	also	opposes	the	EU	approach.	According	to	Donald	
Trump’s	 28-point	 peace	 plan	 for	 Ukraine,	 the	 frozen	 Russian	 assets	 should	 go	 into	 a	 joint	
investment	fund	for	Ukraine’s	reconstruction,	once	a	deal	is	clinched.	

Europe,	sidelined	from	the	peace	process	by	the	U.S.,	believes	the	Trump	plan	favours	Russia.	In	
marathon	meetings	held	in	Geneva	and	London	in	recent	weeks,	European	leaders	reiterated	their	
commitment	to	support	Ukraine.	But	Kyiv	is	running	out	of	money,	and	Europe	is	struggling	to	
raise	more.	That	leaves	Europe	with	the	Russian	assets.	

If	Europe	immobilises	the	assets	indefinitely	and	uses	them	to	fund	Ukraine,	it	risks	enhancing	
tensions	 with	 Russia	 and	 deepening	 rifts	 with	 Washington.	 Such	 a	 move	 would	 also	 raise	
questions	about	the	safety	of	parking	reserves	in	the	euro.	But	if	it	doesn’t	do	that,	Ukraine,	which	
is	already	losing	ground	on	the	battlefield,	would	be	in	deep	peril.	There	are	no	good	options	for	
the	EU’s	leaders.	

MISSION MADURO 

The	U.S	Department	of	State	has	designated	Cartel	de	los	Soles	(Cartel	of	the	Suns)	as	a	“foreign	
terrorist	organisation”,	effective	November	24,	2025.	According	to	the	U.S,	the	Venezuela-based	
cartel	is	headed	by	President	Nicolas	Maduro	and	other	high-ranking	officials	of	his	government,	
corrupting	the	country’s	military,	intelligence,	legislature,	and	judiciary.	

The	term	Cartel	de	los	Soles	emerged	in	the	1990s,	coined	by	Venezuelan	media	after	a	General	
overseeing	 counter-narcotic	 action	 in	 the	National	Guard	was	accused	of	drug	 trafficking.	The	
name	stems	from	the	sun	insignia	worn	by	Venezuelan	military	officers	on	the	epaulettes	of	their	
uniform	to	indicate	rank.	

Soon,	 the	 term	 spread	 to	 all	 officials	with	 alleged	 drug	 ties,	 not	 necessarily	 belonging	 to	 one	
organisation.	In	a	media	interview,	Jeremy	McDermott,	co-director	of	InsightCrime,	a	Washington-
based	think	tank,	called	the	so-called	cartel	“a	series	of	normally	disconnected	cells	embedded	
within	the	Venezuelan	military”	rather	than	a	traditional	hierarchical	crime	organisation.	

Drug	 activities	 in	 Venezuela	 reportedly	 emerged	 post	 the	 dismantling	 of	 cartels	 such	 as	 the	
Medellín	 in	 Colombia,	 leading	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	 routes.	 Crime	 and	 corruption	 have	
flourished	as	Venezuela	grapples	with	an	economic	crisis	that	has	persisted	for	years.	

In	a	2020	indictment,	the	U.S.	Department	of	Justice	alleged	that	Mr.	Maduro	and	14	others	had	
conspired	with	Colombian	rebels	and	Venezuelan	military	officers	“to	flood	the	United	States	with	
cocaine”	and	use	the	drug	trade	as	a	“weapon	against	America”.	Information	about	this	alleged	
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ring	was	 provided	 by	 Leamsy	 Salazar,	 a	 former	 security	 chief	 for	Hugo	 Chávez,	Mr.	Maduro’s	
predecessor.	

Prosecutors	alleged	that	since	1999,	the	Cartel	de	los	Soles	was	helmed	by	Mr.	Maduro,	Interior	
Minister	Diosdado	Cabello,	former	spy	chief	Hugo	Carvajal	(El	Pollo),	and	former	General	Clíver	
Alcalá.	Others	 included	 in	 the	 indictment	were	Defence	Minister	Vladimir	Padrino	 and	Maikel	
Moreno,	the	former	Supreme	Court	head.	

The	current	cartel	designation	is	being	seen	as	a	way	to	 further	pressure	Mr.	Maduro.	The	U.S	
government	 has	 refused	 to	 accord	 legitimacy	 to	 Mr.	 Maduro’s	 regime,	 dismissing	 last	 year’s	
elections	as	rigged.	It	has	also	promised	rewards	worth	$50	million	and	$25	million,	respectively,	
for	information	leading	to	the	capture	of	Mr.	Maduro	and	Mr.	Cabello.	

Hardline position 

Adopting	 a	 hardline	 stance,	 the	 Trump	 government	 started	 attacking	 boats	 in	 the	 Caribbean,	
accusing	 them	of	 drug	 trafficking.	More	 than	80	people	 have	been	 killed	 in	 the	 strikes	 so	 far.	
Multiple	warships,	 including	the	aircraft	carrier	USS	Gerald	R	Ford,	have	been	stationed	in	the	
Caribbean	Sea.	

Besides	 blocking	 all	 property	 and	 interests	 in	 the	 U.S,	 and	 prohibiting	 transactions,	 the	 FTO	
designation	may	strengthen	the	U.S.	case	for	military	action	in	Venezuela,	giving	the	military	and	
law	enforcement	greater	power.	

The	 term	 FTOs	 was	 expanded	 earlier	 this	 year	 to	 include	 eight	 Latin	 American	 criminal	
organisations.	 In	 July	 2025,	 the	 Treasury	 Department	 sanctioned	 the	 Cartel	 de	 los	 Soles	 as	 a	
Specially	Designated	Global	Terrorist.	Now,	 it	has	said	 the	cartel	 funnelled	support	 to	Tren	de	
Aragua	and	 the	Sinaloa	Cartel,	 designated	FTOs	and	Specially	Designated	Global	Terrorists	on	
February	20,	2025.	

Tren	 de	 Aragua	 is	 a	 Venezuelan	 crime	 group	 involved	 in	 drug	 and	 human	 trafficking,	money	
laundering,	extortion	and	exploitation.	The	Sinaloa	Cartel	is	one	of	the	oldest	and	most	powerful	
cartels	in	Mexico.	

Notably,	 the	 U.S.	 Drug	 Enforcement	 Administration	 has	 not	 called	 Cartel	 de	 los	 Soles	 a	 drug	
trafficking	 organisation	 in	 its	 annual	 National	 Drug	 Threat	 Assessment.	 The	 Trump	
administration	has	also	not	provided	any	evidence	to	substantiate	its	claims	that	Mr.	Maduro	is	
heading	it.	

Venezuela’s	 foreign	ministry	has	 categorically	 rejected	 the	designation,	 terming	 it	 a	 “new	and	
ridiculous	lie”	while	Mr.	Cabello	has	called	it	an	invention	and	an	excuse	for	U.S	officials	to	target	
those	they	don’t	like.	

ISRAEL AGAIN TOPS THE LIST OF COUNTRIES FOR MOST JOURNALIST DEATHS: 
WATCHDOG 

Reporters	Without	Borders	(RSF)	said	on	Tuesday	that	Israel	was	responsible	for	nearly	half	of	all	
journalists	killed	this	year	worldwide,	with	29	Palestinian	reporters	slain	by	its	forces	in	Gaza.	

In	 its	annual	report,	 the	Paris-based	media	freedom	group	said	the	total	number	of	 journalists	
killed	reached	67	globally	this	year,	up	from	66	killed	in	2024.	
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Israeli	forces	accounted	for	43%	of	the	total,	making	them	“the	worst	enemy	of	journalists”,	RSF	
said	in	its	report.	

The	most	deadly	single	attack	was	a	so-called	“double-tap”	strike—where	dual	bombings	were	
staged—on	a	hospital	 in	 south	Gaza	on	August	25,	which	killed	 five	 journalists,	 including	 two	
contributors	to	international	news	agencies	Reuters	and	the	Associated	Press.	

In	total,	since	the	start	of	the	Gaza	war	in	October	2023,	after	the	Hamas	attack	on	Israel,	nearly	
220	journalists	have	died,	making	Israel	the	biggest	killer	of	journalists	worldwide	for	three	years	
running,	RSF	data	shows.	

The	report	also	said	that	2025	was	the	deadliest	year	in	Mexico	in	at	least	three	years,	with	nine	
journalists	 killed.	Ukraine	 (three	 journalists	 killed)	 and	Sudan	 (four	 journalists	 killed)	 are	 the	
other	most	dangerous	countries	for	reporters,	according	to	RSF.	

The	overall	number	of	deaths	last	year	is	down	from	the	peak	of	142	journalists	killed	in	2012,	
linked	largely	to	the	Syrian	civil	war.	

RSF	editorial	director	Anne	Bocande	noted	a	growing	tendency	to	“smear”	journalists	as	a	way	to	
“justify”	the	crime	of	targeting	them.	“These	are	not	stray	bullets.	This	is	a	deliberate	targeting	of	
journalists	because	they	inform	the	world	about	what’s	happening	on	the	ground,”	she	told	AFP.	

The	report	also	counts	the	number	of	 journalists	 imprisoned	for	their	work,	with	China	(121),	
Russia	(48)	and	Myanmar	(47)	being	the	most	repressive	countries.	

TRUCE IN TATTERS 

The	 resumption	 of	 hostilities	 between	 Thailand	 and	 Cambodia	 this	 week	marks	 a	 dangerous	
unravelling	of	the	fragile	truce	that	U.S.	President	Donald	Trump	helped	broker	just	two	months	
ago,	and	a	slide	toward	a	conflict	that	threatens	regional	stability.	The	latest	escalation	began	in	
May,	when	a	Cambodian	soldier	was	killed	in	skirmishes	near	the	ancient	Preah	Vihear	temple	in	
the	contested	border	region.	Cambodia	responded	by	banning	Thai	goods	and	closing	key	border	
crossings,	driving	bilateral	ties	to	a	new	low.	In	July,	five	Thai	soldiers	were	injured	in	a	landmine	
explosion	 in	 the	 same	 area.	 Bangkok	 accused	 Cambodia	 of	 laying	 mines,	 and	 downgraded	
diplomatic	 ties.	 This	was	 followed	 by	 cross-border	 fighting	 that	 killed	 at	 least	 48	 people	 and	
displaced	over	3,00,000	civilians	in	five	days.	In	late	July,	a	diplomatic	push	by	Malaysian	Prime	
Minister	Anwar	Ibrahim,	backed	by	Mr.	Trump,	produced	a	ceasefire.	But	tensions	 lingered.	 In	
November,	Thailand	announced	 that	 it	would	 suspend	 implementation	of	 the	ceasefire	after	a	
landmine	blast	injured	several	soldiers.	That	decision	set	the	stage	for	the	fighting	on	December	
7,	with	Cambodia	accusing	Thailand	of	launching	air	strikes.	

The	Thai-Cambodian	crisis	has	colonial	roots	in	the	Franco-Siamese	(Thai)	treaties	of	1904	and	
1907,	which	 defined	 the	 boundary	 between	 Siam	 and	 French	 Indochina.	While	 these	 treaties	
sketched	borders	along	the	forested	Dângrêk	ranges,	the	line	remained	largely	undemarcated	on	
the	ground.	The	 flashpoint	has	been	Preah	Vihear,	 the	11th	century	Khmer	Hindu	 temple	and	
UNESCO	World	 Heritage	 Site.	 In	 1962,	 the	 International	 Court	 of	 Justice	 awarded	 Cambodia	
sovereignty	over	the	temple,	but	the	dispute	has	endured	in	the	absence	of	a	mutually	accepted	
border	demarcation.	The	latest	flare-up	reflects	an	erosion	of	trust	and	hostility	between	the	two	
nations.	Foreign	investors	and	tourists	watch	nervously	as	the	two	ASEAN	members	exchange	fire	
across	the	border.	ASEAN	is	already	grappling	with	a	far	larger	challenge	in	Myanmar	where	a	
brutal	military	regime	seems	determined	to	cling	to	power	even	at	the	cost	of	its	own	people.	If	
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the	Thai-Cambodia	border	crisis	metastasises	into	something	worse,	South-East	Asia’s	hard-won	
reputation	for	stability	and	economic	cooperation	could	further	be	undermined.	Regional	powers	
such	as	Malaysia	and	Indonesia	have	both	the	interests	and	the	influence	to	facilitate	renewed	
dialogue	and	must	press	both	sides	to	return	to	talks	without	delay.	Once	the	ceasefire	is	restored,	
ASEAN	should	promote	confidence-building	measures	to	address	the	deep	mistrust	between	the	
two	countries	and	ensure	that	another	round	of	fighting	does	not	erupt.	

AS THAILAND STRIKES CAMBODIA, RECALLING THE CONFLICT’S COLONIAL ROOTS 

Thailand’s	army	on	Monday	(December	8)	announced	that	it	had	launched	airstrikes	at	“military	
targets	 in	 several	 areas”	 of	 Cambodia	 in	 retaliation	 for	 the	 killing	 of	 at	 least	 two	 soldiers	 in	
purported	Cambodian	attacks	along	their	border.	Cambodia	has	denied	opening	fire	and	claims	
that	the	Thai	army	attacked	of	its	own	volition,	while	it	refrained	from	retaliating.	

—	The	two	countries	have	disputed	their	land	border	ever	since	it	was	drawn	in	1907	by	France,	
then	the	colonial	administrator	in	Cambodia.	Despite	their	shared	ethnic	and	linguistic	ties,	social	
norms,	culinary	traditions,	and	cultural	activities,	nationalism	drove	this	dispute	in	part.	Both	the	
predominantly	Theravada	Buddhist	neighbours	claim	the	mantle	of	being	the	“original”	owners	
of	their	heritage,	fuelling	the	animosity.	

—	According	to	scholars,	these	claims	of	cultural	ownership	are	based	on	contesting	readings	of	
history,	 which	 the	 governing	 elites	 on	 both	 sides	 have	 often	 propped	 up	 to	 strengthen	 their	
domestic	positions.	Thus,	every	border	skirmish	has	the	potential	to	devolve	into	a	much	larger	
conflict,	a	situation	that	has	held	since	Cambodia’s	independence	from	France	in	1953.	

—	At	the	centre	of	the	border	dispute	is	the	Preah	Vihear	temple,	known	in	Thai	as	Phra	Viharn.	

—	The	temple	was	built	in	the	11th	and	12th	centuries	during	the	golden	age	of	the	Khmer	Empire,	
which	 then	governed	much	of	 South	Asia,	 including	 Siam.	As	 the	 empire	declined,	 Siam	made	
inroads	into	Cambodian	territory.	

—	In	1867,	Cambodia	officially	handed	the	area	around	Preah	Vihear	to	Siam.	However,	France	
colonised	Laos	and	Cambodia	around	this	period,	sending	the	Siamese	kingdom	from	a	position	
of	relative	strength	in	its	neighbourhood	to	weakness.	

—	In	1904,	Siam	and	France	signed	a	border	treaty	that	placed	Cambodia’s	northern	frontier	along	
the	watershed	line	of	the	Dangrek	Mountains.	By	this	principle,	most	of	the	Preah	Vihear	complex	
should	have	been	located	in	Siam.	

—	However,	the	official	map,	drawn	by	the	French	in	1907,	placed	the	temple	in	Cambodia.	Siam	
offered	weak	resistance	to	this	move	at	the	time,	but	in	1941,	its	alliance	with	Japan	empowered	
it	to	seize	control	of	Preah	Vihear.	It	returned	control	to	France	after	World	War	II	ended.	

—	 Both	 Thailand	 and	 Cambodia	 have	 disputed	 the	 temple’s	 ownership	 since	 the	 latter’s	
independence	from	France.	Thai	troops	occupied	Preah	Vihear	in	1954,	prompting	Cambodia	to	
take	the	matter	to	the	International	Court	of	Justice	(ICJ).	In	1962,	it	upheld	its	claim	over	Preah	
Vihear.	

—	In	2008,	tensions	arose	after	Cambodia	sought	to	list	the	Preah	Vihear	temple	as	a	UNESCO	
World	Heritage	site.	The	Thai	opposition	used	the	issue	to	attack	the	government,	accusing	it	of	
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“forfeiting	Thai	dignity	and	sovereignty,”	Ciorciari	wrote.	Cambodian	leaders	also	used	the	issue	
to	rally	nationalist	sentiment	in	the	country.	

INSTABILITY IN YEMEN THREATENS TO IGNITE CIVIL WAR AND WIDER TENSIONS IN THE 
GULF 

A	separatist	group	has	seized	control	of	an	oil-rich	region	in	southern	Yemen,	shattering	a	relative	
calm	in	the	country’s	stalemated	civil	war	—	a	significant	move	in	a	country	located	along	a	key	
international	trade	route	that	also	threatens	to	bring	new	risks	to	the	Persian	Gulf	region.	

The	secessionist	Southern	Transitional	Council	(STC)	a	group	backed	by	the	United	Arab	Emirates	
(UAE),	 this	 month	 seized	 most	 of	 the	 the	 provinces	 of	 Hadramout	 and	 Mahra,	 including	 oil	
facilities.	

Yemen	has	been	mired	for	more	than	a	decade	in	a	civil	war	that	involves	a	complex	interplay	of	
sectarian	grievances	and	the	involvement	of	regional	powers.	

The	Iran-aligned	Houthis	control	the	most	populous	regions	of	the	country,	including	the	capital	
Sanaa.	Meanwhile,	a	loose	regional	coalition	of	powers	—	including	Saudi	Arabia	and	the	UAE	—	
has	backed	the	internationally	recognised	government	in	the	south.	

The	war	has	created	a	humanitarian	crisis	and	shattered	the	economy.	

Still,	since	2022,	violence	has	gradually	declined	as	the	sides	reached	something	of	a	stalemate	in	
the	war.	

The	move	by	the	UAE-backed	separatists	upends	the	political	arrangement	among	the	anti-Houthi	
partners.	

The	war	in	Yemen	began	in	2014,	when	the	Houthis	marched	from	their	northern	stronghold	of	
Saada.	They	took	the	capital,	Sanaa,	and	forced	the	internationally	recognised	government	into	
exile.	Saudi	Arabia	and	the	UAE	entered	the	war	the	following	year	in	an	attempt	to	restore	the	
government.	

STC and other groups 

The	new	fighting	pits	the	STC	against	the	forces	of	the	internationally	recognised	government	and	
its	allied	tribes,	even	as	they	are	both	members	of	the	camp	fighting	against	the	Houthi	rebels	in	
the	country’s	broader	civil	war.	

The	STC	is	the	most	powerful	group	in	southern	Yemen,	with	crucial	financial	and	military	support	
from	the	UAE.	It	was	established	in	April	2017	as	an	umbrella	organisation	for	groups	that	seek	
to	restore	South	Yemen	as	an	independent	state,	as	it	was	between	1967	and	1990.	

The	 latest	moves	 reinforced	 the	STC	positions	across	 southern	Yemen,	which	could	give	 them	
leverage	 in	any	 future	 talks	 to	settle	 the	Yemen	conflict.	The	STC	has	 long	demanded	that	any	
settlement	should	give	southern	Yemen	the	right	of	self-determination.	

The	STC	enjoys	loyalty	through	much	of	southern	Yemen.	It	is	chaired	by	Aidarous	al-Zubaidi,	who	
is	also	Vice	President	of	 the	country’s	Presidential	Leadership	Council,	 the	 ruling	organ	of	 the	
internationally	recognised	government.	
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The	 STC	 and	 other	 UAE-supported	 groups	 now	 control	 most	 of	 the	 southern	 half	 of	 Yemen,	
including	crucial	port	cities	and	islands.	The	other	party	in	the	latest	fighting	includes	the	Yemeni	
military,	which	reports	 to	 the	 internationally	recognised	government.	They	are	allied	with	 the	
Hadramout	Tribal	Alliance,	a	local	tribal	coalition	supported	by	Saudi	Arabia.	

These	forces	are	cantered	in	Yemen’s	largest	province	of	Hadramout,	which	stretches	from	the	
Gulf	of	Aden	in	the	south	to	the	border	with	Saudi	Arabia	in	the	north.	The	oil-rich	province	is	a	
major	source	of	fuel	for	the	southern	areas	of	Yemen.	
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NATIONAL 

HOW COUNTRIES LIKE MYANMAR AND CAMBODIA TURNED INTO HUBS OF CYBER 
SLAVERY 

What’s the ongoing story: 

Delhi	Police	recently	arrested	two	persons	for	their	alleged	involvement	in	a	transnational	‘cyber	
slavery’	syndicate	operating	in	Myanmar.	The	arrests	came	after	the	repatriation	of	300	Indians	
who	had	been	forced	to	carry	out	cyber	frauds	in	call-centre-style	setups,	referred	to	by	agencies	
as	“scam	compounds,”	in	Myawaddy,	Myanmar.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	Myanmar	and	Cambodia	are	home	to	several	rebel	groups	that	are	opposed	to	the	government,	
who	have	resorted	to	illegal	activities	such	as	human	trafficking	and	running	cyber-scam	centres	
in	a	bid	to	survive.	

—	Given	the	widespread	corruption	and	the	visa-on-arrival	policies,	syndicate	members	can	lure	
job-seekers	 from	 South	 Asian	 countries.	 Additionally,	 betting	 and	 casinos	 are	 legal	 in	 these	
countries.	After	Covid-19,	many	of	them	were	converted	into	scam	centres	following	the	global	
jobs	crisis.	

—	All	these	conditions	helped	shape	the	scamming	industry	as	we	know	it	today:	victims	from	
South	Asian	countries	are	lured	in	by	lucrative	IT	or	data	entry	job	offers	in	Thailand	promising	
monthly	salaries	of	Rs	80,000	to	Rs	1	lakh.	However,	upon	arrival	in	Thailand,	their	passports	and	
identification	documents	are	seized	by	agents	of	this	syndicate	at	the	airport,	after	which	they	are	
transported	to	scam	centres.	

—	The	issue	was	first	 flagged	by	Tamil	Nadu	Chief	Minister	M	K	Stalin	 in	September	2022.	He	
noted	that	several	IT	professionals	from	the	state	had	been	lured	by	job	openings	posted	on	social	
media	and	were	stranded	in	Myanmar	and	other	Southeast	Asian	countries.	

—	Indian	embassies	in	these	countries,	including	Thailand,	are	working	on	a	large	scale	to	conduct	
raids	on	such	call	centres	and	cyber-scam	compounds	and	initiate	the	repatriation	of	victims.	The	
Ministry	of	External	Affairs	 is	 closely	monitoring	 the	 situation	and	has	made	 Indian	Air	Force	
aircraft	 available	 to	 return	 the	 trapped	 people	 to	 India.	 Once	 the	 individuals	 land	 in	 their	
respective	states,	the	state	police,	with	the	help	of	the	CBI	(Central	Bureau	of	Investigation)	and	
I4C,	will	pursue	further	investigations.	

Do You Know: 

—	Launched	in	2020,	I4C	aims	to	combat	Cybercrime	in	the	country	and	strengthen	the	overall	
security	apparatus	to	fight	against	Cybercrime.	In	September	2024,	four	I4C	platforms	—	Cyber	
Fraud	Mitigation	Centre	(CFMC),	the	‘Samanvaya’	platform,	a	Cyber	Commandos	programme	and	
a	Suspect	Registry—	were	launched.	It	provides	a	framework	for	law	enforcement	agencies	to	deal	
with	cybercrime	in	a	coordinated	and	comprehensive	manner.	

—	According	to	the	report,	‘Crime	in	India’,	the	number	of	cases	registered	under	the	cybercrimes	
category	rose	to	86,420	in	2023	from	65,893	cases	recorded	in	2022.	The	crime	rate	under	this	
category	increased	from	4.8%	in	2022	to	6.2%	in	2023.	
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—	According	to	the	data	compiled	by	the	National	Cyber	Reporting	Platform	(NCRP),	under	the	
Ministry	of	Home	Affairs,	 a	massive	 surge	 in	 cybercrime	 incidents	was	 reported	 in	 India	with	
fraudsters	cheating	people	of	Rs	33,165	crore	in	the	last	four	years,	including	Rs	22,812	crore	in	
2024.	

THAILAND TO DEPORT LUTHRA BROTHERS, FUGITIVES IN GOA NIGHTCLUB FIRE; COURT 
DENIES TRANSIT BAIL 

Gaurav	and	Saurabh	Luthra,	co-owners	of	the	Birch	by	Romeo	Lane	nightclub	in	North	Goa	where	
a	 blaze	 claimed	 25	 lives,	 have	 been	 detained	 by	 the	 authorities	 in	 Thailand,	 officials	 said	 on	
Thursday,	even	as	a	Delhi	court	rejected	their	transit	anticipatory	bail	pleas.	

The	brothers,	prime	accused	 in	 the	case	related	 to	 the	 tragedy	 that	unfolded	at	Arpora	village	
around	midnight	on	December	6,	will	be	brought	back	to	India	“as	soon	as	possible”	to	face	legal	
action,	Goa	Chief	Minister	Pramod	Sawant	said.	

A	court	in	Goa	has	remanded	the	Luthras’	partner	Ajay	Gupta	to	police	custody	for	seven	days.	He	
claimed	to	be	a	silent	partner	and	investor	in	the	nightclub,	with	no	operational	role	in	the	facility.	
The	Goa	Police	have	also	arrested	five	managers	and	staff	members	of	the	nightclub.	The	CM	said	
that	the	Arpora	panchayat	secretary	Raghuvir	Bagkar,	suspended	after	the	fire	tragedy,	was	not	
cooperating	with	the	probe	and	would	also	be	arrested.	

Mr.	Gaurav	Luthra,	44,	and	his	brother	Mr.	Saurabh	Luthra,	40,	had	sought	four	weeks	of	transit	
anticipatory	 bail	 so	 that	 they	 were	 not	 immediately	 arrested	 on	 their	 return	 to	 India,	 but	
Additional	Sessions	Judge	Vandana	dismissed	their	pleas.	

“They	left,	they	concealed,	and	they	are	now	seeking	leniency,”	the	Goa	government’s	lawyer	told	
the	court,	pointing	out	that	they	had	fled	immediately	after	the	fire	and	were	evading	the	legal	
process.	

A	 lawyer	 for	 the	 Luthras	 submitted	 during	 the	 hearing	 that	 they	 were	 willing	 to	 return	
immediately	and	face	the	investigation.	

Fled within hours 

The	brothers	had	fled	to	Phuket	in	Thailand,	booking	their	flight	tickets	through	a	travel	portal	at	
1:17	a.m.	on	December	7,	 a	 little	over	an	hour	after	 learning	about	 the	 fire	 at	 their	nightclub,	
officials	said.	They	had	left	the	country	by	5.30	a.m.	

An	Interpol	Blue	Corner	notice	was	issued	against	them	on	December	9	following	a	request	from	
the	Goa	Police	routed	through	the	CBI.	

Officials	said	their	deportation	has	now	been	initiated,	and	the	two	would	be	brought	to	India	after	
the	completion	of	exit	formalities	in	Thailand.	

The	Goa	Police	said	the	brothers	are	accused	of	injury	causing	death,	manslaughter,	and	murder,	
by	organising	a	fire	show	at	the	nightclub	“without	taking	proper	care	and	caution	and	without	
providing	fire	safety	equipment,	other	safety	gadgets.”	

The	 Goa	 government	 continued	 its	 drive	 against	 illegalities	 at	 nightclubs	 and	 other	 tourism	
establishments	in	the	State.	
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—	India	and	Thailand	have	an	extradition	treaty,	operational	since	2015.	

Do You Know: 

—	The	Interpol,	or	International	Criminal	Police	Organization,	established	in	1923,	 is	an	inter-
governmental	organisation	comprising	196	member	countries,	which	helps	police	 forces	 in	all	
these	countries	to	better	coordinate	their	actions.	

—	Interpol	notices	are	international	requests	made	by	member	countries	for	cooperation	or	alerts	
allowing	police	in	member	countries	to	share	critical	crime-related	information.	

—	Red	Notice:	To	 seek	 the	 location/arrest	of	 a	person	wanted	by	a	 judicial	 jurisdiction	or	 an	
international	tribunal	with	a	view	to	his/her	extradition.	

—	Green	Notice:	To	warn	about	a	person’s	criminal	activities	if	that	person	is	considered	to	be	a	
possible	threat	to	public	safety.	

—	Blue	Notice:	 To	 locate,	 identify	 or	 obtain	 information	 on	 a	 person	of	 interest	 in	 a	 criminal	
investigation.	

NOT INVITING LOP MAKES GOVERNMENT LOOK SMALL 

In	 India,	 as	 in	 other	 democracies,	 politics	 is	 competitive,	 noisy,	 and	 often	 turns	 bitter.	 Snubs,	
boycotts,	name-calling	and	accusations	are	commonplace.	Yet	there	are	lines	that	should	not	be	
crossed,	decencies	that	must	be	preserved,	because	political	rivals	are	not	enemies,	the	nation	—	
and	the	idea	of	it	—	is	larger	than	any	individual	or	party.	This	ethos	was	evident	on	Constitution	
Day	 less	 than	 a	 fortnight	 ago,	when	 the	 President,	 Vice	 President,	 Prime	Minister,	 Lok	 Sabha	
Speaker	and	Leaders	of	the	Opposition	in	both	Houses	stood	together	to	read	from	the	Preamble.	
It	was	a	powerful	reminder	that	all	draw	legitimacy	from	the	Constitution,	all	hold	an	equal	stake	
in	its	future.	That	spirit	was	notably	absent	when	the	government	chose	not	to	invite	Rahul	Gandhi	
and	Mallikarjun	Kharge,	the	Leaders	of	the	Opposition	in	the	Lok	Sabha	and	the	Rajya	Sabha,	to	
the	state	dinner	hosted	for	Russian	President	Vladimir	Putin.	

The	BJP	is	not	wrong	in	pointing	out	that	Rahul	Gandhi	has	often	stayed	away	from	state	occasions,	
skipping	 some	 Independence	 Day	 and	 Republic	 Day	 celebrations,	 and	 the	 recent	 swearing-in	
ceremonies	of	the	Vice	President	and	Chief	Justice	of	India.	But	this	cannot	justify	the	exclusion	of	
the	Leader	of	the	Opposition	from	a	banquet	hosted	by	the	Rashtrapati	Bhavan.	Invitations	to	such	
occasions	 are	 extended	 not	 as	 endorsements	 of	 conduct	 or	 politics,	 but	 in	 recognition	 of	
constitutional	office	and	the	publics	they	represent.	This	is	not	about	Rahul	Gandhi,	the	individual.	
It	is	about	the	Leader	of	the	Opposition,	elected	by,	and	representing	millions	of	citizens	who	voted	
for	the	party	and	coalition	he	leads.	The	question	also	extends	beyond	one	name.	A	government	
entering	its	12th	year	in	office	should	display	the	institutional	confidence	to	invite	leaders	of	all	
major	opposition	parties,	from	the	Trinamool	Congress	and	DMK	to	the	Samajwadi	Party,	RJD	and	
AAP.	The	presence	of	a	diverse	political	spectrum	at	the	high	table	is	not	a	courtesy	to	rivals	but	a	
statement	of	India’s	democratic	strength.	

The	 government	 itself	 recognised	 this	 principle	 when	 it	 suited	 the	 national	 interest.	 After	
Operation	Sindoor,	 it	 sent	multi-party	delegations	 across	 the	world	 to	present	 India’s	 case	on	
cross-border	 terrorism	 from	Pakistan.	Even	as	 the	Opposition	questioned	policy,	 as	 it	 is	duty-
bound	to	do,	the	political	class	closed	ranks	in	a	moment	of	national	significance.	It	is	beside	the	
point	whether	President	Putin	values	or	engages	with	Opposition	leaders	in	his	own	country	or	
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here.	An	invitation	from	the	nation’s	highest	constitutional	authority	to	the	Leader	of	Opposition	
would	have	affirmed	that	in	India’s	democracy,	even	those	who	are	not	in	power	and	the	people	
they	 represent	 will	 always	 have	 a	 seat	 at	 the	 highest	 table.	 By	 denying	 that	 symbolism,	 the	
government	weakened	its	case	—	and	appeared	needlessly	small.	

WHAT DID PUTIN’S VISIT TO INDIA ACHIEVE? 

The story so far: 

In	terms	of	protocol,	the	government	gave	Russian	President	Vladimir	Putin	his	warmest	welcome	
yet.	Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi	received	him	on	the	red	carpet	at	the	New	Delhi	tarmac,	and	
then	travelled	with	him	to	the	PM’s	residence	for	a	private	dinner.	At	the	end	of	the	30-hour	trip,	
President	Droupadi	Murmu	hosted	him	for	a	banquet	as	well.	Mr.	Modi	called	the	India-Russia	
relationship	 steady	 like	 a	 “pole	 star	 (dhruva	 tara)”.	 However,	 the	 outcome	 of	 the	Modi-Putin	
summit	has	been	modest.	

What are the main takeaways? 

Ahead	of	Mr.	Putin’s	visit,	his	first	since	the	Russian	invasion	of	Ukraine	in	February	2022,	the	
India-Pakistan	 conflict	 this	 year,	 and	 the	 downturn	 in	 India-U.S.	 ties,	 there	 was	 considerable	
speculation	 that	 the	 two	 sides	 were	 working	 on	 a	 substantial	 set	 of	 agreements	 on	 defence	
cooperation,	procurement	and	technology	transfer	deals	in	aircraft,	air	defence	systems,	drones	
and	missiles.	 However,	 the	meeting	 between	Defence	Minister	 Rajnath	 Singh	 and	 his	 Russian	
counterpart	 Andrei	 Belousov	 before	 Mr.	 Putin	 landed,	 ended	 without	 any	 announcements.	
Instead,	the	focus	was	squarely	on	economic	cooperation,	and	taking	forward	the	roadmap	on	the	
“Development	 of	 Strategic	Areas	 of	 India	—	Russia	Economic	Cooperation	 till	 2030”	 that	was	
launched	 during	Mr.	Modi’s	 visit	 to	Moscow	 in	 2024.	 To	 this	 end,	 they	 announced	 a	 “Labour	
Mobility	 Agreement”	 that	 will	 facilitate	 Indian	 skilled	 workers	 to	 work	 in	 Russia,	 where	
manpower	shortages	for	three	million	jobs	are	expected	by	the	end	of	the	decade.	Russian	and	
Indian	fertilizer	companies	also	signed	an	MoU	to	build	a	urea	plant	in	Russia.	Apart	from	this,	the	
two	sides	signed	agreements	on	maritime	cooperation,	ports	and	customs.	The	two	sides	expected	
to	smooth	the	path	for	bilateral	trade,	particularly	via	the	Chennai-Vladivostok	Eastern	Maritime	
Corridor	and	International	North	South	Transport	Corridor.	India	and	Russia	agreed	to	continue	
working	towards	enhancing	the	settlement	of	bilateral	trade	in	their	national	currencies.	There	
were	no	announcements,	however,	on	oil	procurement,	that	made	up	more	than	$60	billion	of	the	
$69	 billion	 trade	 last	 year,	 nor	 were	 there	 any	 concrete	 outcomes	 on	 space	 and	 nuclear	
cooperation.	

Was the Ukraine war a factor? 

Mr.	Putin’s	visit	to	India,	at	a	time	the	Ukraine	war	could	head	into	its	fourth	year,	was	significant,	
as	it	came	during	intense	negotiations	over	a	U.S.-led	peace	proposal	aimed	at	ending	the	conflict	
last	week	in	Moscow.	In	comments	to	the	media	prior	to	their	talks,	Mr.	Modi	thanked	Mr.	Putin	
for	“always	keeping	India	briefed”	about	the	conflict,	and	hoping	for	it	to	end.	“India	is	not	neutral,	
it	stands	on	the	side	of	peace,”	Mr.	Modi	said.	Mr.	Putin	too	said	he	hoped	for	peace,	and	signalled	
some	 hope	 for	 the	 U.S.	 proposal.	 However,	 the	 larger	 shadow	 over	 the	 talks	was	 of	Western	
sanctions	 on	 Russia	 that	 have	 exacted	 a	 high	 cost	 on	 India.	 While	 Mr.	 Putin	 promised	
“uninterrupted	fuel	supplies	to	India”,	and	the	Ministry	of	External	Affairs	(MEA)	has	said	it	would	
only	bow	to	“commercial	considerations”	on	oil	purchases,	it	would	seem	European	sanctions	on	
Russian	and	Indian	oil	companies	as	well	as	the	hefty	25%	tariff	added	on	to	Indian	goods	by	the	
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U.S.	have	dented	India’s	resolve.	Figures	show,	that	in	2025,	the	year-on-year	intake	of	Russian	oil	
has	been	cut	drastically	(38%	y-o-y	down	in	value	in	October	2025).	The	two	sides	may	have	also	
stayed	away	from	announcements	in	the	field	of	defence,	space	and	nuclear	cooperation	during	
Mr.	Putin’s	visit,	just	in	case	the	U.S.	revisits	its	2018	CAATSA	(Countering	America’s	Adversaries	
Through	Sanctions	Act)	law	that	sanctions	strategic	purchases	from	Russia.	In	addition,	a	warning	
shot	from	three	European	Ambassadors	(the	U.K.,	Germany	and	France)	in	an	article	criticising	
Russia	for	the	war	in	Ukraine,	that	appeared	just	days	before	Mr.	Putin’s	visit,	may	have	given	the	
government	some	reason	to	pause,	even	though	the	MEA	called	the	article’s	 “public	advice”	 to	
India,	“unacceptable”.	 It	 is	also	significant	that	Ukrainian	President	Volodymyr	Zelenskyy,	who	
had	last	year	criticised	Mr.	Modi	for	embracing	Mr.	Putin	in	Moscow,	remained	silent	on	the	hugs	
and	bonhomie	 in	Delhi,	 possibly	 due	 to	 some	deft	 diplomacy	by	New	Delhi,	 and	owing	 to	 the	
sensitive	stage	the	U.S.-led	peace	talks	are	at.	

What can be the way forward? 

For	New	Delhi,	an	end	to	the	conflict	in	Ukraine	will	ease	the	tightrope	walk	it	is	currently	being	
forced	into	due	to	the	deep	polarisation	between	Russia	and	Europe,	and	as	Russia’s	dependency	
on	China	grows.	Mr.	Putin’s	visit	came	just	a	month	before	likely	visits	from	German	Chancellor	
Friedrich	Merz	and	the	European	Union’s	top	leadership	Ursula	Von	Der	Leyen	and	Antonio	Costa	
for	Republic	Day.	The	EU-India	Summit	is	being	held	after	a	long	gap,	and	the	EU-India	Free	Trade	
Agreement	is	expected	to	be	signed.	In	February,	New	Delhi	expects	French	President	Emmanuel	
Macron	and	other	Western	leaders	at	the	Artificial	Intelligence	Summit,	and	Canadian	PM	Mark	
Carney	thereafter.	Meanwhile,	the	India-U.S.	free	trade	agreement,	that	hopes	to	see	a	rollback	of	
excessive	U.S.	tariffs,	is	also	in	a	decisive	phase.	In	that	sense,	New	Delhi	hoped	the	Putin-visit,	that	
was	long	delayed,	would	be	a	“win-win.”	It	wanted	the	visit	to	be	a	reaffirmation	of	its	traditional	
ties	with	Russia,	while	ensuring	the	outcomes	did	not	raise	a	protest	from	the	West.	This	would	
allow	India	to	continue	to	uphold	its	decades-old	policy	of	“strategic	autonomy.”	

DIPLOMATIC TIGHTROPE: RED CARPET FOR PUTIN, NOW DELHI WORKS ON DATES FOR 
ZELENSKYY VISIT 

What's the ongoing story: 

As	Russian	President	Vladimir	Putin	concluded	his	two-day	visit	to	India	December	5,	New	Delhi	
was	preparing	the	next	steps	in	a	careful	diplomatic	balancing	act:	moves	are	afoot	to	schedule	a	
possible	visit	by	Ukrainian	President	Volodymyr	Zelenskyy	to	India	in	the	coming	months,	The	
Indian	Express	has	learnt.	The	visit	could	take	place	as	early	as	January	2026.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	A	Zelenskyy	visit	would	reinforce	Delhi's	effort	to	stay	engaged	with	both	sides	of	the	Russia–
Ukraine	 war,	 following	 the	 same	 calibrated	 approach	 adopted	 last	 year.	 In	 July	 2024,	 Prime	
Minister	Narendra	Modi	 travelled	 to	Moscow	and	met	Putin;	 a	month	 later,	 in	August,	 he	had	
visited	Ukraine.	

—	Sources	said	discussions	between	Indian	and	Ukrainian	officials	have	been	ongoing	for	several	
weeks,	with	New	Delhi	in	touch	with	Zelenskyy's	office	even	before	Putin	arrived	in	India.	

—	The	 timing	and	 scope	of	 the	proposed	visit	will	 depend	on	multiple	 factors,	 including	how	
former	US	President	Donald	Trump's	peace	plan	unfolds	and	developments	on	 the	battlefield.	
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Domestic	 politics	 in	 Ukraine,	 where	 Zelenskyy's	 government	 is	 currently	 under	 pressure	
embroiled	in	a	sweeping	corruption	scandal,	could	also	influence	the	outcome.	

—	Notably,	Ukraine	has	sent	Presidents	to	India	only	three	times:	1992,	2002	and	2012.	Putin's	
visit	has	drawn	close	scrutiny	from	Europe,	with	several	European	envoys	urging	India	to	use	its	
influence	to	push	Moscow	towards	ending	the	war.	Delhi,	however,	consistently	maintained	that	
dialogue	and	diplomacy	remain	the	only	viable	path	forward	with	Modi	framing	it	as:	"India	is	not	
neutral,	India	is	on	the	side	of	peace."	

—	India	has	stayed	in	touch	with	both	Putin	and	Zelenskyy	since	the	war	began	in	February	2022.	
Modi	has	spoken	to	Zelenskyy	by	phone	at	least	eight	times,	and	the	two	leaders	have	met	on	at	
least	four	occasions.	

—	Their	most	recent	conversation	was	on	August	30,	when	Modi	reached	Tianjin,	China,	for	the	
Shanghai	Cooperation	Organisation	summit	and	was	to	meet	Putin	on	the	sidelines.	Sources	said	
India	 has	 since	 remained	 in	 touch	with	 both	 Kyiv	 and	Moscow	 on	 evolving	 peace	 initiatives,	
including	the	latest	Trump	proposal.	

—	The	war	has	also	begun	to	have	a	more	direct	impact	on	India.	The	25	per	cent	penalty	tariffs	
imposed	by	Trump	for	buying	Russian	oil	has	forced	Delhi	to	cut	its	Russian	crude	imports	since	
September,	as	secondary	sanctions	and	tariff	pressures	kicked	in.	

—	Officials	pointed	to	the	readout	issued	by	the	Prime	Minister's	Office	after	the	Modi-Zelenskyy	
call	 on	August	 30	 this	 year,	which	 said	Modi	 had	 reaffirmed	 India's	 "steadfast	 and	 consistent	
position	for	peaceful	settlement	of	the	conflict"	and	its	readiness	to	extend	"all	possible	support".	

Do You Know: 

—	India-Russia	 bilateral	 relations	 date	 back	 seven	decades.	 The	 bilateral	 diplomatic	 relations	
have	gone	through	several	periods	since	their	formal	establishment	in	1947	but	have	remained	
strong	and	even	grown.	The	recent	visit	of	Prime	Minister	Modi	to	Russia	demonstrates	India's	
commitment	to	its	partnership	with	Russia	as	it	has	been	a	longstanding	and	reliable	partner	for	
India.	The	India-Russia	relations	have	been	a	key	pillar	of	India's	foreign	policy.	

QUAD, US BACK INDIA IN WAR AGAINST TERROR 

What's the ongoing story: 

At	a	time	when	ties	between	India	and	the	US	are	strained	over	punitive	tariffs,	New	Delhi	and	
Washington	have	come	together	to	cooperate	on	counter-terrorism.	And,	the	Quad	members	also	
joined	in	Delhi	to	work	on	ways	to	expand	cooperation	to	combat	terrorism	under	the	framework	
of	the	grouping.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	 Officials	 from	 India,	 US,	 Japan	 and	 Australia	 met	 in	 Delhi	 for	 the	 two-day	 Quad	 Counter	
Terrorism	Working	Group	meeting	this	week	and	"unequivocally	condemned	terrorism	in	all	its	
forms	and	manifestations,	including	cross-border	terrorism".	

—	Separately,	Indian	and	US	officials	also	held	a	meeting	of	their	joint	working	group	(JWG)	on	
counter-terrorism	and	'designations	dialogue'	on	December	3	in	New	Delhi.	
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—	During	the	meeting,	India	and	the	US	sought	additional	punitive	measures	like	asset	freeze	and	
arms	 embargo	 by	 the	 UN	 against	 Pakistan-based	 terror	 outfits	 Lashkar-e-Taiba,	 Jaish-e-
Mohammad,	their	proxy	groups	and	backers.	

—	The	two	sides	also	called	for	additional	designations	of	ISIS	and	al-Qaeda	affiliates.	These	terror	
groups	were	designated	by	the	UN	and	they	have	already	been	facing	various	punitive	actions	
under	the	global	body's	sanctions	regime.	

—	In	the	talks,	the	Indian	side	thanked	the	US	State	Department	for	designating	The	Resistance	
Front	 (TRF),	 a	 proxy	 of	 LeT,	 as	 both	 a	 Foreign	 Terrorist	 Organisation	 (FTO)	 and	 a	 Specially	
Designated	Global	Terrorist	(SDGT).	

—	The	two	sides	emphasised	that	confronting	terrorism	requires	concerted	action	in	a	sustained	
and	 comprehensive	 manner,	 according	 to	 a	 joint	 statement	 released	 Saturday.	 Against	 this	
backdrop,	the	two	sides	renewed	their	commitment	to	strengthening	multilateral	cooperation	in	
countering	terrorism,	including	in	the	UN,	Quad	and	the	Financial	Action	Task	Force	(FATF).	

—	The	meetings	underscored	the	 importance	of	bilateral	cooperation	 in	countering	 terrorism,	
reflecting	the	"spirit	and	breadth"	of	the	India-US	Comprehensive	Global	Strategic	Partnership,	
the	statement	said.	It	said	the	two	sides	strongly	condemned	the	terrorist	attack	in	Pahalgam	and	
the	recent	heinous	terror	incident	near	the	Red	Fort,	while	stressing	that	those	responsible	for	
terrorism	should	be	held	accountable.	

—	 India	 and	 the	 US	 also	 discussed	 strengthening	 law	 enforcement	 and	 judicial	 cooperation,	
including	through	information	sharing	and	cooperation	on	mutual	legal	assistance	requests.	

—	 The	 Quad	 grouping	 called	 for	 bringing	 the	 perpetrators,	 organisers	 and	 financiers	 of	 last	
month's	terror	incident	to	justice	and	urged	all	UN	member	states	to	cooperate	on	it.	

HUMANE JUSTICE 

On	a	cold	December	day	in	2018,	a	Division	Bench	of	the	Delhi	High	Court	assembled	to	deliver	a	
judgment	on	a	mass	crime	that	had	haunted	India	for	nearly	three	decades.	The	massacre	of	Sikhs	
—	men,	women	and	children	—	in	the	nation’s	capital	during	the	1984	riots,	which	broke	out	
following	the	assassination	of	Prime	Minister	Indira	Gandhi	by	her	two	Sikh	bodyguards.	

In	 the	 dock	was	 Sajjan	Kumar,	 a	 Congress	MP	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 riots.	 The	 Central	 Bureau	 of	
Investigation	had	appealed	the	High	Court	against	his	acquittal	in	the	murder	of	five	Sikhs	in	South	
West	Delhi	and	the	burning	down	of	a	gurudwara	in	November	1984.	The	judgment	authored	by	
the	Bench	of	Justices	Srinivasan	Muralidhar	and	Vinod	Goel	traversed	beyond	the	confines	of	a	
criminal	appeal	to	state	boldly	that	crimes	against	humanity	enjoy	political	patronage	and	manage	
to	evade	prosecution	and	punishment.	

Seven	years	later,	Justice	Muralidhar,	lead	judge	on	the	Bench	and	author	of	the	judgment,	was	
appointed	 by	 the	 UN	 Human	 Rights	 Council	 as	 the	 Chair	 of	 the	 three-person	 Independent	
International	 Commission	 of	 Inquiry	 on	 the	 Occupied	 Palestinian	 Territory,	 including	 East	
Jerusalem	and	Israel.	

As	the	spearhead	of	the	UN	inquiry,	he	is	expected	to	do	on	the	international	stage	what	he	did	
best	as	a	judge	in	India.	To	speak	truth	to	power	about	human	rights	violations	in	one	of	the	most	
conflict-ridden	parts	of	the	world.	
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The	 Commission	 has	 been	 tasked	 to	 investigate	 “all	 alleged	 violations	 of	 international	
humanitarian	law	and	all	alleged	violations	and	abuses	of	international	human	rights	law	leading	
up	to	and	since	April	13,	2021,	and	all	underlying	root	causes	of	recurrent	tensions,	instability	and	
protraction	of	conflict”.	

‘Murali’,	as	his	friends	call	him,	started	his	legal	practice	in	Chennai	in	the	mid	1980s.	He	moved	
to	Delhi	and	converted	his	blue	Maruti	omni	van	into	his	chamber	on	the	Supreme	Court	parking	
lot.	As	 the	number	of	his	 legal	briefs	 increased,	he	continued	to	appear	as	an	advocate	 for	 the	
National	Human	Rights	Commission	as	well	as	do	pro	bono	work	for	the	victims	of	the	Bhopal	gas	
tragedy,	death	row	convicts,	and	those	displaced	by	the	dams	on	the	Narmada	river.	

Progressive thinking 

Justice	Muralidhar	combined	progressive	thinking	with	fair	play	on	the	Bench	after	his	elevation	
as	a	Delhi	High	Court	judge.	He	affably	refused	to	have	a	liveried	usher,	a	remnant	of	the	colonial	
age,	to	open	doors	for	him	or	tuck	him	into	or	out	of	chairs.	He	told	lawyers	not	to	address	him	as	
‘Mi	Lord’	or	‘Your	Lordship’.	A	simple	‘Sir’	would	do	very	well.	

Following	a	“midnight	transfer”	order	from	the	Delhi	High	Court	after	he	gave	the	Delhi	Police	a	
dressing	down	for	not	booking	three	BJP	leaders	for	hate	speech	and	sent	the	police	scurrying	to	
save	people	trapped	 in	the	2020	communal	riots,	a	cheerful	 Justice	Muralidhar	was	quoted	by	
senior	advocate	Sanjoy	Ghose,	as	saying,	“Whatever	they	take	from	me,	they	cannot	take	away	one	
title,	and	that	is,	‘a	former	judge	of	the	Delhi	High	Court’.”	

Justice	Muralidhar	 shared	 the	 Bench	with	 Justice	 A.P.	 Shah,	 braving	 the	 playful	moniker	 ‘Gay	
Lords’	from	colleagues,	after	they	decriminalised	homosexuality	in	2009,	and	set	in	process	an	
irreversible	change	in	the	lives	of	a	section	of	the	population	treated	as	criminals	by	law.	

Justice	Muralidhar	 retired	 as	 Chief	 Justice	 of	 the	Orissa	High	 Court	 in	 2023,	 after	 guiding	 the	
judiciary	through	the	tough	days	of	the	pandemic.	He	never	made	it	to	the	Supreme	Court	Bench	
owing	 to	 “the	 closing	 distance”	 between	 the	 government	 and	 the	 judiciary.	 The	 government	
stalled	for	months	a	Supreme	Court	Collegium	recommendation	to	appoint	him	the	Chief	Justice	
of	 the	Madras	High	Court,	 a	Chartered	High	Court.	The	Collegium	had	 to	 finally	withdraw	 the	
proposal.	

On	his	retirement	day,	the	staff	and	members	of	the	Bar	at	the	Orissa	High	Court	lined	up	till	the	
main	gate	in	an	unprecedented	guard	of	farewell	as	Justice	Muralidhar	walked	down,	his	smile	
bashful,	his	integrity	intact,	and	primed	for	a	second	innings.	

DMK MOVE TO IMPEACH HC JUDGE IS DISQUIETING 

No	judge	in	India	has	been	removed	from	office	through	impeachment.	This	is	a	consequence	of	
the	constitutional	fortifications	meant	to	ensure	judicial	independence.	But	to	hold	and	endure,	
this	architecture	also	requires	a	scaffolding	of	trust,	of	political	parties	respecting	the	separation	
of	powers	and	the	judiciary’s	role.	By	and	large,	with	the	notable	exception	of	the	Emergency,	the	
political	class	has	respected	the	lines	drawn	by	the	constitutional	scheme.	Now,	in	pitting	itself	
against	the	court,	the	DMK	government	is	setting	a	disturbing	precedent.	

An	impeachment	motion	has	been	moved	by	DMK	legislators		—	supported	by	107	Opposition	
MPs	—	against	Madras	High	Court	 Justice	G	R	Swaminathan.	The	DMK	contended	 that	 Justice	
Swaminathan’s	order	to	Subramaniya	Swamy	Temple	officials	to	light	the	lamp	on	Deepathoon	on	
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December	 4	 could	 lead	 to	 communal	 tensions	 and	 law	 and	 order	 issues.	 The	 Tamil	 Nadu	
government	also	argued	that	the	order	reverses	a	2017	judgment	by	a	division	bench	of	the	court.	
The	government	has	every	right	to	disagree	with	the	court’s	ruling.	In	fact,	the	appellate	processes	
built	into	the	judicial	system	are	meant	to	ensure	that	several	legal	minds	are	applied	to	vexed	
questions.	 The	DMK	 and	 the	 state	 government	 are	welcome	 to	 exercise	 their	 right	 to	 appeal.	
Impeachment,	however,	is	an	extreme	step,	meant	to	be	invoked	only	in	cases	where	there	is	a	
prima	facie	case	of	incapacity	or	misbehaviour.	It	must	not	become	a	political	tool,	or	a	pressure	
tactic	to	intimidate	judges	when	they	pronounce	verdicts	a	government	finds	disagreeable.	What’s	
to	stop	governments	across	the	country	from	blaming	the	umpire	every	time	they	lose	a	case?	

For	a	while	now,	parties	of	the	national	Opposition	have	alleged	that	an	overbearing	executive	at	
the	 Centre	 seeks	 to	 undermine	 the	 letter	 and	 spirit	 of	 the	 Constitution.	 The	 DMK	 and	 its	
government	 in	 Tamil	 Nadu	 have	 been	 among	 the	 most	 vociferous	 critics	 of	 the	 BJP-led	
government	on	 issues	of	politicisation	of	 the	governor’s	office,	undermining	of	 federalism,	and	
institutional	capture.	On	these,	it	has	approached	the	judiciary,	and	most	recently,	in	the	governor	
case,	 found	 relief.	 In	 this	 backdrop,	 the	 impeachment	 motion	 does	 not	 just	 set	 a	 disquieting	
precedent.	It	is	also	a	case	of	the	DMK	shooting	itself	in	the	foot.	

WHAT THE NITHARI ACQUITTALS REVEAL ABOUT THE JUSTICE SYSTEM 

On	November	12,	Surinder	Koli	was	acquitted	by	the	Supreme	Court	in	the	last	of	the	16	cases	
linked	to	the	2006	Nithari	killings.	On	December	29,	2006,	skeletal	remains	of	several	children	
were	discovered	from	a	drain	behind	the	house	of	a	businessman,	Mohinder	Singh	Pandher,	at	
Nithari	in	Noida.	The	silence	following	his	release	suggests	a	deep	unease:	not	because	guilt	was	
disproved	with	precision,	but	because	the	evidence	was	tainted	or	insufficiently	collected.	

Double injustice 

The	problem	becomes	even	more	glaring	when	we	recall	that	Mohinder	Singh	Pandher,	the	owner	
of	the	house	where	several	of	the	offences	allegedly	took	place,	had	already	been	acquitted	years	
ago	after	 spending	14	years	 in	 custody	as	an	undertrial.	When	both	accused	 in	a	 case	of	 such	
gravity	are	set	free	because	the	investigation	could	not	withstand	legal	scrutiny,	it	is	not	a	clean	
acquittal.	It	is	a	failed	prosecution.	This	is	a	double	injustice	—	towards	the	accused	and	towards	
the	victims.	

Wrongful	prosecution	in	Nithari	amounts	to	secondary	victimisation	of	the	accused.	Koli	spent	19	
years	in	jail;	Pandher	spent	14.	These	are	years	erased	from	their	lives.	India	still	lacks	a	statutory	
framework	to	compensate	individuals	who	suffer	incarceration	and	stigma	due	to	investigative	
failures.	Once	labelled	a	serial	killer	or	rapist,	acquittal	rarely	restores	one’s	honour.	Such	cases	
are	not	isolated.	Under	stringent	special	laws	like	the	Unlawful	Activities	(Prevention)	Act	(UAPA),	
where	bail	becomes	nearly	impossible,	undertrials	have	spent	a	decade	or	more	in	jail	only	to	be	
acquitted	later	on	technical	grounds.	The	Law	Commission	of	India’s	277th	Report	recommended	
a	compensation	scheme	 for	 those	wrongly	prosecuted.	Yet,	 the	proposal	continues	 to	 languish	
without	implementation.	

The	other	side	of	the	injustice	is	even	more	troubling	—	the	absolute	denial	of	justice	to	victims.	
The	Nithari	families	deserved	the	truth,	accountability,	and	closure.	What	they	received	instead	
was	silence.	The	fact	that	no	direction	has	been	issued	for	a	fresh	or	independent	investigation	
reflects	a	disturbing	complacency:	once	the	accused	walk	free,	the	system	believes	its	job	is	done.	
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Consider	the	parallels.	Anokhilal,	convicted	for	rape	of	a	minor,	was	acquitted	after	spending	11	
years	in	prison	when	the	DNA	protocol	used	in	his	case	was	found	flawed.	The	acquittal	was	hailed	
as	a	victory	for	procedural	correctness,	but	no	one	asked	the	fundamental	question:	if	not	him,	
who	committed	the	assault?	Our	system’s	disproportionate	focus	on	the	accused	should	not	blind	
us	to	the	equally	compelling	need	to	discover	the	actual	perpetrator.	Justice	must	strike	a	balance.	

Lack of accountability 

Underlying	 this	 failure	 is	 the	 absence	 of	 accountability.	 Investigators,	 forensic	 experts,	 and	
prosecution	officers	can	make	grave	errors	—	losing	evidence,	relying	on	unscientific	methods,	
building	fragile	cases	—	without	facing	repercussions.	There	is	also	a	lack	of	a	transparent,	data-
driven	model	 to	 evaluate	 performance	 in	 policing,	 prosecution,	 and	 forensic	 services.	 Critical	
statistics	on	conviction	quality,	investigative	timelines,	and	decision	patterns	are	either	absent	or	
inaccessible.	Without	data,	we	cannot	diagnose;	without	accountability,	we	cannot	reform.	

The	 Nithari	 acquittals	 reveal	 a	 justice	 system	 that	 completes	 cases,	 but	 does	 not	 necessarily	
deliver	justice.	In	the	eyes	of	the	law,	both	accused	now	walk	free.	But	the	children	who	were	killed	
still	 have	 no	 voice.	 A	 nation	 that	 prides	 itself	 on	 constitutionalism	 cannot	 accept	 justice	 that	
merely	rearranges	guilt	without	identifying	truth.	India	deserves	a	criminal	justice	system	where	
truth,	accountability,	and	victims’	rights	are	not	afterthoughts.	 Justice	must	not	only	acquit	the	
innocent	—	it	must	pursue	the	guilty	with	equal	resolve.	

ENDLESS ORDEAL 

Eight	years	after	a	prominent	Malayalam	woman	actor	was	abducted	and	sexually	assaulted	in	a	
moving	 car	 in	 Kochi,	 a	 trial	 court	 on	 December	 8	 convicted	 six	 men	 of	 gang	 rape,	 criminal	
conspiracy,	 wrongful	 confinement,	 and	 destruction	 of	 evidence,	 among	 other	 charges.	 On	
December	12,	they	were	sentenced	to	20	years	of	rigorous	imprisonment.	The	court,	however,	
acquitted	 actor	 Dileep	 and	 two	 others	 of	 all	 charges,	 including	 that	 of	 masterminding	 the	
conspiracy,	citing	insufficient	evidence.	The	decision	triggered	widespread	outrage,	with	activists	
decrying	 a	 disturbing	 pattern	 of	 powerful	 men	 dodging	 accountability	 in	 high-profile	 sexual	
violence	cases.	The	survivor’s	exemplary	courage	in	pursuing	justice	galvanised	civil	society	and	
many	women	in	the	industry.	The	incident	also	exposed	deep-seated	misogyny	and	machismo	in	
Malayalam	cinema.	Women	rallied	behind	the	survivor	but	faced	vicious	online	campaigns	and	
denial	 of	 work.	 The	 Association	 of	 Malayalam	 Movie	 Artistes	 (AMMA),	 controlled	 by	 men,	
unravelled	under	scrutiny;	a	group	of	resolute	women	formed	the	Women	in	Cinema	Collective	to	
demand	a	safer,	more	equitable	workplace	and	endured	professional	boycott	and	cyber-bullying.	

Very	soon,	the	Kerala	government	constituted	a	committee	under	a	retired	High	Court	judge	to	
examine	gender	 issues	 in	 the	 industry.	 Its	 report,	 released	after	 sustained	pressure,	 catalysed	
further	 reform:	 women	 were	 elected	 to	 leadership	 positions	 in	 AMMA,	 Internal	 Complaints	
Committees	 became	 mandatory	 on	 film	 sets,	 and	 the	 government	 is	 now	 finalising	 a	
comprehensive	policy	to	address	film	workplace	safety	and	equality.	The	developments	inspired	
demands	 from	 other	 regional	 film	 industries	 to	 follow	 suit.	 During	 the	 trial,	 the	 survivor	
repeatedly,	but	unsuccessfully,	sought	a	change	of	judge,	alleging	bias	during	the	prosecution	held	
in-camera.	She	also	raised	serious	concerns	about	tampering	with	crucial	video	evidence:	its	hash	
value	had	changed	while	in	judicial	custody,	suggesting	unauthorised	access.	Although	the	court	
convicted	 the	 direct	 perpetrators	 and	 confirmed	 a	 conspiracy,	 its	 failure	 to	 hold	 the	 alleged	
mastermind	 liable	 has	 eroded	 the	 survivor’s	 faith	 in	 the	 process.	 The	Kerala	 government	 has	
rightly	announced	that	it	will	appeal.	Faced	with	rampant	criticism,	the	judge,	Honey	M.	Varghese,	
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warned	 the	 media	 and	 others	 of	 contempt	 proceedings	 for	 casting	 aspersions	 on	 the	 court.	
Bringing	all	conspirators	to	justice	is	critical	to	reaffirming	women’s	confidence	in	the	system	and	
encouraging	 them	 to	 fearlessly	 report	 injustice.	 For	 the	 survivor,	 a	 thorough	 and	 transparent	
appellate	process	offers	the	only	path	to	closure.	

WHAT DOES SUPREME COURT’S RULING ON NARCO TESTS MEAN? 

The story so far: 

The	Supreme	Court	has	held	that	any	forced	or	involuntary	narco	test	shall	be	unconstitutional	
and	invalid,	setting	aside	a	Patna	High	Court	order	that	permitted	such	a	test	in	Amlesh	Kumar	v.	
State	 of	 Bihar	 (2025).	 The	 apex	 court	 is	 of	 the	 view	 that	 the	 High	 Court’s	 order	 was	 in	
contravention	of	the	guidelines	given	in	Selvi	v.	State	of	Karnataka	(2010).	

What is a narco test? 

A	narco	test	is	a	process	of	investigation	during	which	it	is	expected	that	the	accused,	undergoing	
such	a	test,	would	express	the	concealed	facts.	He	is	sedated	by	administering	a	certain	class	of	
substances,	such	as	barbiturates,	for	instance,	Sodium	Pentothal,	to	reduce	a	subject’s	inhibitions	
and	 reasoning	 ability.	 It	 is	 a	 non-violent	 method	 similar	 to	 those	 called	 polygraphs	 or	 brain	
mapping.	

Why are these tests constitutionally problematic? 

Clause	(3)	of	Article	20	of	the	Constitution	provides	for	the	protection	against	self-incrimination,	
meaning	that	no	person	accused	of	any	offence	shall	be	compelled	to	be	a	witness	against	himself.	

The	Supreme	Court,	while	referring	to	the	Selvi	guidelines,	has	held	that	without	free	consent,	any	
such	test	would	be	unconstitutional	and	hence	any	information	obtained	therefore	shall	not	be	
used	as	evidence.	It	is	important	to	note	that	all	three	clauses	of	Article	20	form	the	constitutional	
foundation	of	India’s	criminal	justice	system.	Clause	(1)	deals	with	ex-post	facto	laws	—	laws	that	
declare	an	act	as	an	offence	which,	when	committed,	was	not	an	offence.	Further,	Clause	(2)	states	
that	no	person	shall	be	prosecuted	and	punished	for	the	same	offence	more	than	once,	that	 is,	
protection	against	double	jeopardy.	Clause	(3),	as	discussed	earlier,	protects	an	accused	from	self-
incrimination.	

One	of	the	principles	of	a	democratic	criminal	justice	system	is	the	need	to	balance	the	rights	of	
the	victim	with	those	of	the	accused.	Any	violation	of	the	right	against	self-incrimination	would	be	
a	matter	of	serious	concern	in	the	context	of	democratic	values	and	principles.	Similarly,	personal	
liberty	under	Article	21	is	of	paramount	importance	because	it	incorporates	the	Right	to	Privacy,	
and	any	such	test	without	the	express	consent	of	the	person	(accused)	would	violate	one	of	the	
most	basic	human	rights.	

Moreover,	it	is	also	to	be	noted	that	Article	21,	together	with	Articles	19	and	14,	constitute	the	
‘Golden	Triangle’	 of	 the	Constitution,	 as	 explained	by	 the	Supreme	Court	 in	Maneka	Gandhi	v.	
Union	of	India	(1978).	It	means	that	violation	of	the	Right	to	Privacy	would	thereby	violate	the	
Right	to	Life	and	Personal	Liberty,	and,	finally,	the	Golden	Triangle.	

What have courts said about evidentiary value? 

Two	more	case	laws	appear	relevant	in	this	regard.	In	Manoj	Kumar	Saini	v.	State	of	MP	(2023)	
and	Vinobhai	 v.	 State	 of	Kerala	 (2025),	 the	 courts	held	 that	 the	 results	 of	 a	 narco	 test	 do	not	
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confirm	guilt.	Although	information	obtained	from	the	test	might	contribute	to	the	investigation,	
it	must	be	corroborated	with	other	evidence.	The	Supreme	Court	has	held	that	consent	must	be	
informed,	 recorded	 before	 a	 magistrate,	 and	 undertaken	 with	 medical,	 legal,	 and	 procedural	
safeguards.	

Article	 21	 incorporates	 the	 phrase	 ‘procedure	 established	 by	 law’	 which	 signifies	 that	 the	
procedure	provided	by	law	shall	be	fair.	All	procedural	safeguards	shall	be	taken	care	of	before	
conducting	any	such	non-invasive	tests.	The	court	has	made	it	clear	that	a	person	may	volunteer	
for	a	narco-analysis	test	at	the	stage	of	defence	evidence	under	Section	253	of	BNSS;	however,	
there	is	no	indefeasible	right	to	such	testing.	

The	principle	underlying	informed	consent	is	individual	autonomy,	which	is	associated	with	the	
concept	of	natural	justice.	Enlightenment	thinker	Immanuel	Kant	said	that	an	act	is	ethical	only	
when	 performed	 with	 consent.	 In	 this	 context,	 forced	 or	 involuntary	 testing	 violates	 ethical	
principles	as	well	as	core	human	and	natural	values.	

HAVE TO DO SOMETHING: SC WANTS BOARD TO EXAMINE MAN COMATOSE FOR 13 
YEARS 

What's the ongoing story: 

The	 Supreme	 Court	 Thursday	 asked	 the	 director	 of	 AIIMS,	 New	 Delhi,	 to	 set	 up	 a	 secondary	
medical	board	to	examine	a	32-year-old	man	who	has	been	in	a	vegetative	state	for	the	last	13	
years	so	that	it	can	take	a	call	on	his	father's	request	to	allow	passive	euthanasia	for	his	son.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	A	bench	of	Justices	J	B	Pardiwala	and	K	V	Viswanathan	directed	that	the	report	be	submitted	to	
it	by	December	17,	and	fixed	it	for	hearing	next	on	December	18.	"We	will	have	to	do	something	
now.	We	can't	allow	him	to	live	like	this.	That's	for	sure,"	said	Justice	Pardiwala.	

—	In	2018,	a	five-judge	constitution	bench	of	the	SC	recognised	passive	euthanasia	and	laid	down	
conditions	and	safeguards	regarding	the	execution	of	such	a	living	will.	In	January	2023,	the	court	
modified	the	order	to	make	it	more	workable	and	less	stringent.	

—	On	November	26,	 the	 apex	 court	 asked	 the	Noida	District	Hospital	 to	 constitute	 a	Primary	
Medical	Board	to	examine	Harish	Rana	so	that	 it	could	decide	his	father	Ashok	Rana's	plea	for	
permission	to	withdraw	his	medical	facilities.	

—	Harish,	who	was	a	student	of	Punjab	University,	suffered	head	injuries	after	falling	from	the	
fourth	 floor	 of	 his	 paying	 guest	 accommodation	 in	 2013.	 Since	 then,	 he	 has	 been	 completely	
bedridden,	and	on	an	artificial	support	system.	

—	This	is	the	second	time	in	as	many	years	that	his	parents	have	approached	the	Supreme	Court	
seeking	passive	euthanasia	for	Harish.	

Do You Know: 

—	Euthanasia	refers	to	the	practice	of	an	individual	deliberately	ending	their	life,	oftentimes	to	
get	relief	from	an	incurable	condition,	or	intolerable	pain	and	suffering.	Euthanasia,	which	can	be	
administered	only	by	a	physician,	can	be	either	'active'	or	'passive'.	
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—	Active	 euthanasia	 involves	 an	 active	 intervention	 to	 end	a	person's	 life	with	 substances	or	
external	force,	such	as	administering	a	lethal	injection.	Passive	euthanasia	refers	to	withdrawing	
life	support	or	treatment	that	is	essential	to	keep	a	terminally	ill	person	alive.	

—	In	2018,	 the	Supreme	Court	recognised	the	 legality	of	 'passive	euthanasia'	 for	 terminally-ill	
patients,	holding	that	the	'right	to	die	with	dignity'	forms	a	part	of	the	right	to	life	under	Article	
21	of	the	Constitution	of	India.	

—	To	enforce	the	right	to	die	with	dignity,	the	Supreme	Court	in	its	2018	judgment	laid	down	the	
framework	 for	 making	 advance	 medical	 directives	 or	 living	 wills.	 However,	 the	 process	 was	
complex,	and	the	court	simplified	it	in	its	2023	judgment.	

—	Just	like	wills	on	how	one's	property	is	to	be	distributed,	living	wills	are	written	documents	
made	by	a	person	of	age	18	years	or	older	with	decision-making	capacity,	expressing	their	will	on	
how	they	would	wish	to	be	treated	if	they	lose	such	capacity.	

—	 The	 document	 should	 detail	 at	 least	 two	 surrogate	 decision-makers	—	 anyone	whom	 the	
person	trusts,	from	family	to	neighbours,	who	can	make	decisions	on	behalf	of	the	person	if	they	
lose	decision-making	capacity.	

CARCERAL CULTURE 

The	Supreme	Court	of	India’s	directions	last	week	to	provide	disability-related	support	in	prisons	
arose	 from	 a	 petition	 seeking	 to	 implement	 the	 existing	 disability	 law	 in	 places	 of	 detention,	
drawing	 on	 the	 experiences	 of	 G.N.	 Saibaba	 and	 Stan	 Swamy.	 Both	men	 had	 serious	 physical	
conditions	and	asked	for	allowances	that	would	have	allowed	them	to	cope	with	prison	life;	the	
state	delayed	or	refused	them	these	accommodations,	with	grave	consequences.	Dovetailing	to	
the	constitutional	guarantees	of	equality	and	life	with	dignity	for	prisoners,	the	Rights	of	Persons	
with	 Disabilities	 Act	 2016	 obligates	 governments	 to	 ensure	 support	 for	 all	 services	 in	 their	
control.	Many	failures	in	implementing	the	Act	are	structural,	however:	prisons	are	a	State	subject	
whereas	 the	 Union	 government	 shapes	 policy	 through	 a	 model	 prison	 manual,	 laws	 and	
advisories.	Recent	national	guidelines	on	prisoners	with	disabilities	acknowledged	special	needs	
and	called	for	accessible	infrastructure	and	procedures	whereas	many	State	prison	manuals	still	
reflect	older	assumptions	about	a	prisoner	who	is	physically	able.	In	a	separate	matter,	the	Court	
has	held	that	caste-based	segregation	in	jails	is	unconstitutional	and	suo	motu	said	that	it	would	
monitor	discrimination	in	prisons	along	caste,	gender,	and	disability	lines.	

Colonial	 and	 postcolonial	 prison	 rules	 encoded	 social	 hierarchies,	 resulting	 in	 a	 routine	
assignment	 of	 sanitation	 tasks	 to	 Dalit	 and	 Adivasi	 prisoners,	 who	 are	 also	 over-represented	
among	prisoners	relative	to	their	population,	and	the	absence	of	specific	obligations	on	prison	
authorities	to	support	prisoners	who	cannot	move	or	use	sanitary	facilities	without	assistance.	
The	NCRB	also	records	a	nontrivial	number	of	inmates	with	mental	illness.	While	the	Court	had	
already	 censured	 it	 —	 in	 Muruganantham	 (2025),	 whose	 mandates	 the	 new	 order	 expands	
nationwide	—	 for	 not	 disaggregating	 data	 by	 disability,	 it	 is	 reasonable	 to	 assume	 that	many	
prisoners	experience	the	intersection	of	caste	bias	and	disability	together.	Yet,	prison	rules	and	
oversight	mechanisms	have	repeatedly	normalised	the	 idea	that	 the	discomfort	 faced	by	some	
bodies	is	part	of	the	sentence	rather	than	something	the	state	needs	to	prevent.	Following	on	from	
the	new	order,	the	Centre	and	States	need	to	amend	prison	manuals	to	include	clear	duties	about	
disability-related	accommodation,	and	screen	for	disability	at	admission	and	support	individuals.	
These	measures	require	more	funds,	which	means	the	state	also	needs	to	confront	 its	carceral	
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austerity,	 wherein	 it	 expands	 the	 punitive	 and	 security	 capacity	 of	 prisons	 at	 the	 expense	 of	
dispensing	rights-related	 functions.	Prison	budgets	have	to	be	redesigned	to	treat	accessibility	
and	 non-discrimination	 as	 core	 obligations.	 Finally,	 independent	 inspections	 and	 routine	
publication	of	disaggregated	data	on	 caste	 and	disability	 inside	prisons	 should	 support	public	
oversight,	or	the	Court’s	directions	will	remain	paper	tigers.	

DELHI COURT GRANTS BAIL TO UMAR KHALID TO ATTEND SISTER’S WEDDING 

Student	activist	Umar	Khalid,	accused	in	a	larger	conspiracy	case	related	to	the	2020	North	East	
Delhi	riots,	was	granted	interim	bail	on	Thursday	to	attend	his	sister’s	wedding.	

Additional	 Sessions	 Judge	 Sameer	 Bajpai	 of	 Karkardooma	 court	 granted	Mr.	 Khalid	 bail	 from	
December	16	to	29.	

The	conditional	bail	given	to	Mr.	Khalid	includes	a	clause	that	he	will	not	use	social	media	and	will	
meet	only	his	family	members,	relatives	and	friends.	He	has	been	ordered	to	remain	at	home	or	
the	venue	of	the	wedding	and	other	ceremonies.	

Mr.	 Khalid	 had	 sought	 bail	 from	 December	 14	 to	 29	 to	 attend	 his	 sister’s	 wedding,	 which	 is	
scheduled	on	December	27.	In	his	plea,	he	stated	that	during	the	period	of	interim	bail	he	will	be	
able	to	spend	some	time	with	his	elderly	parents.	

‘Five years on, no trial’ 

The	 activist	 mentioned	 that	 he	 had	 been	 languishing	 in	 jail	 since	 September	 13,	 2020,	
approximately	5	years	and	three	months,	and	will	be	able	to	meet	his	elder	sister	and	her	children,	
who	are	living	abroad	and	coming	to	India	to	attend	the	wedding.	

The	Delhi	Police	have	opposed	Mr.	Khalid’s	bail	stating	that	he	does	not	deserve	any	relief.	Police	
also	stated	that	the	actual	marriage	functions	will	be	held	from	December	25	to	27	so	there	is	no	
necessity	to	grant	interim	bail	to	the	applicant	for	15	days,	as	prayed.	

Arrested	 in	 September	 2020	 under	 charges	 such	 as	 criminal	 conspiracy,	 rioting,	 unlawful	
assembly	 and	Unlawful	 Activities	 (Prevention)	 Act	 (UAPA),	Mr.	 Khalid’s	 regular	 bail	 plea	was	
pending	 in	 the	 Supreme	 Court.	 He	was	 granted	 bail	 in	 December	 2024	 to	 attend	 his	 cousin’s	
wedding.	

NOTE OF HARMONY 

Vande	 Mataram,	 the	 salutation	 of	 India	 imagined	 as	 mother,	 inspired	 generations	 of	 nation-
builders	 who	 brought	 together	 diverse	 sections	 of	 society	 to	 fight	 for	 freedom	 from	 British	
colonialism.	 Written	 by	 Bankim	 Chandra	 Chattopadhyay	 and	 published	 with	 his	 novel	
Anandamath	in	the	early	1880s,	this	year	marks	the	150th	anniversary	of	the	song.	Leaders	of	the	
Indian	National	Congress	(INC),	which	was	leading	the	national	movement,	decided	in	1937	to	use	
the	 first	 two	 stanzas	 at	 its	 gatherings,	 and	 the	 Constitution	 of	 the	 modern	 Republic	 of	 India	
accorded	it	the	status	of	the	national	song.	It	is	only	fitting	that	the	country	remembers	the	story	
of	 the	 song,	 its	 spirit,	 and	 its	 purpose	 in	 nation-building.	 Unfortunately,	 the	 parliamentary	
discussion	to	commemorate	the	anniversary	of	the	song	turned	into	a	partisan	diatribe	in	which	
old	wounds	were	reopened	and	dormant	grievances	reframed.	The	BJP,	led	by	the	Prime	Minister	
in	the	Lok	Sabha	and	Home	Minister	Amit	Shah	in	the	Rajya	Sabha,	sought	to	drive	home	the	point	
that	the	INC’s	decision	to	use	only	the	first	two	stanzas	sowed	the	seeds	of	the	Partition,	as	the	
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Muslim	League	gathered	support	for	a	separate	state	of	Pakistan.	The	Opposition,	led	by	Congress	
MP	Priyanka	Gandhi	Vadra	in	the	Lok	Sabha	and	INC	party	president	Mallikarjun	Kharge	in	the	
Rajya	Sabha,	explained	the	historical	circumstances	of	 the	role	of	 the	song	and	questioned	the	
need	for	any	debate	at	all	on	Vande	Mataram.	Ms.	Vadra	said	Parliament	should	be	focusing	on	
issues	of	the	present	that	concern	everyday	lives	rather	than	discussing	the	past.	

The	past	is	important	for	the	present	of	a	national	community,	but	it	is	important	to	draw	the	right	
lessons	 from	 history	 to	 avoid	 repeating	 mistakes.	 The	 national	 movement	 built	 unity	 among	
various	religious	and	linguistic	communities	and	sects	by	expanding	the	political	space	that	they	
all	could	share.	In	fact,	the	story	of	Vande	Mataram	holds	the	path	of	accommodation	and	mutual	
respect	that	unite	faiths	and	communities.	Leaders	of	the	national	movement	thought	it	was	wise	
to	 find	 common	ground	 rather	 than	 impose	 any	 faith.	Millions	of	Muslims	 joined	 the	 chant	 of	
Vande	Mataram	 across	 the	 country,	 as	 they	marched	 alongside	 Hindus.	While	 the	 unification	
project	was	 successful	 to	 a	 great	 extent,	 Partition	marked	 the	 fragile	nature	of	 that	unity	 and	
flagged	 a	 concern	 for	 the	 future,	 that	 the	 promotion	 of	 any	 identity	 other	 than	 a	 secular,	
constitutional	 Indian	 commonness	 can	 be	 dangerous	 at	 any	 time.	 Inverting	 that	 history	 of	
harmony	into	a	cause	of	fissure	serves	no	purpose.	India	must	uphold	unity	and	harmony	with	a	
rejuvenated	national	purpose.	That	indeed	is	the	greatest	salutation	to	Mother	India.	

THE NATIONAL SONG DEBATE, A READING BETWEEN THE LINES 

Much	before	the	celebrations	of	the	150th	year	of	the	national	song,	Vande	Mataram,	on	November	
7,	2025,	one	of	India’s	leading	music	directors	composed	a	song	woven	around	the	Vande	Mataram	
tune	 (the	 album,	Maa	Tujhe	 Salaam).	 It	was	 a	 song	 that	was	 immensely	 popular.	 So,	why	 the	
sudden	focus	on	Vande	Mataram	and	a	debate	in	Parliament	which	saw	accusations	that	words	of	
the	original	song	were	muted	to	appease	certain	sections,	and	that	all	this	amounted	to	a	betrayal	
by	the	Congress?	

The	so-called	‘mutilation’	of	the	song	—	a	line	being	peddled	by	the	government	of	the	day	—	was	
part	 of	 an	 official	 resolution	 of	 the	 Congress	 Party’s	 Working	 Committee	 (CWC)	 meeting	 in	
Calcutta	on	October	30,	1937.	The	CWC	meeting	had	Jawaharlal	Nehru	chairing	the	session	and	
almost	all	the	big	stalwarts	which	included	Sardar	Vallabhbhai	Patel,	Rajendra	Prasad,	Maulana	
Abul	 Kalam	Azad,	 Bhulabhai	 Desai,	 Jamnalal	 Bajaj,	 Acharya	 J.B.	 Kripalani	 (General	 Secretary),	
Pattabi	 Seetharamiah,	 Rajaji,	 Acharya	Narendra	 Dev,	 Jayaprakash	Narayan,	 and	Netaji	 Subhas	
Chandra	Bose	in	attendance.	

The sense of the meeting 

Though	Mahatma	Gandhi	was	not	a	member	of	the	CWC,	he	was	a	special	invitee	and	was	finalising	
the	working	of	the	resolution	which	was	moved	by	Rajendra	Prasad	(later,	the	President	of	India)	
and	 seconded	 by	 Sardar	 Patel	 (the	Home	Minister	 in	 independent	 India).	 The	 resolution	was	
unanimous:	“The	Working	Committee	have	given	careful	consideration	to	the	question	that	has	
been	 raised	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 Congress	 anthem	 ‘Vande	 Mataram’.	 This	 song	 has	 a	 historic	
background	 and	 has	 evoked	 deep	 enthusiasm	 and	 powerful	 sentiment	 in	 the	 course	 of	 our	
struggle	 for	 freedom.	 It	 has	 thus	 acquired	 a	 unique	 place	 in	 the	 national	 movement.	 The	
Committee	recognize	the	validity	of	the	objections	raised	by	Muslim	friends	to	certain	parts	of	the	
song.	While	the	Committee	have	taken	note	of	such	objections	in	so	far	as	it	has	felt	justified	in	
doing	so,	it	is	unable	to	go	any	further	in	the	matter.	The	Committee	have,	however,	came	to	the	
conclusion	 that	 the	 first	 two	 stanzas	 of	 the	 song,	 which	 alone	 have	 been	 generally	 sung	 on	
Congress	and	other	public	occasions,	should	be	the	only	stanzas	adopted	as	the	National	Song	for	
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the	purpose	of	the	Congress	and	other	public	bodies	and	functions.	These	two	stanzas	are	in	no	
sense	 objectionable	 even	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 those	 who	 have	 raised	 objections,	 and	 they	
contain	the	essence	of	the	song.	The	Committee	recommend	that	wherever	the	‘Vande	Mataram’	
song	is	sung	at	national	gatherings,	only	these	two	stanzas	should	be	sung,	and	the	version	and	
music	 prepared	 by	 Rabindranath	 Tagore	 should	 be	 followed.	 The	 Committee	 trust	 that	 this	
decision	 will	 remove	 all	 causes	 of	 complaint	 and	 will	 have	 the	 willing	 acceptance	 of	 all	
communities	in	the	country.”	

Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi	has	indirectly	targeted	this	resolution	of	the	CWC	in	which	even	
Sardar	Patel	was	a	part	of.	But	has	the	Prime	Minister	realised	that	he	has	attacked	a	spectrum	of	
national	leaders,	whose	remarks	on	the	song	are	being	used	selectively	to	try	and	score	points?	

What	was	the	purpose	of	debating	this	in	Parliament?	Was	it	to	have	a	debate	on	the	issue	for	the	
second	time	much	after	the	one	in	the	Constituent	Assembly	which	sealed	the	issue?	Composed	
by	Bankim	Chandra	Chattopadhyay,	Vande	Mataram	was	first	published	in	the	literary	journal,	
Bangadarshan,	 in	1875	and	was	sung	at	 the	1896	session	of	 the	Congress	by	Tagore.	All	 these	
exercises	took	place	much	before	the	partition	of	Bengal.	

There	is	no	doubt	that	the	song	became	the	spirit	of	all	meetings	of	the	national	movement	which	
also	had	substantial	representation	by	Muslims	also.	It	was	in	1935,	when	the	Government	of	India	
Act	was	 enacted,	 that	 Indians	 got	 a	 chance	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 electoral	 exercise	 to	 get	 into	
Provincial	 Assemblies	 and	 the	 Central	 Legislative	 Assembly.	 The	 issue	 of	 participation	 in	 the	
elections	 held	 in	 1937	 had	 inner	 party	 repercussions.	 The	 Congress	 captured	 the	 Provincial	
Assemblies.	Some	were	won	by	the	Muslim	League.	

When	the	Congress	entered	the	portals	of	power,	it	also	had	the	duty	to	ensure	a	diverse	culture	
and	have	Vande	Mataram	sung	at	government	functions.	The	Calcutta	session	became	the	focal	
point	 to	decide	 to	have	 the	edited	version	 so	 that	 it	would	have	a	pan-India	appeal.	The	 song	
obviously	had	references	to	Hindu	goddesses,	but	if	one	wanted	to	ensure	the	broader	unity	of	
religious	groups,	a	basic	understanding	on	its	theme	was	essential.	It	was	this	pragmatic	decision	
which	made	them	contest	elections	in	alliance	and	continue	in	the	government	for	the	next	two	
years.	In	1939,	the	Congress	ministries	resigned	in	eight	provinces	of	British	India.	

Later,	when	the	Constituent	Assembly	was	convened	and	the	interim	parliament	was	doubling	as	
the	Constituent	Assembly	in	1947,	it	had	208	Congress	members,	73	Muslim	League	members,	
and	15	others.	It	also	had	93	members	nominated	from	the	princely	States,	giving	it	a	total	of	389	
members.	After	Partition,	and	the	departure	of	the	Muslim	League	members	from	the	Constituent	
Assembly,	there	were	only	299	members	—	a	majority	of	them	from	the	Hindu	fold.	It	will	not	be	
out	of	place	to	state	that	the	entry	of	Dr.	B.R.	Ambedkar	was	possible	when	he	was	elected	from	
Bengal	 Assembly	 by	 the	 Muslim	 League-dominated	 Assembly.	 After	 Partition,	 he	 could	 not	
continue	and	it	was	Nehru	who	made	the	decision	to	make	the	Bombay	Governor	nominate	Dr.	
Ambedkar	to	the	Assembly.	

Making a choice 

The	Constituent	Assembly	also	had	ideas	of	having	a	national	anthem	for	the	country.	Members	
were	made	to	listen	to	three	important	songs	that	were	in	contention	—	Vande	Mataram,	Sare	
Jahan	Se	Achha	and	Jana	Gana	Mana.	Though	secular	in	its	meaning	and	set	to	a	marching	tune,	
Sare	 Jahan	 Se	Achha	was	 not	 picked	 as	 the	 lyricist,	 Allama	Muhammad	 Iqbal,	 had	 become	 an	
ardent	Pakistan	supporter.	Even	after	the	final	draft	of	the	Constitution	was	adopted	in	1949	in	
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the	 House	 headed	 by	 Dr.	 Rajendra	 Prasad	 and	 two	 days	 before	 the	 coming	 into	 force	 of	 the	
Constitution,	in	1950,	Vande	Mataram	was	sung	in	the	House	by	a	group.	

However,	Members	were	in	favour	of	Jana	Gana	Mana,	passing	a	resolution	that	it	would	be	the	
National	Song.	The	Constitution,	which	has	395	Articles,	never	referred	to	any	national	song	as	
part	of	the	constitutional	framework.	It	was	only	in	1976,	by	the	42nd	amendment,	under	Mrs.	
Gandhi’s	tenure,	that	a	provision	was	introduced	for	a	fundamental	duty	under	Article	51A	(which	
also	had	a	clause	obligating	every	citizen	to	abide	by	the	Constitution	and	respect	its	ideas	and	
institutions,	the	National	Flag,	and	the	National	Anthem).	

It	was	later,	under	the	Prevention	Of	Insults	To	National	Honour	Act,	1971,	that	disrespect	to	the	
National	Anthem	was	made	a	penal	offence.	The	Supreme	Court	of	India,	in	Bijoe	Emmanuel	vs	
State	of	Kerala,	upheld	the	constitutional	rights	to	freedom	of	religion	and	expression	provided	
that	actions	do	not	disrupt	public	order	or	show	disrespect	to	national	symbols.	

Despite	being	a	Hindu	majority,	the	Constituent	Assembly	selected	Jana	Gana	Mana	as	the	national	
anthem	and	was	of	the	opinion	that	Vande	Mataram	would	be	the	national	song	under	its	adopted	
version.	 It	 is	 against	 this	 background	 that	 one	 has	 to	 view	 the	 sudden	 ebullition	 over	 Vande	
Mataram	with	the	request	made	by	those	in	the	ruling	party	to	Members	of	Parliament	to	consider	
whether	they	should	add	a	new	fundamental	duty	under	Article	51A,	to	accord	the	same	respect	
to	Vande	Mataram	as	Jana	Gana	Mana.	

In	2017,	Justice	M.V.	Muralidharan	of	the	Madras	High	Court	gave	a	direction	to	the	Tamil	Nadu	
School	Education	Department	that	schools	must	sing	Vande	Mataram	at	least	once	a	week,	and	
crooned	in	offices	once	a	month.	Noting	that	the	song	could	also	be	played	in	other	government	
and	private	establishments	at	least	once	in	a	month,	the	judge	said	that	if	people	felt	that	it	was	
too	difficult	to	sing	it	in	Bengali	or	in	Sanskrit,	steps	could	be	taken	to	translate	the	song	into	Tamil.	

The	Delhi	High	Court	asked	the	Government	of	India	to	treat	Vande	Mataram	on	a	par	with	the	
National	Anthem.	What	is	curious	is	that	it	was	the	same	Narendra	Modi	government	that	told	the	
court	that	both	the	National	Anthem	and	the	National	Song	had	their	sanctity	and	deserve	equal	
respect.	 However,	 it	 said	 that	 the	 subject	matter	 of	 the	 proceedings	 could	 never	 be	 a	 subject	
matter	of	a	writ.	The	Modi	government	defended	its	position	in	court	against	granting	equal	legal	
status	to	the	National	Song	as	the	National	Anthem	by	citing	the	Prevention	of	Insults	to	National	
Honour	 Act,	 1971,	 which	 specifically	 criminalises	 disrupting	 the	 anthem	 but	 lacks	 a	 parallel	
provision	for	the	National	Song,	highlighting	the	legal	distinction.	

A deeper reading 

The	new	controversy	being	sought	to	be	created	now	over	the	National	Song,	75	years	after	it	was	
settled	 down	 by	 the	 Constituent	 Assembly,	 makes	 one	 doubt	 the	 intentions	 of	 the	 present	
government.	Is	there	an	agenda	to	replace	the	National	Song	by	a	simple	resolution	of	Parliament	
akin	to	the	similar	exercise	done	to	cancel	the	special	status	of	Jammu	and	Kashmir?	

The	amount	of	importance	and	publicity	being	given	now	to	a	non-issue	certainly	makes	one	to	
believe	that	it	could	be	the	next	move	of	the	Narendra	Modi	government	—	which	is	to	bring	in	a	
different	National	Anthem	for	the	country	without	disturbing	the	Constitution	of	India	and	any	
law	to	the	contrary.	

—	The	song,	which	was	partly	written	in	Sanskrit	and	partly	in	Bengali,	was	composed	in	1875	
and	 included	 in	 Chattopadhyay's	 novel	 Anandamath	 in	 1881	 during	 its	 serialisation	 in	 the	

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


                          

4TH FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR 

Telegram: http://t.me/DreamIAS_Jamshedpur 
27 

www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS 

 
magazine	Bangadarshan.	During	the	1896	Congress	session	in	Calcutta,	Rabindranath	Tagore	set	
it	to	tune	and	sang	it	for	the	first	time.	

—	The	widespread	use	of	the	song	—	Vande	Mataram	means	"Mother,	I	bow	to	you"	—	began	only	
after	 it	 captured	popular	 imagination	during	 the	movement	against	Lord	Curzon's	Partition	of	
Bengal	of	1905.	It	transcended	the	province,	with	the	use	of	Sanskrit	making	it	relatable	in	large	
parts	of	the	country.	

—	Anandamath,	published	as	a	book	 in	1882,	 tells	 the	 story	of	 a	 rebellion	of	 sanyasis	against	
Muslim	 conquerors.	 The	 song	 appears	 in	 the	 novel	 when	 Mahendra,	 a	 householder,	 meets	
Bhavananda,	a	fighting	monk,	who	sings	the	first	few	lines.	

—	A	curious	Mahendra	then	seeks	to	know	who	this	mother	was,	but	Bhavananda	sings	the	next	
few	lines	instead	of	answering.	When	a	perplexed	Mahendra	tells	the	monk	he	is	singing	about	the	
country,	not	a	mother,	Bhavananda	responds,	his	eyes	welling	up	with	tears,	"We	know	no	other	
mother…	except	the	land	that	gave	us	birth."	

—	Even	as	the	song	acquired	rapid	popularity	because	it	represented	the	zeal	to	free	the	country,	
it	got	mired	in	controversy.	Objections	began	to	emerge	from	sections	of	Muslims	that	it	was	an	
invocation	to	a	Hindu	goddess.	

—	When	the	question	of	the	choice	of	the	national	anthem	came	before	the	Constituent	Assembly,	
Tagore's	Jana	Gana	Mana	was	chosen	over	Vande	Mataram,	with	Nehru	explaining	in	a	note	to	the	
Cabinet	on	May	21,	1948,	that	Jana	Gana	Mana	was	more	amenable	to	orchestral	rendering	than	
Vande	Mataram,	which	was	 "deeply	respected"	by	 Indians.	He	said	except	 for	 the	Governor	of	
Central	Provinces,	the	other	Governors	also	had	the	same	opinion.	

Do You Know: 

—	Of	all	the	Viceroys	of	India,	Lord	Curzon	is	possibly	the	most	criticised	—	he	is	the	man	who	
partitioned	Bengal	in	1905,	and	triggered	a	wave	of	Bengali	nationalism	that	contributed	to	the	
wider	Indian	national	movement.	

—	He	was	also	one	of	the	more	openly	imperialist	of	viceroys,	and	a	man	who	saw	Britain's	rule	
over	India	as	critical	to	the	survival	of	empire.	In	1900,	Curzon	famously	stated,	"We	could	lose	all	
our	[white	settlement]	dominions	and	still	survive,	but	if	we	lost	India,	our	sun	would	sink	to	its	
setting."	

—	Curzon	created	a	separate	Muslim	majority	province	of	the	North-West	Frontier	Province,	sent	
a	 British	 expedition	 to	 Tibet,	 established	 a	 separate	 police	 service,	 and	 established	 the	
Archaological	Survey	of	India,	in	order	to	study	and	protect	historical	monuments.	(Barbara	and	
Thomas	Metcalf,	'A	Concise	History	of	Modern	India')	

—	In	July	1905,	Curzon	announced	the	partition	of	Bengal	into	two	provinces.	East	Bengal	and	
Assam,	with	a	population	of	38	million,	was	predominately	Muslim,	while	the	western	province,	
called	Bengal,	was	reduced	to	55	million	people,	primarily	Hindus.	

—	Protests	 began	 almost	 immediately	 after	 the	 announcement,	with	meetings	 taking	place	 in	
more	 than	 300	 cities,	 towns,	 and	 villages	 across	 Bengal.	 (Ishita	 Banerjee-Dube,	 'A	 History	 of	
Modern	India')	The	educated	Bengali	bhadralok	saw	this	move	as	an	attempt	to	break	apart	their	
homeland,	and	curb	their	influence	in	the	region,	while	later	nationalists	would	argue	that	it	was	
indicative	of	the	British's	divide	and	rule	policy.	
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GOVT SANCTIONS RS 11,718 CR FOR TWO-PHASE CENSUS 2027 

What's the ongoing story: 

The	government	has	approved	Rs	11,718	crore	for	conducting	the	Census	2027,	the	first	digital	
exercise	of	 its	kind,	Union	Information	&	Broadcasting	Minister	Ashwini	Vaishnaw	said	Friday.	
Earlier,	the	Union	Cabinet	approved	the	proposal	to	conduct	the	Census	at	a	meeting	chaired	by	
Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	The	Census	2027,	world's	largest	administrative	and	statistical	exercise,	will	be	conducted	in	
two	phases—	the	houselisting	and	housing	phase	between	April	and	September	next	year;	and	
population	 enumeration	 in	 February	 2027	 (for	 the	 UT	 of	 Ladakh	 and	 snow	 bound	 non-
synchronous	areas	of	UT	of	Jammu	&	Kashmir	and	states	of	Himachal	Pradesh	and	Uttarakhand	
in	September	2026).	

—	The	Cabinet	Committee	on	Political	Affairs	on	April	30	this	year	had	decided	to	include	caste	
enumeration	in	the	Census	2027,	which	will	be	done	in	the	second	phase.	

—	Vaishnaw	said	a	gazette	notification	will	be	issued	in	due	course	about	what	data	fields	will	be	
included	in	the	new	Census	and	other	such	specific	details.	About	30	lakh	field	functionaries	will	
complete	the	exercise.	

—	Briefing	about	the	Cabinet	decisions,	Vaishnaw	said	Census	2027	will	be	the	16th	in	the	series	
and	the	eighth	since	Independence.	"It	will	be	the	first-ever	digital	Census.	The	digital	design	of	
the	Census	has	been	made	keeping	in	mind	data	protection,"	he	said.	

—	According	to	officials,	 the	Census	will	also	collect	data	on	housing	condition;	amenities	and	
assets,	demography,	religion,	SC	&	ST	status,	language,	literacy,	economic	activity,	migration	and	
fertility.	

—	A	government	statement	Friday	said	several	new	initiatives	have	been	taken	for	the	Census	
2027.	

—	Calling	it	"the	first	Census	by	digital	means	in	the	country",	the	statement	said,	"Data	will	be	
collected	using	mobile	applications	that	will	be	available	for	both	Android	as	well	as	iOS	versions.	
A	dedicated	portal	namely	Census	Management	&	Monitoring	System	(CMMS)	portal	has	been	
developed	for	managing	and	monitoring	the	entire	Census	process	on	a	real	time	basis."	

—	The	statement	also	mentioned	a	Houselisting	Block	(HLB)	Creator	web	map	application	being	
created	for	the	Charge	Officers.	"An	option	to	self-enumerate	will	be	provided	to	the	public,"	said	
the	statement.	

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.	
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—	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.	

PLAYING TO THE GALLERY 

Good	intentions	do	not	necessarily	lead	to	good	outcomes,	and	it	is	important	to	recall	this	lesson	
of	history	in	the	context	of	the	Karnataka	Hate	Speech	and	Hate	Crimes	(Prevention)	Bill,	2025.	Its	
pious	objectives	are	more	likely	to	lead	to	unintended	horrors	against	free	speech	and	individual	
liberty,	and	blatant	misuses	of	state	power.	The	intent	of	the	proposed	law	is	to	define	and	penalise	
hate	 speech	 and	 hate-motivated	 acts	 that	 incite	 disharmony,	 hatred	 or	 violence	 against	
individuals	or	groups	based	on	various	protected	characteristics.	The	corrosion	of	public	spaces	
in	 free	 societies	 is	 indeed	 troubling,	 and	 governments,	 policymakers	 and	 the	 citizenry	 are	
justifiably	concerned	about	this.	Individuals	and	communities	are	targeted	for	their	religion,	race,	
sexual	orientation,	caste	and	gender	through	public	platforms,	particularly	social	media.	There	is	
a	certain	impunity	from	law	that	purveyors	of	hatred	are	guaranteed.	They	are	often	rewarded	
with	 political	 power	 and	 social	 influence.	 Starting	with	 prejudice	 against	 fellow	humans,	 hate	
speech	is	fuelled	by	misinformation	and	fake	news	oftentimes.	Speech,	prejudice	and	hatred	create	
a	vicious	cycle,	sometimes	leading	to	violence	against	groups	and	individuals.	Karnataka	has	more	
than	its	share	of	all	these,	and	the	State	government	must	have	thought	that	a	specific	law	is	the	
way	to	tackle	this.	

Such	attempts	around	 the	world	are	 creating	more	problems	 than	 they	 resolve.	Restriction	of	
speech	on	any	ground	is	a	bad	idea,	and	when	an	agent	of	the	state	is	authorised	to	determine	
what	is	allowed	and	what	is	not,	it	is	a	slippery	slope.	A	case	in	point	is	how	law	enforcement	in	
several	western	countries	cracks	down	on	peaceful	pro-Palestinian	speech	as	anti-Semitic.	Most	
of	the	attributes	that	such	laws,	including	the	proposed	one	in	Karnataka,	are	trying	to	define	are	
indefinable	concepts	such	as	harmony,	hate,	enmity	and	ill	will.	All	agree	in	principle	that	no	one	
should	spread	hate	or	prejudice,	and	they	go	on	to	accuse	opponents	of	doing	it.	Considering	the	
inescapable	subjectivity	in	this	determination,	the	powerful	prevail.	The	Bill	defines	hate	speech	
as	any	expression	(spoken,	written,	visual,	electronic)	made	in	public	view	to	deliberately	cause	
injury,	disharmony,	enmity,	hatred,	or	ill	will	against	a	person	or	group	with	a	prejudicial	interest,	
which	is	so	sweeping	and	totalitarian	that	the	risk	of	misuse	will	be	manifold	compared	to	any	
social	good	that	can	be	achieved	through	this.	The	only	reason	why	speech	ought	to	be	controlled	
in	a	free	society	is	the	imminent	threat	of	violence,	and	existing	laws	are	more	than	enough	to	
tackle	such	situations.	The	Karnataka	government	is	playing	to	the	gallery.	And	it	is	playing	with	
fire.	

ASSAM GOVT. REINFORCES TWO-CHILD POLICY FOR JOBS, ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION 

The	Assam	government	has	notified	an	amendment	to	a	2017	policy	on	population	and	women	
empowerment	to	reinforce	the	two-child	norm	for	eligibility	in	government	jobs,	self-help	groups	
(SHGs),	and	electoral	participation.	

Certain	communities	have,	however,	been	allowed	to	have	up	 to	 three	children	without	 losing	
access	to	government	jobs	and	benefits,	and	the	eligibility	to	contest	elections	to	panchayats	and	
urban	local	bodies.	

These	 groups	 are	 Scheduled	Castes	 (SC),	 Scheduled	Tribes	 (ST),	 “Tea	Garden	Tribes”,	 and	 the	
Matak	and	Moran	communities.	

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


                          

4TH FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR 

Telegram: http://t.me/DreamIAS_Jamshedpur 
30 

www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS 

 
‘Effective immediately’ 

The	Population	and	Women	Empowerment	Policy	of	Assam	(Amendment),	2025,	will	come	into	
force	immediately,	the	December	5	notification	issued	by	the	State’s	Health	and	Family	Welfare	
Department	read.	

According	to	this	notification,	candidates	with	only	two	children	will	be	eligible	for	government	
employment,	and	existing	government	servants	must	strictly	adhere	to	the	two-child	norm	as	role	
models	for	society.	

It	 further	 said	 that	 individuals,	 male	 or	 female,	 who	marry	 below	 the	 legal	 age,	 will	 become	
ineligible	for	government	jobs	or	the	State’s	employment-generation	schemes.	

The	revised	framework	states	that	the	SHGs	with	members	who	uniformly	adhere	to	the	two-child	
(three-child	 for	 communities	 enjoying	 the	 relaxation)	 policy	 will	 receive	 special	 government	
incentives.	

The	notification	says	that	the	government	may	legislate	legal	provisions	to	bar	people	with	more	
than	two	children	from	taking	part	 in	panchayat	and	municipal	elections,	and	consider	similar	
legal	provisions	for	election	or	nomination	to	other	statutory	bodies	and	committees.	

“In	addition	to	the	two-child	norm,	Government	may,	in	aid	of	creating	an	educated	society	and	
population	structure,	put	minimum	educational	qualifications	as	eligibility	criteria	for	contesting	
elections	to	panchayats	and	urban	local	bodies,”	the	notification	reads.	

“The	Government	of	Assam	will	take	up	with	the	Government	of	India	the	issue	of	ensuring	that	
MLAs	adhere	to	the	family	planning	norms.	The	two-child	norm	will	be	proposed	as	the	yardstick	
for	anyone	contesting	election	to	the	State	legislature.	In	case	any	MLA	from	the	State	flouts	the	
family	planning	norms,	i.e.,	having	more	than	two	children,	he	or	she	may	be	disqualified	from	
his/her	membership	and	be	debarred	from	contesting	polls	in	future,”	it	says.	

WANTON NEGLIGENCE 

A	technical	report	by	the	Directorate	of	Fire	and	Emergency	Services	in	Panaji	has	laid	bare	the	
reasons	for	the	devastating	blaze	at	the	Birch	by	Romeo	Lane	nightclub	in	Arpora,	north	Goa	that	
claimed	25	lives.	The	nightclub	had	been	operating	without	a	valid	fire	department	No-Objection	
Certificate	(NOC).	The	local	panchayat	had	issued	a	demolition	notice	for	the	unlicensed	structure	
but	this	was	not	enforced.	The	building	itself	lacked	essential	safety	infrastructure,	and	its	wooden	
panels	and	decor	and	poorly	ventilated	basement	led	to	the	fire	spreading	quickly	and	the	victims	
being	claimed	by	toxic	smoke	and	oxygen	deprivation.	The	unfortunate	pattern	of	the	deadly	blaze	
in	Goa	highlights	the	fact	that	such	tragedies	are	not	exceptional	in	India.	There	is	one	theme	in	
tragedies	 such	 as	 the	 firecracker	 factory	 explosions	 in	 Virudhunagar,	 Tamil	 Nadu,	 fires	 in	
hazardous	old	buildings	 in	Kolkata,	 the	 flames	 consuming	a	 sleeper	bus	 in	Kurnool	 in	Andhra	
Pradesh,	and	hospital	fires	across	the	country	—	the	inadequacy	of	regulatory	enforcement.	Fire	
safety	remains	a	 low	priority	 for	regulators	and	administrators	despite	recurring	catastrophes	
pointing	to	the	same	faults.	The	issue	is	not	one	of	a	deficit	of	laws	but	their	lax	implementation	
or	even	deliberate	circumvention	without	fear	of	consequences.	Building	codes,	fire	safety	norms	
and	 licensing	 requirements	 exist	 on	 paper,	 with	 corruption,	 political	 influence,	 bureaucratic	
inertia	and,	sometimes,	even	incompetence,	creating	an	ecosystem	where	violations	are	routine	
and	enforcement	is	the	exception.	With	such	an	enabling	environment,	establishments	such	as	the	
one	in	Arpora	prioritise	profits	over	safety.	In	the	case	of	Goa,	a	major	tourist	hub,	there	is	the	
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added	problem	of	proliferation	of	night	clubs,	many	of	them	illegal.	The	operation	of	these	clubs	
without	 licenses	cannot	be	possible	without	political	patronage.	In	Arpora’s	case,	a	magisterial	
inquiry	has	been	ordered	by	the	Chief	Minister.	

The	recurrence	of	fire	accidents	must	catalyse	systemic	change	in	India.	Directly	related	to	fire	
safety,	 some	 reforms	 are	 key.	 First,	 fire	 safety	 audits	 for	 establishments	 must	 be	 conducted	
periodically	and	the	findings	must	be	published	on	an	e-governance	portal	that	tracks	compliance	
and	fixes	accountability.	Second,	community	initiatives	about	fire	safety	and	hazards	should	be	
mandated,	and	led	by	local	governance	institutions.	These	institutions	can	also	be	empowered	to	
incentivise	building	owners	to	fit	their	establishments	with	fire	exits	and	fire-resistant	materials.	
Third,	staff	at	high-risk	establishments	must	receive	safety	and	crowd	management	training.	In	
sum,	 a	 fundamental	 shift	 in	 governance	 culture	 that	 prioritises	 citizen	 safety	 and	 holds	 the	
regulatory	apparatus	accountable	is	a	must.	

RAILWAYS INSTRUCTED TO ONLY DEPLOY LOCO PILOTS WHO CLEAR APTITUDE TEST 

The	 Indian	Railways	has	 been	directed	 to	deploy	 only	 those	 loco	pilots	who	have	 cleared	 the	
aptitude	test	for	operating	commuter	trains.	Using	pilots	who	failed	the	test	would	compromise	
safety,	 the	 Commissioner	 of	 Railway	 Safety	 (CRS)	 has	 said	 in	 his	 report	 on	 the	 November	 4	
collision	between	a	Mainline	Electric	Multiple	Unit	(MEMU)	and	a	goods	train	in	Chhattisgarh	that	
killed	12	people.	

In	 his	 report	 to	 the	 Railway	 Board,	 CRS	 Brijesh	 Kumar	 Mishra	 said	 aptitude	 tests	 include	
intelligence,	memory,	reaction	time	and	personality	test.	“Deploying	loco	pilots	on	MEMU	services	
who	fail	to	meet	these	parameters	will	hamper	timely	decision-making	and	reaction	during	train	
operations.	Loco	pilots	should	be	assigned	to	MEMUs	only	after	passing	the	aptitude	test,”	he	said.	

In	South	East	Central	Railway	zone,	only	102	of	the	142	loco	pilots	required	to	operate	MEMU	
operations	 have	 cleared	 the	 mandatory	 aptitude	 test.	 The	 Railway	 Board	 should	 arrange	
additional	qualified	manpower	for	the	zone	to	run	the	services,	he	said.	

As	many	 as	 33	 cases	 of	 Signal	 Passed	 At	 Danger	 (SPAD)	were	 reported	 in	 2024-25,	 with	 six	
incidents	 in	 the	 first	 two	 months	 of	 2025-26.	 Assistant	 loco	 pilots	 should	 be	 told	 to	 apply	
emergency	brakes	when	the	loco	pilots	cross	a	red	signal	or	exceed	the	prescribed	speed	limits	
after	a	yellow	signal.	This	would	help	in	containing	SPAD	cases.	

Mr.	Mishra	said	according	to	the	Indian	Railway	Medical	Manual,	only	a	‘zero’	blood-alcohol	level	
is	acceptable.	However,	the	Principal	Chief	Medical	Director	of	SECR	said	during	the	inquiry	that	
levels	up	to	10	mg/dl	were	being	treated	as	negative,	as	there	were	many	metabolic	reasons	due	
to	which	the	blood-alcohol	content	could	reach	that	level.	

NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE GRID GAINS TRACTION AS CENTRAL AGENCIES, POLICE SCOUR 
FOR INFORMATION 

The	National	Intelligence	Grid	(NATGRID),	a	platform	for	the	police	and	investigating	agencies	to	
securely	access	government	and	private	databases	in	real	time,	is	getting	around	45,000	requests	
a	month,	government	officials	told	The	Hindu.	

The	platform,	accessible	only	to	security	agencies,	became	operational	last	year	after	first	being	
conceptualised	in	2009	in	the	aftermath	of	the	26/11	Mumbai	terror	attacks.	
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At	the	recent	conference	of	Directors-General	of	Police,	chaired	by	Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi	
in	Raipur,	the	law	enforcement	agencies,	including	State	police,	were	asked	to	scale	up	the	use	of	
NATGRID	in	all	investigations.	

The	Union	Home	Ministry	has	asked	States	to	liberally	use	the	platform	to	access	datasets,	which	
include	details	of	driving	licence,	Aadhaar	registration,	airline	data,	bank	records,	and	also	details	
of	social	media	accounts	which	share	posts	on	a	particular	issue.	

Access	to	NATGRID	is	now	available	to	Superintendent	of	Police-rank	officers.	Earlier,	it	was	only	
meant	 to	 be	 accessible	 to	 10	 Central	 agencies,	 such	 as	 the	 Intelligence	 Bureau,	 Research	 and	
Analysis	Wing,	 National	 Investigation	 Agency,	 Enforcement	 Directorate,	 Financial	 Intelligence	
Unit,	Narcotics	Control	Bureau,	and	the	Directorate	of	Revenue	Intelligence.	

Several	State	police	officials	told	The	Hindu	that	they	faced	certain	hurdles	while	accessing	the	
information	on	the	platform.	

Time consuming 

An	official	said	that	logging	on	the	portal	required	a	lot	of	time,	while	another	official	said	they	
had	to	wait	longer	to	get	the	desired	information,	even	though	the	platform	is	supposed	to	provide	
real-time	data.	

The	 platform,	which	 had	 been	 in	 the	works	 for	 over	 a	 decade	 and	was	 first	 envisaged	 under	
Congress	leader	P.	Chidambaram,	received	a	fresh	momentum	under	Home	Minister	Amit	Shah	in	
2019.	Under	Mr.	Shah,	the	differences	between	various	security	agencies	were	ironed	out,	and	the	
application	was	made	accessible	to	even	the	State	police.	

The	government	is	taking	several	steps	to	enhance	security	and	maintain	the	sanctity	of	data	in	
the	 wake	 of	 repeated	 cyberattack	 attempts	 on	 critical	 infrastructure	 in	 the	 country,	 official	
sources	said.	

In	2024,	India	witnessed	over	20.41	lakh	cybersecurity-related	incidents,	the	highest	number	of	
incidents	since	2020.	

“Instead	 of	 security	 agencies	 seeking	 data	 from	 multiple	 sources,	 NATGRID	 provides	 the	
information	on	a	single	platform.	The	confidentiality	of	the	user	is	maintained,	and	the	registration	
of	a	first	information	report	(FIR)	is	not	necessary.	Information	can	be	secured	to	join	the	dots	
during	an	investigation	or	to	develop	intelligence,”	said	another	government	official.	

WHAT IS THE INDIA POST’S DHRUVA FRAMEWORK? 

The story so far: 

The	Department	 of	 Posts	 in	May	 proposed	 a	 framework	 called	Digital	Hub	 for	 Reference	 and	
Unique	Virtual	Address,	or	DHRUVA,	which	would	allow	for	the	standardisation	and	sharing	of	
physical	addresses	through	“labels”	that	resemble	email	addresses.	DHRUVA	will	also	help	with	
“effective	 governance,	 inclusive	 service	 delivery,	 and	 enhanced	 user	 experience,”	 the	 postal	
department	said.	The	government	has	put	out	a	draft	amendment	to	the	Post	Office	Act,	2023	to	
enable	DHRUVA.	This	follows	the	release	of	DIGIPIN,	a	10-digit	alphanumeric	pin	code	based	on	
location	coordinates.	
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What is DHRUVA? 

DHRUVA	is	being	proposed	as	a	Digital	Public	Infrastructure	(DPI)	along	the	lines	of	Aadhaar	and	
UPI.	The	 service	would	allow	a	 range	of	players	—	 from	 logistics	players	 like	 India	Post	 to	 e-
commerce	and	gig	platforms	like	Amazon	and	Uber	—	to	receive	a	“label”	instead	of	users	having	
to	fill	out	an	address.	The	label	would	then	be	authorised	by	the	end	user,	which	would	then	allow	
the	platform	in	question	to	receive	both	the	“descriptive”	address,	and	the	“geo-coded”	DIGIPIN.	

DIGIPIN	is	an	open-sourced	location	pin	system,	which	India	Post	developed	in-house.	Every	12	
square	metre	block	in	India	has	its	own	unique	DIGIPIN.	India	Post	hopes	that,	at	least	within	the	
postal	network,	it	can	be	useful	in	rural	areas	where	precise	descriptive	addresses	may	not	always	
be	available	(or	possible),	and	would	help	mail	delivery	personnel	with	a	precise	 location	as	a	
fallback,	in	addition	to	the	PIN	code.	

DHRUVA’s	 ecosystem	envisions	 entities	 like	Address	 Service	Providers	who	would	 generate	 a	
proxy	address	or	label	(like	amit@dhruva);	Address	Validation	Agencies	who	would	be	able	to	
authenticate	 addresses;	 Address	 Information	 Agents	 who	 would	 act	 as	 intermediaries	 where	
users	would	be	able	to	manage	consent	for	providing	their	addresses;	and	a	governance	entity,	
along	 the	 lines	 of	 the	 National	 Payments	 Corporation	 of	 India,	 that	would	 oversee	 the	whole	
framework.	

How will DHRUVA be used? 

India	Post	said	that	a	key	use	case	would	be	consent-based	data	sharing,	where	people	tokenising	
their	addresses	 (like	UPI	addresses	 tokenise	bank	accounts)	 can	 “regulate	when	 their	address	
information	can	be	accessed,	and	 the	duration	 for	which	 it	 can	be	accessed	 through	a	consent	
framework.”	Another	useful	 feature	will	be	updating	addresses,	allowing	users	 to	shift	routine	
deliveries	seamlessly	when	they	move	houses.	

DHRUVA	 would	 thus	 allow	 users	 to	 share	 their	 addresses	 with	 digital	 platforms,	 public	 and	
private.	The	Department	said	that	this	would	also	help	users	with	“service	discovery,”	by	allowing	
intermediaries	 to	 show	 what	 doorstep	 services	 are	 available	 at	 their	 location.	 Since	 the	
architecture	 of	 such	 a	 framework	would	 require	 data	 collection,	Dvara	Research,	 a	 non-profit	
policy	research	group	focusing	on	issues	like	financial	inclusion,	said	that	a	draft	law	would	be	
needed	to	authorise	it.	

Will it help urban governance? 

Beni	Chugh,	who	leads	Dvara’s	Future	of	Finance	Initiative,	argued	that	it	was	unclear	if	the	system	
would	be	helpful	 in	enabling	urban	governance,	as	 the	addresses	 it	 envisioned	were	 linked	 to	
people,	 and	 not	 independently	 surveyed	 structures.	 “The	 current	 design	 relies	 on	 collecting	
personal	 information	 along	 the	 addresses,	which,	makes	 it	 necessary	 to	have	 a	 consent-based	
mechanism	for	address	sharing,”	Ms.	Chugh	pointed	out.	

“However,	if	citizens	consented	not	to	share	addresses	or	generate	address	codes,	it	could	result	
in	incomplete	datasets	of	built	infrastructure	or	population.	This	could	reduce	the	effectiveness	of	
this	DPI	for	urban	planning	and	governance	mechanisms.	In	most	parts	of	the	world,	digitisation	
of	addresses	does	not	include	personal	information	which	preempts	the	need	for	users’	consent	
and	allows	for	richer	datasets.”	
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IDEA OF POVERTY AMONG MUSLIMS NEEDS TO BE CORRECTED: NEW PAPER 

What's the ongoing story: 

India	has	"virtually	eliminated"	extreme	poverty	between	2011-12	and	2023-24,	with	the	poverty	
rate	among	Muslims	slightly	lower	(1.5%	of	their	population)	than	among	Hindus	(2.3%).	

Key Takeaways: 

—	This	is	what	a	new	paper	authored	by	Columbia	University	professor	and	Sixteenth	Finance	
Commission	 Chairman	 Arvind	 Panagariya	 and	 Vishal	 More,	 founder	 of	 the	 New	 Delhi-based	
research	and	 consulting	 firm	 Intelink	Advisors,	 published	 in	 the	Economic	&	Political	Weekly,	
says.	

—	As	per	the	paper,	in	2022-23	too,	the	gap	between	the	two	communities	was	the	same,	with	the	
poverty	rate	among	Muslims	(4%	of	the	population)	0.8	percentage	point	behind	Hindus	(4.8%).	

—	 Noting	 that	 "the	 country	 has	 virtually	 eliminated	 extreme	 poverty",	 the	 paper	 adds:	 "The	
common	perception	that	Muslims	experience	a	higher	incidence	of	poverty	than	Hindus…	requires	
correction,	at	least	with	respect	to	extreme	poverty."	

—	 The	World	 Bank	 defines	 extreme	 poverty	 as	 living	 on	 less	 than	 $3	 per	 person	 per	 day	 in	
purchasing	power	parity	(PPP)	terms.	As	per	the	authors,	it	is	close	to	the	Tendulkar	poverty	line,	
the	last	officially	adopted	poverty	line.	

—	The	paper	estimates	poverty	levels	across	social,	religious,	and	economic	groups,	and	rural	and	
urban	areas,	at	the	state	and	Union	Territory	as	well	as	national	levels.	

—	According	to	the	paper,	overall	poverty	has	witnessed	a	"sharp	and	sustained"	decline	in	the	
2011-2024	period.	"The	national	poverty	rate	fell	from	21.9%	(of	the	population)	in	2011-12	to	
2.3%	in	2023-24	–	a	decline	of	19.7	percentage	points	over	12	years,	or	1.64	percentage	points	
per	annum."	

—	It	says	that	class-wise	too,	poverty	has	declined	significantly	across	all	major	social	groups	–	
Scheduled	Castes,	Scheduled	Tribes,	Other	Backward	Classes	(OBCs),	and	Forward	Castes	(FCs).	

—	While	 the	 rate	 of	 poverty	 among	Hindus	 is	 estimated	 at	 2.3%,	 for	Muslims	 it	 is	 1.5%,	 for	
Christians	5%,	for	Buddhists	3.5%,	and	for	Sikhs	and	Jains	0%.	

—	 "Differences	 in	 extreme	 poverty	 between	 Hindus	 and	 Muslims	 have,	 remarkably,	 almost	
disappeared,"	 the	 paper	 says,	 adding	 that	 in	 rural	 areas,	 even	 fewer	Muslims	 classify	 as	 poor	
compared	to	Hindus	(1.6%	vs	2.8%).	Incidentally,	in	urban	areas,	Muslim	poverty	rate	was	20.8%	
in	2011-12	compared	to	12.5%	among	Hindus.	By	2023-24,	this	was	1.2%	and	1%,	respectively.	

—	Calling	for	"correction"	in	the	perception	that	poverty	–	or	at	least	extreme	poverty	–	among	
Muslims	is	higher	than	Hindus,	the	paper	states:	"Accelerated	growth	over	the	last	two	decades	
has	enabled	nearly	all	population	groups	to	attain	consumption	levels	above	the	extreme-poverty	
threshold.	Concentrations	of	extreme	poverty	are	now	largely	confined	to	tribal	populations."	

Do You Know: 

—	Poverty	can	be	defined	as	a	condition	in	which	an	individual	or	household	lacks	the	financial	
resources	to	afford	a	basic	minimum	standard	of	living.	
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—	Economists	 and	 policymakers	 estimate	 "absolute"	 poverty	 as	 the	 shortfall	 in	 consumption	
expenditure	from	a	threshold	called	the	"poverty	line".	

—	The	poverty	line	is	a	threshold	used	to	classify	people	as	poor	or	not	based	on	their	income	or	
consumption	 levels.	The	poverty	 line	represents	 the	minimum	income	 level	necessary	to	meet	
basic	needs,	and	varies	across	countries	depending	on	their	overall	economic	conditions.	

—	India's	last	officially	recognised	poverty	line	was	in	2011-12.	It	was	built	on	a	2009	formula	
suggested	by	 a	 committee	 led	by	noted	Delhi	 School	 economist	 Suresh	Tendulkar.	 Since	 then,	
there	has	been	no	update	on	the	method.	

—	In	2014,	a	committee	led	by	former	RBI	Governor	C	Rangarajan	was	commissioned	to	provide	
a	new	method,	but	this	recommendation	was	never	officially	accepted.	

—	Since	then,	thanks	to	gaps	and	changes	in	relevant	data	collection,	India	has	increasingly	used	
either	the	Niti	Aayog	multidimensional	poverty	index	(which	is	fundamentally	different	in	how	it	
measures	poverty)	or	relied	on	the	World	Bank's	poverty	line.	

CHILDCARE ISN'T JUST A SOCIAL SAFETY NET. IT'S A LEVER FOR GROWTH 

What's the ongoing story: 

Arti	Ahuja	and	Utsav	Kheria	wrote:	Infrastructure	has	long	been	the	backbone	of	India's	growth	
story.	Yet	the	8-10	per	cent	growth	ambition	will	stall	if	we	ignore	the	"soft"	infrastructure	that	
frees	up	the	time	and	talent	of	half	the	workforce.	Childcare	must	shift	from	being	seen	as	a	"safety	
net"	to	a	"springboard"	for	growth,	productivity,	and	human	capital.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	The	drag	on	productivity	is	hiding	in	plain	sight,	in	homes	where	millions	of	mothers	scale	back	
or	exit	work	because	childcare	is	unaffordable	or	inaccessible.	Reliable	childcare	facilities	would	
allow	women	to	work	consistently	in	jobs	that	match	their	skills	and	aspirations.	

—	Some	states	show	what	is	possible.	The	five	southern	states	account	for	almost	three-fourths	
of	women	in	manufacturing.	They	have	invested	in	social	infrastructure	that	enables	women	to	
work,	from	childcare	support	to	hostels	to	free	public	transport.	

—	 Global	 evidence	 reinforces	 how	 childcare	 augments	 maternal	 employment	 and	 women's	
productivity.	

—	In	Vietnam,	where	gender	parity	in	the	workforce	was	already	high,	more	childcare	did	not	
raise	participation	but	improved	job	quality,	as	more	women	moved	into	formal	employment	and	
stayed	longer	in	the	workforce.	

—	 In	Rio	 de	 Janeiro's	 urban	 slums,	 free	 childcare	 for	 low-income	 families	 increased	mothers'	
working	hours	almost	exactly	in	line	with	daycare	hours.	

—	The	way	forward	must	be	a	hybrid	model:	Brick-and-mortar	centres	complemented	by	digital	
technology	that	extends	early	stimulation	into	the	home	environment.	Enabling	full-day	childcare	
services	through	physical	Anganwadi	centres	and	crèches	is	critical,	especially	in	industrial	belts,	
service	hubs,	and	urban	wards	with	high	female	employment	potential.	
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—	In	Tamil	Nadu,	adding	a	half-time	worker	for	preschool	education	doubled	instructional	time	
while	sustaining	nutritional	outcomes.	

TO FULFIL STEM POTENTIAL, INDIA MUST CAST THE NET WIDER, GO TO THE ROOTS 

WHAT’S THE ONGOING STORY: 

Gautam	I	Menon	writes:	A	recent	news	report	says	that	the	government	has	asked	ministries	and	
departments	 to	 re-examine	 how	 guides	 for	 doctoral	 degrees	 are	 selected.	 According	 to	 it,	 the	
government	 intends	 for	 research	 to	be	 largely	confined	 to	 “topics	 that	 fit	 emerging	needs	and	
priorities	 of	 the	 country”,	 believing	 that	 PhD	 programmes	 should	 be	 “reoriented	 to	 promote	
innovation	and	development	of	new	relevant	ideas	and	technologies”.	

KEY TAKEAWAYS: 

—	 That	 research	 of	 direct	 relevance	 to	 the	 country	 should	 be	 supported	 and	 promoted	 is	
inarguable.	It	is	a	good	starting	point	to	ask	where	public	money	is	being	spent	—	it	should	be	in	
ways	that	can	be	explained	to	the	public.	

—	 This	 also	 includes	 communicating	 the	 importance	 of	 research	 that	 has	 no	 foreseeable	
application.	This	is	as	true	for	STEM	(science,	technology,	engineering,	and	mathematics)	subjects	
as	for	non-STEM	ones.	

—	 The	 obvious	 areas	 of	 immediate	 relevance	 to	 India	 include	 renewable	 energy,	 battery	
technology,	 sustainable	 agriculture,	 and	 health	 technologies.	 These	 areas	 tend	 to	 be	 well-
supported	anyway,	though	mainly	through	a	variety	of	national	missions	spread	across	several	
ministries	and	government	departments.	

—	In	science,	developments	in	applied	areas	typically	lag	basic	research,	sometimes	by	decades.	
This	 year’s	Nobel	 Prize	 in	 Physics	 is	 a	 good	 example.	 An	 experiment,	 done	 in	 the	 1980s,	 that	
demonstrated	that	quantum	mechanics	could	manifest	at	a	scale	much	larger	than	that	of	single	
atoms,	is	of	relevance	to	quantum	computers,	an	application	that	wasn’t	even	referred	to	in	the	
original	papers.	

—	Here’s	one	such	problem:	Pick	any	government-funded	student,	one	who	receives	a	fellowship	
directly.	 Fellowships	 awarded	 by	 agencies	 such	 as	 the	 DST	 and	 the	 UGC	 are	 examples.	 The	
likelihood	is	that	they	receive	their	scholarships	only	at	intermittent	intervals,	often	separated	by	
months.	

—	Some	years	ago,	an	innovative	idea	was	implemented,	that	of	transferring	fellowship	amounts	
directly	to	the	bank	accounts	of	PhD	students.	This	eliminated	a	specific	corrupt	practice,	whereby	
some	institutions	would	siphon	off	a	cut	from	the	PhD	scholar’s	stipend	before	paying	them.	

—	A	large	number	of	university-funded	PhD	students	in	India,	the	non-NET	students,	receive	a	
stipend	of	Rs	8,000	per	month,	which	is	below	the	minimum	wage.	This	amount	has	remained	
unchanged	since	2012.	

—	Here’s	 another	 problem:	 Industry-funded	 PhDs	 are	 few	 and	 far	 between.	 They	 are	 absent	
altogether	outside	a	few	IITs	and	similar	institutions.	This	is	for	several	reasons,	among	them	a	
historical	disconnect	between	industry	and	academia	and	the	feeling	that	Indian	academia	cannot	
deliver	on	its	promises	in	a	timely	manner.	
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—	But	there’s	no	greater	demotivator	than	not	being	paid	—	or	being	paid	very	poorly	—	for	one’s	
work.	 Ensuring	 the	 timely	 disbursement	 of	 salaries	 and	 fellowships	 that	 come	 from	 the	
government	is	a	basic	hygiene	factor	that	Indian	higher	education	needs	to	address.	

DO YOU KNOW: 

—	India’s	gross	expenditure	on	R&D	hovers	around	0.60.7	per	cent	of	GDP	as	of	2020-21	—	far	
below	 the	United	States	 (~3.4	per	 cent),	China	 (~2.6	per	 cent)	 and	 Israel	 (6	per	 cent).	AISHE	
recorded	roughly	2.12	lakh	PhD	registrations	in	2021–22,	yet	converting	that	pipeline	into	stable	
careers	 is	 far	 from	 guaranteed.	 As	 of	 early	 2024,	 1.33	million	 Indian	 students	were	 studying	
abroad,	with	7,60,000	migrating	in	2024	alone.	

—	The	example	of	China’s	Thousand	Talents	programme	is	instructive.	Launched	in	2008	as	part	
of	a	broader	push	to	transform	China	into	a	knowledge-driven	economy,	it	was	accompanied	by	a	
systemic	overhaul	of	universities,	creating	cutting-edge	facilities	that	supported	both	returning	
scholars	and	domestic	talent.	

—	The	result	is	evident:	China	now	has	five	universities	in	the	QS	World	University	Rankings’	top	
100,	and	72	overall,	ranking	third	globally,	after	the	US	and	the	UK.	In	contrast,	India,	though	at	
number	four	globally	with	54	institutions	on	the	list,	is	yet	to	break	into	the	top	100.	IIT	Delhi,	at	
123,	is	the	country’s	highest-ranked	institution.	

HOW CAN INDIA BENEFIT FROM NEUROTECHNOLOGY? 

The story so far: 

The	brain	remains	humanity’s	final	frontier.	In	the	decades	ahead,	neurotechnology	will	stretch	
the	boundaries	of	what	 it	means	to	understand,	and	even	shape,	 the	 functioning	of	 the	human	
brain.	

What is neurotechnology? 

Neurotechnology	is	the	use	of	mechanical	tools	to	talk	directly	to	the	brain.	It	includes	systems	
that	can	record,	monitor,	or	even	influence	neural	activity,	opening	up	new	ways	to	understand	
how	 the	 mind	 works	 and,	 consequently,	 how	 it	 might	 be	 repaired	 or	 enhanced.	 Drawing	 on	
advances	 in	 neuroscience,	 AI,	 engineering,	 and	 computing,	 these	 devices	 can	 now	 sense	 or	
stimulate	brain	signals	in	real	time.	At	the	heart	of	this	revolution	is	the	Brain-Computer	Interface	
(BCI),	a	technology	that	blends	neuroscience	and	computing	to	translate	thoughts	into	action.	BCIs	
can	turn	brain	signals	into	digital	commands	that	control	a	computer	cursor,	a	wheelchair,	or	even	
a	 robotic	 arm.	 Some	 systems	 rely	 on	 non-invasive	 sensors,	 such	 as	 EEG	 headsets;	 others	 use	
implanted	electrodes	for	more	precise	control.	

A	BCI	essentially	listens	to	the	brain,	decodes	its	signals,	and	can	turn	them	into	instructions	for	a	
prosthetic	to	follow.	Some	devices	are	purely	diagnostic,	helping	scientists	study	brain	disorders	
or	cognitive	function.	Others	go	further,	allowing	paralysed	patients	to	move	prosthetic	limbs,	or	
stimulating	certain	brain	regions	to	treat	depression	or	Parkinson’s	disease.	

In	labs,	researchers	have	even	managed	to	connect	the	brains	of	two	mice,	transmitting	simple	
information	from	one	to	the	other.	But	human	applications	remain	mostly	therapeutic	for	now,	
focused	on	rehabilitation,	neuroprosthetics,	and	mental	health.	The	idea	of	using	such	interfaces	
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for	human	enhancement	or	military	advantage	 is	 technically	 likely	but	will	need	 fierce	ethical	
debate	before	its	use.	

Why does India need it? 

India	carries	a	significant	neurological	disease	burden,	from	strokes	and	spinal	cord	injuries	to	
Parkinson’s	disease	and	depression.	Between	1990	and	2019,	the	share	of	non-communicable	and	
injury-related	 neurological	 disorders	 in	 India’s	 overall	 disease	 load	 rose	 steadily,	with	 stroke	
emerging	 as	 the	 largest	 contributor.	 For	 those	 living	 with	 paralysis,	 neuroprosthetics	 could	
restore	 mobility	 and	 communication.	 For	 mental	 health	 patients,	 targeted	 neural	 stimulation	
offers	 the	 possibility	 of	 reducing	 long-term	 dependence	 on	 medication.	 But	 the	 opportunity	
extends	 far	 beyond	 healthcare.	 Neurotechnology	 sits	 at	 the	 intersection	 of	 biotechnology,	
engineering,	and	AI,	sectors	where	India	is	rapidly	developing	global	competence.	

Where does India stand today? 

India	 is	 creating	 academic	 and	 private	 sector	 strengths	 in	 neurotechnologies.	 IIT	 Kanpur	
researchers	recently	unveiled	a	BCI-based	robotic	hand	that	could	be	useful	for	stroke	patients.	
The	National	Brain	Research	Centre	in	Manesar,	and	the	Brain	Research	Centre	at	IISc,	Bangalore	
are	leading	research	centres	for	neuroscience.	Dognosis,	a	startup,	is	using	neurotechnology	to	
study	brain	signals	in	dogs,	aiming	to	detect	the	neural	patterns	that	occur	when	they	recognise	
the	scent	of	cancer	in	human	breath	samples.	This	is	an	application	of	neurotechnology	used	in	
animals	but	with	the	potential	to	revolutionise	cancer	screening	in	humans.	

What are other countries doing? 

The	U.S.	is	the	global	leader	in	neurotechnologies.	The	NIH’s	Brain	Research	Through	Advancing	
Innovative	Neurotechnologies®	 Initiative,	or	The	BRAIN	 Initiative®,	 is	a	partnership	between	
federal	and	non-federal	partners	to	accelerate	the	development	of	innovative	neurotechnologies.	
In	May	2024,	Neuralink	received	approval	from	the	Food	and	Drug	Administration	for	in-human	
trials	of	its	BCI	and	has	already	demonstrated	the	ability	of	its	BCIs	to	restore	some	prosthetic-
enabled	motor	 function	 in	paralytic	patients.	The	China	Brain	Project	 (2016-2030)	 focuses	on	
understanding	cognition,	developing	brain-inspired	AI,	and	treating	neurological	disorders.	EU	
and	Chile	are	pioneering	laws	for	BCIs	and	neurorights.	

Neurotechnologies	are	a	set	of	emerging	technologies	with	a	wide	set	of	applications	in	healthcare	
to	gaming	to	recreation.	These	are	important	for	India	not	only	from	a	mental	health	perspective	
but	also	as	an	economic	opportunity.	Given	the	nascency	of	the	field,	there	is	much	progress	to	be	
made	and	 India’s	genomic	diversity,	available	expertise	and	 increasing	awareness	about	brain	
research	positions	India	as	a	potential	hub	for	its	development.	

However,	 if	 there	 is	 inadequate	 regulatory	 support,	 BCI	 development	 and	 adoption	 will	 be	
thwarted.	A	public	engagement	strategy	to	discuss	the	benefits	and	risks	of	BCIs	would	help	in	
understanding	public	perception	of	these	technologies.	Instead	of	a	singular	policy	for	all	BCIs,	
tailored	 regulatory	 pathways	 for	 the	 different	 types	 of	 BCIs	 based	 on	 their	 benefits	 and	 risks	
would	 help	 development	 of	 beneficial	 BCIs	 in	 the	 Indian	 context.	 A	 regulatory	 pathway	 that	
assesses	BCI	on	technical	and	ethical	aspects,	including	ensuring	data	privacy	and	user	autonomy	
is	of	utmost	need.	
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SURYAKIRAN-XIX: INDIA-NEPAL ARMY EXERCISE CONCLUDES IN UTTARAKHAND 

The	 India-Nepal	 joint	 military	 exercise,	 SURYAKIRAN-XIX,	 concluded	 at	 Pithoragarh	 in	
Uttarakhand	on	Tuesday.	

Marking	 the	 end	 of	 the	 intensive	 combined	 training	 cycle,	 the	 Directors-General	 of	 Military	
Operations	(DGMOs)	of	the	Indian	and	Nepal	Armies	jointly	witnessed	and	validated	a	two-day	
battalion-level	validation	exercise	at	the	Foreign	Training	Node	in	Pithoragarh.	

The	Indian	Army	said	the	validation	phase	showcased	joint	tactics,	techniques	and	procedures	for	
counter-terrorism	operations	mandated	under	Chapter	VII	of	the	UN	Charter.	

The	drills	featured	a	suite	of	cutting-edge	technologies,	including	ISR	(intelligence,	surveillance,	
and	 reconnaissance)	 and	 precision-targeting	 drones,	 advanced	 day/night	 weapon	 sights,	 AI-
enabled	surveillance	feeds,	unmanned	operational	and	logistics	platforms,	and	secure	battlefield	
communication	 systems.	 The	 exercise	 underscored	 seamless	 interoperability,	 synchronised	
mission	 planning	 and	 coordinated	 execution	 of	 combined	 tactical	 operations	 in	 a	 counter-
terrorism	 environment	 across	 battalion,	 company	 and	 small-team	 levels.	 Troops	 carried	 out	
intelligence-based	surgical	missions	 in	complex	 terrain,	employing	aerial	 insertion	methods	 to	
strengthen	rapid-response	capability.	

Reinforcing ties 

As	 a	 mark	 of	 this	 enduring	 partnership,	 the	 DGMOs	 jointly	 planted	 a	 Tree	 of	 Friendship,	
reaffirming	the	timeless	bonds	and	strategic	cooperation	between	India	and	Nepal.	

WHY HUMAN-RATING MATTERS AS INDIA PREPARES FOR GAGANYAAN 

The story so far: 

As	India	moves	closer	to	flying	astronauts	as	part	of	Gaganyaan,	human-rating	has	emerged	as	a	
central	but	oft-unseen	part	of	the	story.	Launch	vehicles	like	LVM-3	already	fly	satellites	safely	but	
carrying	people	demands	a	lower	tolerance	for	risk	and	a	different	way	of	thinking	about	failure.	

What’s the definition of human-rating? 

Human-rating	 is	 the	 rigorous	 engineering	 and	 certification	 process	 that	 makes	 sure	 a	 space	
system,	 like	a	 launch	vehicle	or	a	 crew	module,	 can	safely	 carry	humans	 to	 space.	As	a	 result,	
human-rated	systems	have	an	acceptable	level	of	risk.	

According	to	NASA	standards,	this	is	a	0.2%	chance	for	a	catastrophic	event	causing	loss	of	crew	
during	the	ascent	and	descent	phases	of	flight.	

As	part	of	the	human-rating	process,	engineers	attach	redundant	critical	systems,	e.g.,	triple	or	
quadruple	redundant	flight	computers;	robust	abort	capabilities	throughout	the	time	of	ascent,	
like	the	crew	escape	system;	fault	tolerance	to	single	failures;	and	a	reliable	environmental	control	
and	life	support	system	for	the	crew	cabin.	

They	also	exhaustively	test,	verify,	and	document	far	beyond	what’s	required	for	expendable	cargo	
rockets,	all	to	achieve	the	stated	loss-of-crew	probability.	
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Why is human-rating challenging? 

The	 endeavour	 of	 escaping	 the	 earth’s	 gravity	 is	much	 harsher	 and	 less	 forgiving	 than	 flying	
through	the	atmosphere,	like	aeroplanes	do.	In	fact,	between	flying	through	the	atmosphere	and	
entering	 the	vacuum	of	space,	 rockets	have	 to	accelerate	 to	28,000kmph	 in	 just	8-10	minutes,	
experience	 intense	 vibrations,	 and	 withstand	 high	 structural	 loads	 at	 the	 point	 of	 maximum	
dynamic	pressure.	

A	passenger	aircraft,	on	the	other	hand,	can	cruise	gently	for	hours	through	the	atmosphere	at	less	
than	 1,000	 kmph	 with	 (relatively)	 large	 safety	 margins,	 can	 tolerate	 engine	 failure	 without	
catastrophe,	and	can	glide	or	divert	to	an	airport	during	emergencies.	

As	 a	 result,	 the	most	 reliable	 orbital	 launch	 vehicles	 have	 success	 rates	 of	 around	 98-99.5%,	
whereas	commercial	airliners	have	safety	records	closer	to	one	fatal	accident	per	10-20	million	
flights.	

Which launch vehicles have been human-rated? 

As	of	today,	fully	operational	human-rated	launch	vehicles	—	i.e.	those	flying	crew	to	earth	orbit	
—	are	Russia’s	Soyuz-2,	China’s	Long	March	2F,	and	SpaceX’s	Falcon	9.	

In	the	U.S.,	United	Launch	Alliance’s	Atlas	V	rocket	completed	its	crewed	test	flight	in	2024	using	
the	Boeing	Starliner	crew	capsule,	but	it	awaits	certification	for	routine	operational	crew	rotation	
missions	following	post-flight	technical	reviews.	NASA’s	Space	Launch	System	is	also	human-rated	
but	 it	has	only	 flown	one	uncrewed	mission,	Artemis	 I,	 and	 is	 currently	preparing	 for	 its	 first	
crewed	flight.	

Which agency provides human-rating certificates? 

In	 the	 U.S.,	 NASA	 grants	 the	 final	 human	 rating	 certification,	 thus	 authorising	 the	 vehicle	 for	
crewed	 flight,	 particularly	where	NASA	astronauts	 are	 involved.	 For	 commercial	missions	 like	
SpaceX’s	Crew	Dragon	and	Boeing’s	Starliner,	NASA	specifies	stringent	crew	safety	requirements.	

The	U.S.	Federal	Aviation	Administration	 (FAA)	also	 licenses	commercial	 launch	operations	 to	
protect	public	safety	on	the	ground	but	doesn’t	certify	crew	safety.	

The	China	Manned	Space	Agency	(CMSA)	grants	human-rating	approval	for	systems	like	the	Long	
March	2F	and	Shenzhou	spacecraft.	In	Russia,	Roscosmos	is	the	certifying	authority	for	the	long-
standing	Soyuz	rocket	and	spacecraft.	

How often do human-rated launch vehicles succeed? 

Russia’s	 Soyuz	 spacecraft	 programme	 has	 undertaken	more	 than	 150	 crewed	missions	 since	
1967.	It	has	an	exceptionally	high	success	rate,	about	98%.	The	programme	did	suffer	two	fatal	
missions	early	in	its	history:	Soyuz	1	in	1967	and	Soyuz	11	in	1971.	

However	it	has	been	nearly	flawless	in	the	current	era	vis-à-vis	delivering	crew	to	orbit.	The	Soyuz	
crew	escape	system	successfully	saved	the	lives	of	cosmonauts	in	at	least	three	non-fatal	launch	
failures:	in	1975,	1983,	and	2018.	Since	the	1971	incident,	the	crew	safety	success	rate	for	the	
Soyuz	program	has	been	100%.	

The	U.S.	Space	Shuttle	programme	completed	135	human	space	missions	from	1981	to	2011	with	
133	successes	at	a	rate	of	98.5%	(133	successful).	Its	two	failures,	the	Challenger	and	Columbia	
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disasters	in	1986	and	2003	respectively,	were	the	only	losses	of	vehicle	and	crew.	All	other	flights	
safely	achieved	their	primary	objectives.	

The	SpaceX	Falcon	9	rocket	paired	with	the	Crew	Dragon	spacecraft	has	achieved	a	100%	success	
rate	across	20	of	its	orbital	human	spaceflights.	These	NASA	Commercial	Crew	rotations	to	the	
International	 Space	 Station	 and	 private	 missions,	 including	 the	 Axiom-4	 mission	 that	 Indian	
astronaut	Subhanshu	Shukla	piloted.	

China’s	 Shenzhou	human	spaceflight	programme,	operated	by	CMSA	and	 launched	aboard	 the	
Long	March	2F	rocket,	has	completed	16	crewed	orbital	missions	with	a	record	of	success	since	
its	 inaugural	 crewed	 mission	 in	 2003.	 However,	 its	 flawless	 run	 was	 compromised	 by	 the	
Shenzhou-20	mission	in	November,	when	the	spacecraft	was	damaged	by	space	debris.	While	the	
crew	returned	safely	aboard	the	Shenzhou-21	capsule,	the	damaged	Shenzhou-20	capsule	was	left	
docked	to	the	Tiangong	space	station.	

Why aren’t all launch vehicles human-rated? 

Human-rating	 a	 launch	vehicle	 is	 essential	 to	 ensure	 the	 astronauts’	 safety	but	 it’s	 technically	
challenging	and	more	expensive.	

The	 certification	 process	 imposes	 enormous	 costs	 because	 it	 requires	 additional	 systems,	
rigorous	 testing,	 and	extensive	documentation.	These	provisions	also	 increase	 complexity	and	
rocket	mass,	potentially	reducing	payload	performance	and	sometimes	introducing	new	modes	of	
failure.	

For	a	cargo	mission,	the	priority	is	to	maximise	the	mass	of	the	payload	(e.g.	satellite	or	supplies)	
delivered	 to	 the	 desired	 orbit	 at	 the	 lowest	 possible	 cost	 per	 kilogram.	 Adding	 the	mass	 and	
complexity	of	additional	systems	required	for	human-rating	for	a	cargo	mission	would	however	
drive	up	the	price	for	customers.	

Which vehicle is being human-rated for Gaganyaan? 

India’s	 maiden	 human	 spaceflight	 programme	 will	 use	 the	 LVM-3	 rocket.	 The	 Indian	 Space	
Research	Organisation	(ISRO)	has	upgraded	it	and	it’s	currently	being	certified	for	human-rating.	
Once	it’s	thus	rated,	it	will	be	called	the	HLVM-3	and	will	be	able	to	carry	Indian	astronauts	into	
space.	

To	this	end,	ISRO	has	added	extra	backup	systems,	made	several	systems	and	subsystems	more	
reliable,	strengthened	the	engines,	extensively	tested	and	built	a	fast	crew	escape	system	(which	
can	pull	the	crew	module	away	in	case	anything	goes	wrong	during	launch).	

ISRO	selected	the	LVM-3	for	Gaganyaan	for	multiple	reasons.	The	rocket	has	already	proven	its	
merits	in	seven	consecutive	successful	orbital	flights	(including	the	Chandrayaan-3	mission).	It’s	
also	the	most	reliable	rocket	in	ISRO’s	fleet.	

The	rocket’s	 fully	 indigenous	propulsion	stages	—	two	Vikas	 liquid	engines,	 the	C25	cryogenic	
engine,	 and	 the	 S200	 boosters	—	 are	 also	 aligned	with	 India’s	 strategic	 goal	 to	 achieve	 self-
reliance	in	human	spaceflight,	under	its	Atmanirbhar	Bharat	initiative.	
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INDIA IS FOCUSSING ON PM10, BUT PM2.5 IS THE REAL THREAT 

What's the ongoing story: 

Like	in	the	past	few	years,	Delhi's	air	quality	once	again	deteriorated	with	the	onset	of	winter	this	
October.	On	Tuesday,	a	thick	layer	of	haze	enveloped	parts	of	the	national	capital,	with	the	Air	
Quality	 Index	 (AQI)	 remaining	 in	 the	 'poor'	 category	 at	 294.	 To	 tackle	 the	 situation,	 the	 state	
government	 has	 announced	 a	 host	 of	measures,	 from	 conducting	 a	 new	 study	 to	 identify	 the	
sources	of	pollution	in	the	region	and	calling	for	a	shift	to	electric	vehicles.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	A	new	 report,	 'Different	 Paths	 to	 Clean	Air:	 Global	 Insights	 for	 India's	 Reform	Agenda',	 by	
Sustainable	Futures	Collaborative	(SFC),	a	New	Delhi-based	research	organisation,	has	provided	
detailed	 pathways	 to	 improve	 air	 quality	 in	 India,	 including	 Delhi,	 by	 examining	 how	 other	
countries	addressed	their	diverse	pollution	challenges.	

—	 The	 researchers	—	 Ishita	 Srivastava,	 Arunesh	 Karkun,	 and	 Bhargav	 Krishna	—	 looked	 at	
environmental	regulatory	regimes	in	Brazil,	China,	Germany,	Mexico,	Poland,	South	Korea,	and	the	
United	States.	

—	Air	quality	is	generally	lower	on	the	priority	list	for	voters,	even	those	living	in	Delhi,	as	shown	
in	recent	research.	That	is	partly	because	we	have	done	a	poor	job	of	communicating	the	harms	of	
bad	air	quality	on	people's	health	and	financial	well-being.	

—	This	shows	that	air	pollution	has	not	been	a	central	pillar	for	governmental	action.	In	the	past	
few	years,	the	issue	has	become	more	salient	for	the	government.	But	its	importance	has	increased	
from	a	very	low	baseline	because	it	has	been	externally	driven,	not	internally	driven	as	an	issue.	

—	In	contrast	to	this,	countries	such	as	China,	Mexico,	and	Poland,	which	were	able	to	deal	with	
pollution,	saw	the	implementation	of	either	top-down	or	bottom-up	government-led	approaches	
to	make	air	quality	better.	

—	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Beijing	 implemented	 a	 top-down	 approach	 to	 tackle	 pollution,	 where	
Premier	Li	Keqiang	declared	a	war	on	air	pollution	and	set	a	vision	for	China	to	clean	its	air	in	a	
particular	timeframe.	

—	Delhi’s	geography	exacerbates	air	pollution,	as	the	city	is	located	in	the	Indo-Gangetic	Plains,	
where	the	pollutants	get	trapped.	Are	there	any	foreign	cities	whose	geography	played	a	role	in	
making	air	quality	worse,	but	they	were	still	able	to	successfully	tackle	the	issue?	

—	One	example	is	that	of	Mexico	City,	whose	geography	(it	is	located	on	a	plateau,	surrounded	by	
mountains)	and	atmospheric	conditions	played	a	role	in	worsening	the	air	quality.	

—	To	tackle	the	situation,	Mexico	City	established	science-	and	health-based	air	quality	standards.	
In	 the	 1990s,	 the	 city	 introduced	 a	 coordinated	 action	 plan,	 known	 as	 the	 Management	
Programme	to	Improve	Air	Quality	(ProAire).	

—	 Beijing	 also	 has	 a	 similar	 problem	 (it	 is	 surrounded	 by	 mountains	 to	 its	 west,	 north	 and	
northeast),	 as	 mountain	 ranges	 stop	 pollutants	 from	 dispersing,	 especially	 during	 winters.	
However,	industries	were	moved	out	of	the	city’s	airshed	—	the	typical	circulatory	region	for	a	
body	of	air	—	so	that	they	do	not	contribute	to	the	added	load	of	pollution	in	the	region.	
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—	PM2.5	is	an	atmospheric	particulate	matter	of	a	diameter	smaller	than	2.5	micrometres,	which	
is	around	1/20th	of	the	diameter	of	a	human	hair.	This	makes	it	easier	for	PM2.5	to	get	absorbed	
in	the	body,	the	bloodstream,	and	vital	organs,	making	it	more	toxic	than	PM10	for	humans.	

—	But	 unlike	 other	 countries,	 India	 does	 not	 prioritise	 dealing	with	 PM2.5.	 For	 example,	 the	
National	Clean	Air	Programme	(NCAP)	focuses	only	on	PM10	reduction	in	131	non-attainment	
cities	(they	consistently	 fail	 to	meet	 the	National	Ambient	Air	Quality	Standards	 for	pollutants	
over	several	years),	seeking	to	improve	annual	average	ambient	PM10	levels	by	40%	(with	2017	
as	a	base	year)	or	meet	the	NAAQS	for	PM10	by	2026.	

—	As	a	result,	PM2.5	reduction	does	not	 feature	 in	plans	 for	 tackling	pollution,	and	misplaced	
actions	such	as	using	smog	guns	are	implemented.	

—	Pollution	control	boards	in	India	were	first	set	up	under	the	Water	(Prevention	and	Control	of	
Pollution)	Act,	1974.	From	then	till	now,	the	industrial	output	has	grown	17	times.	The	country’s	
pollution	has	increased	by	130%.	However,	the	staffing	in	these	boards	has	barely	increased	—	
when	compared	to	the	US	and	China,	India’s	staffing	numbers	are	much	smaller.	

—	There	is	also	an	issue	of	understaffing.	As	of	2024,	out	of	12,016	sanctioned	posts	for	the	State	
Pollution	Control	Boards	 (SPCBs)	 and	Pollution	Control	 Committees	 (PCCs)	—	 they	work	 and	
operate	within	states	and	Union	Territories,	respectively	—	combined,	only	5,941	positions	were	
occupied.	

—	The	Central	Pollution	Control	Board	(CPCB)	—	the	apex	regulator	operating	at	 the	national	
level	—	has	a	staff	strength	of	504	out	of	a	sanctioned	maximum	of	603.	All	of	this	has	led	to	a	
workload	problem	for	the	people	who	are	responsible	for	overseeing	industrial	pollution.	

Do You Know: 

—	Specialists	say	that	PM2.5	is	the	more	harmful	pollutant	during	this	stage	of	winter.	Because	of	
how	fine	these	particles	are,	it	reaches	deep	into	the	lungs	and	enters	the	bloodstream,	triggering	
inflammation	 and	 cardiovascular	 strain.	 Long-term	 exposure	 links	 to	 reduced	 lung	 capacity,	
irregular	heart	rhythms	and	higher	risk	of	stroke	and	heart	disease,	say	experts.	

—	Public-health	experts	say	the	gap	between	AQI	levels	and	pollutants	explains	why	residents	
experience	discomfort	even	on	days	categorised	as	“better”	on	the	AQI	scale.	

—	The	AQI	in	India	is	a	standardized	system	that	measures	and	reports	air	quality	based	on	the	
concentration	 of	 major	 air	 pollutants,	 including	 PM10,	 PM2.5,	 nitrogen	 dioxide	 (NO₂),	 sulfur	
dioxide	(SO₂),	ozone	(O₃),	carbon	monoxide	(CO),	and	ammonia	(NH₃).	

—	The	AQI	is	categorized	into	six	levels:	Good,	Satisfactory,	Moderately	Polluted,	Poor,	Very	Poor,	
and	Severe,	with	associated	health	advisories.	This	system	helps	inform	the	public	about	local	air	
quality	and	its	potential	health	effects.	

—	Among	the	more	harmful	pollutants	are	those	of	a	smaller	size,	such	as	particulate	matter	(PM)	
2.5,	which	is	an	atmospheric	particulate	matter	of	a	diameter	smaller	than	2.5	micrometres	(or	
around	3	per	cent	of	the	diameter	of	a	human	hair).	It	causes	respiratory	problems	and	reduces	
visibility.	The	particles	can	only	be	detected	with	the	help	of	an	electron	microscope	because	they	
are	so	small.	
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Pollutants Source Impact 

Nitrogen 
dioxide 
(NO2) 

Burning of fuel, with sources including 
emissions from vehicles and power 
plants. 

Short-term exposure to high levels of NO2 can 
aggravate respiratory diseases. Long-term 
exposure may also contribute to the 
development of asthma and could increase 
susceptibility to respiratory infections. 

Ozone (O3) Surface ozone pollutant is formed by 
the reaction of atmospheric pollutants 
in the presence of sunlight. 

Increase in risk of hospital admissions for Chronic 
Obstructive Pulmonary Diseases (COPD) and the 
number of cardiovascular and respiratory deaths 

Sulfur 
dioxide 
(SO2) 

Burning of fossil fuels by power plants 
and other industrial facilities. Additional 
sources are industrial processes and 
natural sources such as volcanoes. 

Harmful to the cardiovascular system and can 
lead to the development of respiratory illnesses. 
SO2 can also react with other compounds to 
form particulate matter. 

Ammonia 
(NH3) 

Increase in fertilizer use coupled with 
large contributions from livestock waste 
have resulted in the world’s highest 
concentrations of atmospheric 
ammonia 

Excess ammonia is harmful to plants and reduces 
air and water quality 

Lead (Pb) It is a naturally occurring toxic metal 
found in the Earth’s crust exposed 
through mining, smelting, 
manufacturing and even recycling 
activities 

Children who survive severe lead poisoning may 
be left with permanent intellectual disability and 
behavioural disorders. 

Carbon 
Monoxide 
(CO) 

It is given off when fuel containing 
carbon, such as wood, coal and petrol, 
is burned 

If CO levels are high enough, a person may 
become unconscious and die. Long-term 
exposure has been linked with an increased risk 
of heart disease. 

	

INVISIBLE EPIDEMIC: WHY AIR POLLUTION IS INDIA’S LARGEST HEALTH THREAT? 

Air	pollution	in	India	is	no	longer	a	winter	irritant	confined	to	the	northern	plains.	It	has	become	
a	 persistent,	 nationwide	 public	 health	 emergency	 that	 affects	 every	 demographic	 group	 and	
nearly	every	organ	system.	Across	the	Indo-Gangetic	plain,	and	increasingly	in	fast-growing	urban	
centres	elsewhere,	dangerous	concentrations	of	particulate	matter	are	shaping	disease	patterns,	
slowing	childhood	development	and	silently	reducing	life	expectancy.	

India’s	air	quality	crisis	is	both	widespread	and	deeply	entrenched.	Of	the	256	cities	monitored	in	
2025,	150	exceeded	the	national	PM	2.5	standard	as	per	a	report	by	the	Centre	for	Research	on	
Energy	and	Clean	Air.	For	most	urban	residents,	breathing	unhealthy	or	hazardous	air	is	now	a	
routine	 part	 of	 the	 year.	 The	 Indo-Gangetic	 plain	 remains	 the	 worst	 affected.	 In	 2025,	 Delhi	
recorded	seasonal	PM	2.5	levels	of	107	–130	g/m³—	far	above	India’s	24-hour	limit	of	60	g/m³	
and	the	World	Health	Organization	guideline	of	15	g/m³.	
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Flawed index, outdated ceiling 

India’s	official	Air	Quality	Index	(AQI)	continues	to	cap	values	at	500,	although	real-time	pollution	
levels	in	Delhi	and	other	cities	often	exceed	this	threshold.	The	cap	—	introduced	over	a	decade	
ago	—	was	intended	to	avoid	public	alarm	and	was	based	on	the	belief	that	health	impacts	beyond	
500	 would	 be	 uniformly	 severe.	 Consequently,	 government	 platforms	 collapse	 all	 extreme	
pollution	into	one	“severe”	category,	even	as	international	trackers	such	as	IQAir	routinely	show	
values	above	600	and	occasionally	beyond	1,000.	Experts	have	repeatedly	pointed	out	that	India’s	
AQI	 relies	 on	 outdated	 thresholds	 and	 instruments,	 and	 that	 the	 scale	 requires	 recalibration,	
removal	of	the	upper	cap	and	modernised	monitoring.	

The	 health	 burden	 of	 toxic	 air	 is	 stark.	 According	 to	 the	 Air	 Quality	 Life	 Index	 (AQLI)	 of	 the	
University	of	Chicago’s	Energy	Policy	Institute,	nearly	46%	of	Indians	live	in	regions	where	air	
pollution	significantly	reduces	life	expectancy.	In	Delhi,	current	PM	2.5	exposure	translates	into	a	
loss	of	more	 than	eight	years	of	 life	when	measured	against	WHO	standards.	Across	northern	
India,	the	losses	range	between	3.5	and	seven	years.	

The	mortality	 toll	 is	equally	worrying.	 In	2023,	air	pollution	contributed	to	nearly	 two	million	
deaths	nationwide,	 as	per	 the	 State	 of	Global	Air	Report,	 2025,	 primarily	 from	cardiovascular	
disease,	 stroke,	 COPD	 and	 diabetes.	 Pollution-linked	 mortality	 has	 risen	 by	 43%	 since	 2000,	
underscoring	the	cumulative	effects	of	long-term	exposure.	

What PM 2.5 does inside the body 

Cardiovascular	harm:	PM	2.5	particles	penetrate	deep	into	the	lungs,	cross	into	the	bloodstream	
and	 provoke	 systemic	 inflammation.	 Multi-city	 epidemiological	 studies	 in	 India	 show	 an	 8%	
increase	 in	 annual	 mortality	 for	 every	 10	 g/m³	 rise	 in	 long-term	 PM	 2.5	 exposure.	 Elevated	
exposure	 is	 linked	 to	 hypertension,	 atherosclerosis,	 myocardial	 infarction,	 arrhythmias	 and	
ischemic	stroke.	In	a	country	already	struggling	with	high	cardiovascular	disease	rates,	polluted	
air	acts	as	a	potent,	invisible	accelerant.	

Respiratory	illness:	Respiratory	illnesses	remain	the	most	visible	consequence	of	toxic	air.	Nearly	
6%	of	Indian	children	now	suffer	from	asthma.	Clinical	data	from	AIIMS	reveals	that	a	modest	10	
g/m³	increase	in	PM	2.5	can	cause	a	20–40%	spike	in	paediatric	emergency	visits	for	respiratory	
distress.	Children	exposed	to	high	pollution	levels	show	a	10–15%	reduction	in	lung	capacity	—	a	
deficit	 that	may	persist	 into	adulthood.	Among	adults,	COPD,	chronic	bronchitis	and	recurrent	
respiratory	infections	are	increasingly	common,	especially	for	those	living	near	roads,	industries,	
landfills	and	construction	sites.	

Neurological	impacts:	Emerging	scientific	evidence	shows	that	air	pollution	affects	the	brain	as	
seriously	 as	 it	 affects	 the	 lungs	 and	heart.	 PM	2.5	particles	 can	 cross	 the	blood–brain	barrier,	
triggering	 neuroinflammation	 and	 oxidative	 stress.	 Studies	 from	 Indian	 cities	 link	 pollution	
exposure	to	poorer	academic	performance,	impaired	memory	and	slower	cognitive	development	
among	children.	International	meta-analyses	show	a	35–49%	higher	risk	of	dementia	for	every	
10	g/m³	increase	in	PM	2.5.	Reviews	in	Environmental	Health	Perspectives	(2024)	suggest	that	
polluted	air	accelerates	brain	ageing	through	vascular	injury	and	toxic	metal	deposition.	

Maternal	and	neonatal	health:	High	PM	2.5	exposure	is	associated	with	preterm	births,	low	birth	
weight,	stillbirths,	and	heightened	neonatal	mortality.	Women	living	near	major	roads,	industrial	
sites	or	waste-burning	hotspots	are	especially	vulnerable.	These	early-life	impacts	have	long-term	
consequences,	deepening	health	inequities	across	generations.	
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Air	 pollution	 in	 India	 mirrors	 existing	 social	 and	 economic	 inequalities.	 Lower-income	
communities	 often	 live	 closest	 to	 emission	 hotspots	 —	 major	 roads,	 industrial	 clusters,	
construction	zones	and	landfills.	Children	in	these	neighbourhoods	spend	more	time	outdoors	and	
are	therefore	more	exposed.	Poor	housing,	limited	access	to	clean	fuels	and	inadequate	healthcare	
exacerbate	vulnerabilities.	During	winter,	States	such	as	Delhi,	Punjab,	Haryana,	Uttar	Pradesh	
and	Bihar	frequently	record	“severe”	or	“hazardous”	AQI	levels	(CREA,	2025),	where	the	poorest	
bear	the	heaviest	burden.	

Public	 discussions	 often	 focus	 on	 stubble	 burning	 or	 Diwali	 fireworks.	 While	 these	 events	
intensify	pollution,	they	are	not	the	root	cause.	Source-apportionment	studies	consistently	show	
that	year-round	structural	contributors	—	vehicular	emissions,	 industrial	processes,	dust	from	
construction	 and	 demolition,	 informal	 waste	 burning,	 and	 household	 biomass	 use	 —	 drive	
baseline	PM	2.5	levels.	Seasonal	factors	simply	worsen	an	already	dangerous	situation.	

The	 National	 Clean	 Air	 Programme	 (NCAP)	 has	 initiated	 some	 improvements,	 but	 its	 targets	
remain	modest	and	enforcement	weak.	Therefore,	a	health-centred,	multi-sectoral	strategy	is	now	
essential,	which	should	include	the	following	aspects:	

Transport	 transformation:	 Large-scale	 electrification	 of	 buses,	 taxis,	 auto-rickshaws	 and	 two-
wheelers;	 shifting	 freight	 from	 diesel	 trucks	 to	 rail	 and	 electric	 fleets;	 real-world	 emissions	
monitoring;	and	the	introduction	of	low-emission	zones	and	congestion	pricing.	

Industrial	control:	Strict	enforcement	of	pollution-control	technologies	and	a	phased	transition	
from	coal-based	processes.	

Construction	 regulation:	 Mandatory	 dust-suppression	 protocols,	 enclosure	 norms	 and	
mechanised	sweeping.	

Waste-management	reform:	Segregation	at	source,	decentralised	treatment,	biomethanation	and	
scientific	landfill	remediation	to	eliminate	open	burning.	

Health-system	integration:	A	health-centred	framework	should	integrate	air	quality	into	routine	
healthcare.	District-level	advisories	based	on	real-time	AQI,	lung-function	testing	within	school-
health	programmes,	and	screening	for	COPD	and	cognitive	decline.	

A fundamental right 

India	must	recognise	clean	air	as	a	fundamental	right	essential	to	equitable	growth.	The	scientific	
evidence	is	overwhelming,	and	the	health	impacts	are	undeniable.	Protecting	clean	air	must	now	
become	a	non-negotiable	national	priority	—	anchored	in	science,	driven	by	public	health,	and	
executed	with	urgency.	

LESSONS FROM BEIJING IN CLEARING DELHI’S AIR POLLUTION 

WHAT’S THE ONGOING STORY: 

As	the	government	looks	to	tackle	the	stubborn	smog	choking	the	national	capital	region	(NCR),	
flagging	vehicular	pollution	and	calling	for	a	shift	to	electric	vehicles	(EVs),	China’s	action	plan	for	
curbing	air	pollution	in	its	capital	city	offers	some	actionable	cues.	
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KEY TAKEAWAYS: 

—	Beijing’s	transformation	—	from	one	of	the	world’s	most	polluted	cities	to	among	the	ones	with	
the	cleanest	air	—	was	built	on	a	strong	policy	framework	accompanied	by	a	blueprint	fostering	
cooperation	across	sectors.	

—	The	Beijing	municipal	government	started	by	launching	a	set	of	urgent	measures	to	tackle	air	
pollution	in	the	months	ahead	of	the	2008	Olympics.	It	also	progressively	began	publishing	weekly	
air	quality	reports	and	a	set	of	measures	to	comprehensively	track	air	pollution	at	the	source…	

—	Importantly,	China	continued	to	double	down	on	these	initiatives	to	curb	pollution	even	after	
the	Games.	In	September	2013,	Beijing	announced	a	five-year	action	plan	that	acknowledged	the	
Chinese	capital’s	air	pollution	had	turned	“severe”	—	an	important	first	step.	

—	 The	 plan	 for	 a	 national	 fightback	 set	 specific	 targets,	 strict	 emissions	 standards	 and	 tight	
enforcement	and	its	early	focus	was	on	the	country’s	transport	sector.	

—	Beijing	started	off	China’s	embrace	of	electric	vehicles,	especially	public	transport,	with	other	
Chinese	cities	forced	to	follow	the	capital’s	example.	Shenzhen	became	the	first	city	in	the	world	
to	 electrify	 all	 of	 its	 16,000	 public	 buses	 in	 2017.	 Shanghai	 and	Hangzhou	 followed	 the	 same	
trajectory.	

—	For	passenger	vehicles,	Beijing’s	authorities	instituted	a	city-wide	lottery	on	licence	plates	for	
anyone	wanting	to	purchase	a	new	internal	combustion	engine	car.	Those	buying	an	electric	car	
were	able	to	get	a	plate	more	easily,	providing	a	clear	incentive.	The	plan	required	old	cars	to	be	
scrapped	and	increased	the	frequency	of	inspections	for	those	that	were	still	on	the	road.	

—	Beyond	the	transport	sector,	the	Chinese	plan	focused	on	limiting	the	use	of	coal-fired	boilers	
and	restructuring	industry	to	reduce	emissions	through	a	set	of	clear	incentives	and	disincentives.	
It	 aimed	 to	 prevent	 dust	 pollution	 by	 revamping	 run-down	 urban	 ecosystems	 in	 and	 around	
Beijing,	while	increasing	the	amount	of	green	spaces	within	the	city.	

—	This	all	 came	at	a	 cost.	Beijing’s	 spending	 to	 fight	air	pollution	surged	 from	 just	over	$450	
million	in	2013	to	more	than	$2.5	billion	in	2017,	according	to	the	United	Nations	Environment	
Programme.	

—	China’s	reliance	on	coal	in	electricity	generation	and	industrial	production	has	decreased,	while	
the	use	of	renewable	energy	has	increased.	

—	In	India,	it’s	the	opposite.	As	Delhi’s	air	quality	deteriorates,	many	thermal	power	plants	in	its	
300	km	radius	continue	to	operate	without	flue	gas	desulphurisation	or	FGD	systems,	which	are	
critical	for	reducing	sulphur	dioxide	emissions.	

—	Sulphur	dioxide	reacts	with	other	compounds	in	the	air	to	form	air	particles	with	a	diameter	of	
2.5	micrometers	(PM	2.5)	or	less,	which	are	not	visible	to	the	naked	eye.	

DO YOU KNOW: 

—	A	significant	portion	of	the	world’s	electricity	continues	to	be	generated	from	coal.	In	India,	coal	
accounts	for	more	than	70	per	cent	of	electricity	generation.	Although	India	has	one	of	the	lowest	
electricity	tariffs	in	the	world,	its	per	capita	electricity	consumption	remains	low.	
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—	Sulphur,	 a	 non-metal	 in	 Group	 16	 of	 the	 periodic	 table,	 forms	 acidic	 oxides,	most	 notably	
sulphur	dioxide	(SO₂),	which	is	a	major	air	pollutant	emitted	mainly	from	coal-fired	power	plants.	
SO₂	contributes	to	acid	smog,	acid	rain,	and	secondary	aerosols.	

—	In	the	US,	SO₂	is	listed	as	a	criteria	pollutant	under	the	Clean	Air	Act	and	is	regulated	by	the	
Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA).	In	India,	the	Air	(Prevention	and	Control	of	Pollution)	
Act,	1981,	sets	the	annual	average	SO₂	limit	of	50	µg/m³	for	residential/industrial	areas,	and	20	
µg/m³	for	ecologically	sensitive	zones.	The	24-hour	average	limit	is	80	µg/m³	for	both.	

—	 Coal	 contains	 0.5–6	 per	 cent	 sulphur,	 present	 as	 organic	 sulphur	 (bound	 to	 carbon)	 and	
inorganic	sulphur	(mainly	iron	pyrites,	FeS₂).	

WHAT INDIANS EAT, AND HOW BEING UNHEALTHY IS EASIER AND CHEAPER 

What’s the ongoing story: 

Soumya	 Swaminathan,	 Vartika	 Singh,	 and	 Sowmiyaa	 Subramaniam	 wrote:	 From	 a	 famine-hit	
nation	in	the	1970s,	India	is	one	of	the	world’s	leading	food	exporters	today.	However,	based	on	
the	findings	of	NSSO’s	latest	quintennial	survey,	its	journey	to	nutrition	security	is	incomplete.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	The	Household	Consumption	Expenditure	Survey	(HCES)	2022-23	presents	information	on	the	
monthly	 per	 capita	 expenditure	 (MPCE)	 on	 food,	 consumables	 and	 durable	 goods.	 Collected	
periodically	 over	 the	 past	 23	 years,	 it	 offers	 insights	 into	 food	 expenditure.	 Overall,	 food	
expenditures	have	risen	in	real	terms.	

—	Expenditures	on	protein	sources	such	as	dairy,	eggs	and	meat,	fruits,	vegetables	and	nuts	have	
risen	while	expenditures	on	cereals	have	dropped,	despite	recent	evidence	that	shows	more	than	
half	the	plate	is	composed	of	carbohydrates.	

—	While	lower	expenditure	on	cereals	is	consistent	with	the	economic	theory	of	consumption,	the	
quantities	consumed	appear	to	be	higher.	The	most	recent	ICMR-INDIAB	Dietary	study	shows	that	
62	per	cent	of	total	energy	in	Indian	diets	comes	from	low-quality	carbohydrates	(refined	cereals	
and	 sugar).	 This	 has	 been	 identified	 as	 the	 leading	 cause	 of	 the	 obesity	 (and	 other	metabolic	
diseases)	epidemic.	

—	 In	 India,	 while	 per	 capita	 incomes	 have	 shown	 an	 exponential	 increase	 over	 the	 last	 two	
decades,	and	real	per	capita	GDP	has	more	than	doubled,	spending	on	cereals	has	declined	by	
almost	half	compared	to	1999	in	both	urban	and	rural	areas.	

—	On	average,	Indians	now	spend	Rs	40	more	than	they	did	on	animal-sourced	foods,	including	
dairy	products.	Similarly,	for	fruits	and	vegetables,	people	spend	approximately	twice	as	much,	
driving	expenditures	away	from	grains	to	diverse	foods.	

—	While	the	National	Food	Security	Act	is	a	key	driver	of	cereal	consumption,	we	find	that	the	top	
5	per	cent	of	the	rural	population	spends	almost	eight	times	more	than	the	bottom	5	per	cent	on	
food,	 while	 the	 top	 5	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 urban	 population	 spends	 almost	 10	 times	more.	 Urban	
consumers	seem	to	be	prioritising	quality	and	variety,	reflecting	changes	in	lifestyle	and	dietary	
habits	and	a	move	away	from	simple	grains.	
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—	Notably,	spending	on	processed	or	packaged	foods	shows	a	steep	rise,	increasing	by	353	per	
cent	in	rural	areas	and	222	per	cent	in	urban	areas	since	1999.	The	increase	demonstrates	shifting	
consumer	preferences	for	ready-to-eat	meals…	

—	We	attribute	many	key	poor-health	outcomes	in	India,	including	obesity	and	malnutrition,	to	
this	changed	dietary	behaviour.	As	per	the	Global	Burden	of	Disease	2023,	India	has	witnessed	an	
exponential	rise	in	non-communicable	diseases	(NCDs)	and	the	largest	number	of	years	of	life	lost	
(YLL)	 is	 attributed	 to	 poor	 diets.	 India	 faces	 alarming	 health	 risks	 if	 current	 dietary	 trends	
continue.	

—	The	Indian	Council	of	Medical	Research	has	pointed	out	that	57	per	cent	of	the	total	disease	
burden	 in	 India	 is	due	 to	unhealthy	diets.	A	 study	 supported	by	 the	Food	Systems	Economics	
Commission	for	India	projects	that	diet-related	health	risks	and	weight	issues	will	drive	YLL	from	
50	million	to	72	million	between	2020	and	2050.	

—	The	World	Obesity	Atlas	2025	shows	 that	currently,	one	 in	eight	people	globally	 lives	with	
obesity.	

—	 Studies	 have	 shown	 direct	 linkages	 between	 obesity	 and	 malnourishment,	 with	 the	
consumption	of	high-fat,	salty	and	sugary	foods.	

—	 Global	 conversations	 on	 sustainable	 diets	 also	 revolve	 around	 shifting	 away	 from	 animal-
sourced	foods	to	plant-based	ones	to	reduce	the	environmental	impact	of	food	production.	

—	Yet,	bridging	the	gap	between	evidence	and	action	requires	confronting	hard	truths.	The	root	
of	this	crisis	lies	not	merely	in	what	Indians	eat,	but	in	the	ecosystem	that	makes	unhealthy	choices	
easier	and	cheaper.	

—	Fiscal	measures	 like	strategic	taxation	on	ultra-processed	foods	and	sugary	beverages	must	
work	 in	 tandem	 with	 front-of-package	 labelling	 (FOPL)	 that	 empowers	 consumers	 to	 make	
informed	choices.	But	regulation	alone	cannot	succeed	without	transforming	the	supply	side.	

—	 Subsidies	 for	 harmful	 fertilisers	 and	 pesticides	must	 be	 repurposed	 to	 reward	 farmers	 for	
growing	nutritionally	dense	crops,	using	regenerative	agricultural	techniques.	Equally	critical	is	
investment	 in	 both	R&D	 and	 scaling	 of	 low	 glycemic,	 high-protein	 rice,	 higher-yielding	millet,	
pulse	varieties	and	expansion	of	cold	storage	and	processing	facilities	for	fruits	and	vegetables	in	
rural	areas.	

—	Food	companies	must	invest	in	affordable,	culturally	appropriate,	healthy	products	matching	
Indian	tastes	and	lifestyles.	It	requires	a	whole-of-society	engagement,	including	the	government,	
industry,	 farmers,	 research	agencies,	 and	 citizens	working	 together	 to	 redesign	a	 food	 system	
where	the	healthy	choice	becomes	the	easy	choice.	

Do You Know: 

—	In	India,	 the	causes	of	death	are	shifting	from	infectious	diseases	to	NCDs.	According	to	the	
Global	Burden	of	Diseases	Report,	while	in	1990	diarrhoeal	diseases	were	the	leading	cause	of	
deaths,	with	the	age-standardized	mortality	rate	(ASMR)	at	300.53	per	lakh	population,	in	2023,	
ischaemic	heart	disease	caused	maximum	deaths	—	ASMR	rate	at	127.82	per	lakh	population.	
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—	According	to	WHO,	Noncommunicable	diseases	(NCDs),	also	known	as	chronic	diseases,	tend	
to	be	of	long	duration	and	are	the	result	of	a	combination	of	genetic,	physiological,	environmental	
and	behavioural	factors.	

—	 The	 2030	 Agenda	 for	 Sustainable	 Development	 recognizes	 NCDs	 as	 a	 major	 challenge	 for	
sustainable	development.	By	2030,	it	aims	to	reduce	by	one	third	premature	mortality	from	NCDs	
through	prevention	and	treatment	(SDG	target	3.4).	

—	In	2019,	the	World	Health	Assembly	extended	the	WHO	Global	action	plan	for	the	prevention	
and	control	of	NCDs	2013–2020	to	2030	and	called	for	the	development	of	an	Implementation	
Roadmap	2023	to	2030	to	accelerate	progress	on	preventing	and	controlling	NCDs.	

GRASSLAND SOILS, NOT TREES, ANCHOR INDIA’S CLIMATE RESILIENCE 

“Wastelands”.	 That’s	 how	 India’s	 biodiverse	 semi-arid	 grasslands	 and	 savannahs	 have	 been	
undervalued	 ever	 since	 the	 British	 colonial	 era.	 For	 the	 masters,	 the	 woody	 forests	 of	 the	
subcontinent	fuelled	industrialisation,	while	the	grassy	biomes	served	no	purpose	in	their	timber-
driven	colonisation.	

Much	of	post-independence	policy	and	jurisprudence	drew	heavily	from	the	erstwhile	rulers	and	
“wastelands”	 made	 their	 way	 into	 land	 records	 and	 government	 policy.	 In	 1985,	 a	 National	
Wastelands	Development	Board	was	created	to	bring	a	more	scientific	basis	“to	identify,	classify	
and	develop	the	wastelands”	towards	more	productive	uses.	Ravines,	scrub	lands,	degraded	scrub	
forests,	 degraded	 pastures,	 grazing	 lands,	 barren	 rocky	 areas,	 glaciers	 and	 snow-covered	
mountains,	 along	with	mining	 or	 industrial	wasteland	 and	 degraded	 plantation	 land,	were	 all	
classified	as	wastelands.	

For	decades,	studies	have	shown	that	far	from	being	a	wasteland,	these	savannah	grasslands	are	
flourishing	ecosystems	that	not	only	harbour	unique	biodiversity	but	also	provide	livelihoods	to	
millions	of	pastoral	communities.	Take	Maharashtra,	for	instance.	The	State’s	livestock	economy	
was	valued	at	over	₹59,000	cr	massive	50%	more	than	in	2018-2019,	and	that’s	just	one	year.	

What lies beneath 

Grasslands	play	a	crucial	role	in	building	and	maintaining	healthy	soils,	primarily	through	their	
deep,	fibrous	root	systems	that	stabilise	the	ground,	enhance	soil	structure,	and	promote	long-
term	carbon	storage.	Unlike	forests,	where	most	biomass	is	above	ground,	grassland	productivity	
is	concentrated	below	ground,	creating	dense	root	mats	that	improve	water	infiltration,	reduce	
erosion,	 and	 buffer	 soils	 against	 drought.	 These	 roots	 continually	 deposit	 organic	 matter,	
enriching	soils	with	stable	carbon	compounds	that	can	persist	for	centuries.	Grassland	soils	also	
support	diverse	microbial	and	fungal	communities	that	drive	nutrient	cycling	and	maintain	soil	
fertility.	When	grasslands	are	degraded,	converted,	or	afforested,	these	below-ground	processes	
are	disrupted,	leading	to	compaction,	erosion,	loss	of	soil	organic	carbon,	and	reduced	ecosystem	
resilience.	

As	the	climate	crisis	worsened,	the	importance	of	carbon	sequestration	in	ecosystems	moved	to	
the	forefront	of	global	discussions.	Research	began	pouring	in	from	around	the	world,	showing	
that	grasslands	hold	enormous	potential	for	carbon	sequestration.	Thus,	in	addition	to	their	role	
as	 an	 abode	 of	 diverse	 wildlife	 and	 their	 socio-economic	 importance,	 we	 now	 know	 that	
grasslands	store	a	huge	amount	of	below-ground	carbon,	which	remains	undisturbed	even	by	fire.	
A	pioneering	initiative	in	Solapur’s	semi-arid	grasslands	signalled	a	shift	in	the	Maharashtra	State	

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


                          

4TH FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR 

Telegram: http://t.me/DreamIAS_Jamshedpur 
51 

www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS 

 
forest	 department’s	 perception	 of	 these	 ecosystems.	 The	 Compensatory	 Afforestation	 Fund	
Management	and	Planning	Authority	(CAMPA)	which	manages	funds	collected	for	the	conversion	
of	forest	land	to	non-forest	for	developmental	works,	decided	to	use	a	part	of	this	for	restoring	
degraded	grasslands.	

The	Banni	Grassland	in	the	Kutch	district	of	Gujarat	was	once	celebrated	as	the	largest	tropical	
grassland	in	Asia,	Banni	suffered	decades	of	policy	missteps	that	promoted	large-scale	planting	of	
the	 invasive	mesquite	 (Neltuma	 juliflora).	 This	 rapidly	 transformed	 vast	 open	 savannahs	 into	
dense,	impenetrable	thickets,	degrading	both	ecology	and	pastoral	livelihoods.	The	study	reveals	
a	striking	pattern:	restored	grassland	patches,	locally	known	as	wada,	store	the	highest	levels	of	
soil	organic	carbon	(SOC),	 followed	by	wetlands	and	dense	woodlands.	The	 lowest	SOC	values	
were	 found	 in	 mixed	 woodland	 stands	 and	 saline	 grasslands.	 What	 makes	 Banni	 especially	
noteworthy	is	that	these	restored	patches	were	revived	by	the	community	itself,	first	by	removing	
Prosopis	and	allowing	native	perennial	grasses	to	regenerate	

The	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change	reminds	us	that	soils	hold	twice	as	much	carbon	
as	the	atmosphere	and	all	 living	biomass	combined.	In	an	era	of	rising	temperatures	and	more	
frequent	 forest	 fires,	 the	 relative	 stability	 of	 SOC	 in	 grasslands—protected	 beneath	 the	 soil	
surface—is	an	advantage	we	urgently	need	to	recognise.	

SHORTCUT TO CRICKET’S BIG LEAGUE IS A WARNING 

Drawing	a	long	arc	in	India,	cricket	was	a	British	sport	that	became	Indian.	It	was	then	internally	
democratised,	 transforming	 from	 a	 Maharaja’s	 game	 to	 the	 common	 man’s	 sport.	 It	 spread	
geographically,	moving	away	from	the	cities	to	the	hinterland,	across	the	country.	Through	it	all,	
holding	the	cricket	story	together	has	been	the	promise	and	principle	of	fairness	and	inclusion	—	
that,	for	aspirants,	the	system	would	pose	as	few	entry	barriers	and	hurdles	as	possible.	Strip	away	
the	notion	of	a	level	playing	field,	however,	and	what	you	get	is	an	unravelling	of	the	kind	that	is	
on	show	in	Puducherry,	as	an	investigation	by	this	newspaper	has	revealed.	

The	 BCCI	 allows	 a	 regulated	 transfer	 of	 talent	 by	 permitting	 three	 guest	 players	 outside	 the	
jurisdiction	of	an	association	to	play	for	them	in	the	senior	team.	But	when	malpractice	ensues,	
guests	 become	 “native	 locals”,	 for	 money.	 The	 Puducherry	 story	 reveals	 coaches	 at	 private	
academies	 who	 offer	 backdated	 admissions	 in	 educational	 institutions	 and	 dodgy	 Aadhaar	
addresses,	and	even	job	records,	to	help	cricketers	from	other	states	meet	the	BCCI’s	mandatory	
one-year	residency	requirement	and	become	“local”	cricketers,	all	for	“packages”	up	to	Rs	1.2	lakh	
or	more.	With	every	such	scandal,	the	democratisation	of	the	sport	takes	a	hit.	If	left	unchecked,	it	
can	weaken	the	entire	edifice.	If	there	are	hardly	any	local	cricketers	in	the	team,	the	message	sent	
out	to	local	talent	is	dispiriting.	

The	Cricket	Association	of	Pondicherry	(CAP)	has	received	grants	from	the	BCCI	to	the	tune	of	Rs	
89	 crore	 since	 2018.	 The	 financial	 records	 show	 nearly	 60	 per	 cent	 has	 been	 spent	 on	
infrastructure,	but	in	a	one-man	proprietorship	the	lines	blur.	The	irony	is	that	the	CAP	came	to	
be	formed	due	to	a	cleansing	process	instituted	by	the	Supreme	Court.	The	Court-appointed	Lodha	
committee’s	reforms	dictated	“one	vote	per	state”,	which	triggered	the	rise	of	new	member-state	
teams,	 including	 Puducherry.	 The	 BCCI	 needs	 to	 investigate	 the	 checks	 and	 balances	 that	 are	
purportedly	 in	 place	 to	 find	 out	 how	 these	 events	 unfolded.	 As	 the	 parent	 body	 principally	
responsible	for	running	the	game,	the	buck	stops	with	it.	Preventive	measures	and	swift	remedial	
actions	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 same	breaches	don’t	 recur	 are	needed	 to	nurture	 sporting	dreams.	
Puducherry	is	a	warning	that	other	associations	must	also	heed.	
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TRIPURA’S ARC UNDERLINES CRICKET’S POSSIBILITIES 

The	population	of	Tripura,	barely	3.70	million,	could	arguably	fit	into	a	Mumbai	suburb.	It’s	the	
third-smallest	state	in	India,	one-tenth	the	size	of	Karnataka.	Yet,	disparities	of	size,	population	
and	 sporting	 heritage	 were	 blurred	 when	 Tripura	 stunned	 Karnataka	 and	 Mumbai,	 cricket’s	
historic	powerhouses,	in	the	Syed	Mushtaq	Ali	Trophy	this	season.	

Tripura’s	journey	was	no	fluke,	or	made	solely	on	the	virtues	of	semi-retired	hands	borrowed	from	
other	states.	Seven	of	the	11	that	upended	the	team	from	Karnataka	were	born	and	raised	in	the	
state.	 Captain	 Manisankar	 Murasingh’s	 all-round	 virtues	 could	 summon	 the	 attention	 of	 IPL	
franchises.	He	is	a	metaphor	for	Tripura’s	gradual	but	steady	rise.	Academies	have	been	sprouting,	
several	subdivisions	have	installed	Astro-turf	and	indoor	nets	(a	necessity	due	to	the	incessant	
monsoon),	 and	 construction	 of	 a	 new	 first-class	 stadium	 is	 underway.	 Tripura	 is	 building	 its	
cricket	the	old-fashioned	way,	 through	hard	work	and	rigour.	The	hurdles	they	face	are	many,	
from	frequent	floods		to	clashes	between	separatists	and	police.	

Tripura’s	rise	is	the	ideal	template	for	the	cricket	board	to	strengthen	Indian	cricket.	Rather	than	
forcing	them	to	manufacture	a	red-ball	culture	and	making	them	endure	the	tedium	of	lop-sided	
Ranji	 Trophy	 fixtures,	 fledgling	 cricket	 associations	 could	 be	 exposed	 to	 the	 shortest	 version	
before	transitioning	to	higher	levels.	Murasingh,	277	runs	and	six	wickets	in	six	games,	could	be	
the	 pathbreaker	 for	 his	 state	 as	 well	 as	 the	 region.	 The	 North-east	 frontier	 in	 India’s	 cricket	
landscape	has	swung	its	gates	open.	

SHORT NEWS 

TRUMP GOLD CARD 

—	On	December	 10,	 the	 Trump	 administration	 formally	 began	 accepting	 applications	 for	 the	
“Trump	Gold	Card”,	under	which	the	government	plans	to	provide	residency,	work	rights	and	a	
path	to	citizenship	to	foreigners	who	pay	at	least	$1	million.	

—	The	programme	will	replace	the	existing	EB-5	visa	category.	The	EB-5	programme,	part	of	the	
Employment-Based	visa	ecosystem,	was	created	by	Congress	in	1990	and	administered	by	the	US	
Citizenship	 and	 Immigration	 Services	 (USCIS).	 It	 grants	 permanent	 residency	 (Green	 Card)	 to	
foreigners	 who	 invest	 in	 American	 businesses.	 Investors	 must	 put	 in	 at	 least	 $1.05	 million	
($800,000	in	certain	specific	cases),	and	create	at	least	10	jobs	for	Americans.	

TAKING STOCK OF SYRIA, A YEAR AFTER THE CIVIL WAR ENDED 

A	year	after	 the	 fall	of	Bashar	al-Assad,	 Syria	 faces	multiple	 challenges	as	 its	 terrorist-turned-
statesman	president	picks	up	the	pieces	of	14-year-long	civil	war.	

Al-Sharaa	has	the	unenviable	task	of	leading	a	country	that	is	fractured	on	ethnic	lines	and	left	
economically	 impoverished	 by	 the	 lengthy	 civil	 war.	While	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	 national	
commissions	for	Transitional	Justice	(NCTJ)	and	for	Missing	Persons	earlier	this	year	has	been	
hailed	as	a	welcome	step,	much	more	still	needs	to	be	done.	

Since	the	fall	of	the	Assad	regime,	there	has	been	widespread	ethnic	violence,	with	Sunni	groups	
aligned	 to	 the	 new	 regime	 targeting	 minority	 communities,	 notably,	 Shia	 Alawites	 (Assad’s	
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community),	the	Druze,	and	Kurds.		Al-Sharaa	has	been	criticised	for	not	doing	enough	to	control	
this	violence.	

India	enjoyed	robust	ties	with	the	Assad	regime	for	over	five	decades.	Even	during	the	peak	of	the	
civil	 war,	 it	 maintained	 its	 embassy	 in	 Damascus.	 After	 the	 collapse,	 New	 Delhi	 called	 for	 a	
“peaceful	and	inclusive	Syrian-led	political	process”.	The	first	official	outreach	to	the	new	regime	
came	in	July.	

RADAR SYSTEM IN CHINA-JAPAN ROW 

—	In	a	latest	series	of	spat	between	Japan	and	China,	Japan	has	protested	against	a	Chinese	fighter	
jet,	which	took	off	from	the	Chinese	carrier	Liaoning,	as	it	locked	fire-control	radar	at	Japanese	
military	aircraft	near	Japan’s	Okinawa	islands.	

—	China’s	military	aircraft	J-15	“intermittently”	directed	its	radar	at	Japanese	F-15	fighter	jets	in	
two	separate	incidents.	However,	there	were	no	reports	of	any	injury	or	damage	and	the	Japanese	
airspace	was	not	violated.	

—	A	fire-control	radar	lock	is	considered	as	one	of	the	most	lethal	acts	as	a	military	aircraft	due	
to	its	signals	which	clearly	signifies	a	potential	attack,	forcing	the	targeted	aircraft	to	take	evasive	
action.	

ADVANCED LIGHT HELICOPTER (ALH) DHRUV 

—	 A	 manufacturing	 modification	 to	 a	 key	 component	 of	 the	 ALH	 Dhruv	 fleet	 will	 soon	 be	
implemented.	This	is	after	the	Defect	Investigation	Committee	probing	the	crash	on	January	5	that	
killed	three	personnel	found	the	need	for	this	specific	modification.	

—	The	committee	has	recommended	a	manufacturing	process	improvement	of	the	Non-Rotating	
Swashplate	Bearing	(NRSB)	for	the	choppers	with	the	Navy	and	Coast	Guard	to	improve	its	fatigue	
life.	

—	 These	 helicopters	 operate	 in	 corrosive	 saline	 environments	 and	 have	 to	 deal	 with	 the	
mechanical	stress	of	deck	landings.	

—	The	Dhruv,	an	indigenously	designed	and	developed	ALH,	is	a	twin-engine,	multi-role,	multi-
mission	new-generation	helicopter	in	the	5.5	tonne	weight	class.	

—	 According	 to	 the	 HAL	 website,	 a	 total	 of	 345	 helicopters	 were	 produced	 until	 June	 2024	
including	313	for	the	Indian	Armed	Forces.	The	choppers	together	have	clocked	over	four	lakh	
flying	hours.	

CABINET CLEARS KEY AMENDMENT TO OPEN UP N-POWER 

The	 NDA	 government	 has	 cleared	 the	 Atomic	 Energy	 Bill,	 2025,	 which	 is	 one	 of	 the	 key	
amendments	 being	 readied	 to	 overhaul	 a	 couple	 of	 overarching	 laws	 governing	 the	 country’s	
atomic	energy	sector.	The	cabinet	clearance	Friday	now	sets	the	stage	for	the	government	to	move	
legislative	amendments	during	the	last	week	of	the	winter	session	in	Parliament,	which	are	aimed	
at	tweaking	the	Atomic	Energy	Act	1962	to	enable	private	companies	to	enter	nuclear	power	plant	
operations	in	India.	
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INDIGENOUS HYDROGEN FUEL-CELL VESSEL 

—	Union	Minister	Sarbananda	Sonowal	has	flagged	off	the	commercial	operation	of	India’s	first	
indigenous	hydrogen	fuel-cell	passenger	vessel	at	Namo	Ghat	in	Varanasi.	

—	The	 vessel	 is	 the	 first	 in	 India	 to	 demonstrate	hydrogen	 fuel-cell	 propulsion	 in	 a	maritime	
setting	 and	 features	 fully	 indigenous	 technology.	 It	 operates	 on	 a	 Low	 Temperature	 Proton	
Exchange	Membrane	 (LT-PEM)	 fuel	 cell	 system	 that	 converts	 stored	hydrogen	 into	electricity,	
releasing	only	water	as	a	byproduct.	

SHYOK TUNNEL 

—	 Recently,	 Defence	 Minister	 Rajnath	 Singh	 has	 inaugurated	 125	 the	 Shyok	 Tunnel	 on	 the	
Durbuk-Shyok-Daulat	Beg	Oldie	(DS-DBO)	Road	that	runs	along	the	Line	of	Actual	Control	(LAC)	
in	eastern	Ladakh.	

—	Shyok	Tunnel	is	a	920-metre	cut-and-cover	tunnel	on	the	255	km	long	DS-DBO	road,	which	is	
the	only	operational	road	connecting	Durbuk	to	the	Depsang	Plains	and	DBO	in	the	north.	DBO	
hosts	one	of	the	world’s	highest	operational	airfields,	which	is	a	key	strategic	air	infrastructure	
for	India.	

—	The	Shyok	Tunnel	is	of	key	strategic	significance	as	it	would	provide	all-weather	connectivity	
to	areas	close	to	the	LAC;	it	would	particularly	help	in	the	quick	mobilisation	and	redeployment	
of	troops	when	needed.	

—	The	DS-DBO	road	is	one	of	the	two	roads	that	is	aimed	at	connecting	the	lower	region	of	eastern	
Ladakh	to	DBO.	The	Shyok	tunnel	has	been	built	on	this	road.	

GLOWCAS9 

—	Scientists	 from	Kolkata-based	Bose	Institute,	an	autonomous	 institute	of	 the	Department	of	
Science	and	Technology	(DST),	have	designed	GlowCas9,	a	bioluminescent	version	of	Cas9	that	
glows	 inside	 cells,	 by	 fusing	 Cas9	with	 a	 split	 nano-luciferase	 enzyme	 derived	 from	 deep-sea	
shrimp	proteins.	

—	It	allows	real-time	observation	of	genome	editing	inside	living	cells.	It	pioneers	the	emerging	
field	of	theratracking	or	visualizing	molecular	gene	therapy	in	motion.	

PROJECT SUNCATCHER 

—	 Google	 CEO	 Sundar	 Pichai	 announced	 that	 the	 company	 has	 begun	 work	 on	 a	 long-term	
research	 initiative,	Project	Suncatcher,	aiming	to	start	putting	solar-powered	data	centres	 into	
space	by	2027.	

—	Project	Suncatcher	will	equip	solar-powered	satellite	constellations	with	Tensor	Processing	
Units	 (Google’s	patented	 chip	 capable	of	high-volume,	 low-precision	 computation)	 and	optical	
links	that	may	scale	machine	learning	computations	in	space.	
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NO FAST TRACK COURTS TO HEAR HONOUR KILLING CASES IN DELHI, HC TO CONSULT 
GOVT FOR THEIR FORMATION 

With	no	designated	special	court	or	fast	track	court	in	the	Capital	to	try	honour	killing	cases,	the	
Delhi	High	Court	on	Thursday	directed	a	non-profit	 organisation	 (NGO)	and	 the	mother	of	 an	
alleged	victim	of	honour	killing	to	make	a	representation	to	this	effect	to	the	administrative	side	
of	the	HC	as	well	as	to	the	Delhi	government.	

UMEED PORTAL 

—	Recent	data	has	revealed	that	only	2.16	lakh	Waqf	properties	out	of	a	total	of	8	lakh	have	been	
registered	 on	 the	 UMEED	 (Unified	 Waqf	 Management,	 Empowerment,	 Efficiency	 and	
Development)	website,	as	Waqf	Board	officials	prepare	to	approach	tribunals	after	the	deadline	
for	the	process.	

—	The	worst-performing	state	was	West	Bengal,	with	registration	of	just	716	properties	being	
completed	out	of	80,480	(0.89%)	in	the	state.	

—	 The	 UMEED	 portal	 was	 launched	 by	 the	 Centre	 under	 provisions	 of	 the	 contested	 Waqf	
(Amendment)	Act	with	the	objective	of	bringing	all	Waqf	properties	under	a	centralised	digital	
database,	 with	 geo-tagging	 and	 documentation.	 The	 government	 said	 it	 will	 ensure	 that	 the	
properties	are	managed	and	protected	better	and	in	a	transparent	manner.	

VIKSIT BHARAT SHIKSHA ADHIKSHAN BILL 

—	The	Union	Cabinet	 has	 approved	 the	Viksit	 Bharat	 Shiksha	Adhikshan	Bill	 that	 proposes	 a	
unified	regulator	for	higher	education,	replacing	existing	statutory	bodies	such	as	the	University	
Grants	Commission	(UGC),	the	All	India	Council	for	Technical	Education	(AICTE)	and	the	National	
Council	for	Teacher	Education	(NCTE).	

—	The	legislation	was	earlier	known	as	the	Higher	Education	Commission	of	India	(HECI)	Bill.	
This	move	 follows	recommendations	 in	 the	National	Education	Policy	 (NEP)	2020	 for	a	 single	
regulatory	authority	to	streamline	governance	and	oversight	in	India’s	higher	education	sector.	

‘YOUR MONEY, YOUR RIGHT’ MOVEMENT 

—	The	Prime	Minister,	 Shri	Narendra	Modi,	 has	 called	upon	 citizens	 to	 take	part	 in	 the	 ‘Your	
Money,	Your	Right’	movement,	an	initiative	aimed	at	enabling	people	to	reclaim	their	unclaimed	
deposits,	insurance	proceeds,	dividends,	and	other	financial	assets.	

—	He	underlined	that	to	make	the	process	of	claiming	funds	simple	and	transparent,	dedicated	
portals	have	also	been	created.	They	are:	

(i)	Reserve	Bank	of	India	(RBI)	–	UDGAM	Portal	for	unclaimed	bank	deposits	&	balances	

(ii)	Insurance	Regulatory	and	Development	Authority	of	India	(IRDAI)	–	Bima	Bharosa	Portal	for	
unclaimed	insurance	policy	proceeds	

(iii)	 Securities	 and	Exchange	Board	 of	 India	 (SEBI)	 –	MITRA	Portal	 for	 unclaimed	 amounts	 in	
mutual	funds	
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(iv)	Ministry	of	Corporate	Affairs,	IEPFA	Portal	for	Unpaid	dividends	&	unclaimed	shares	

IMF PUTS 11 NEW CONDITIONS ON PAKISTAN TO AVAIL LOAN, SAYS RISKS HAVE 
REDUCED AS TENSIONS WITH INDIA HAVE WANED 

Concerns	about	Pakistan’s	business	and	reputational	risks	have	reduced	as	tensions	with	India	
have	waned	after	peaking	in	May,	the	International	Monetary	Fund	(IMF)	noted	in	its	latest	review	
report	for	the	country	released	Thursday.	

The	IMF,	however,	imposed	11	new	structural	benchmarks	for	Pakistan	to	avail	its	loan,	out	of	
which	 three	 conditions	 related	 to	 tax	 reforms,	 asset	 declarations	 of	 government	 officials,	 and	
private	sector	participation	in	the	energy	sector	have	to	be	met	by	the	country	by	end-December.	

The	IMF	released	the	country	report	for	Pakistan	on	Thursday	(December	11)	after	agreeing	in	
October	to	process	the	second	$1-billion	tranche	for	the	country	as	part	of	its	$7-billion	Extended	
Fund	Facility	(EFF)	lending	program,	and	conducting	the	first	review	of	the	arrangement	under	
the	Resilience	and	Sustainability	Facility	(RSF),	allowing	Islamabad	to	draw	$200	million.	

INDIA INTERNATIONAL SCIENCE FESTIVAL (IISF) 2025 

—	Recently,	 the	India	International	Science	Festival	(IISF)	2025	was	held	at	Vivekananda	Hall,	
CSIR-National	 Institute	 of	 Science	 Communication	 and	 Policy	 Research	 (CSIR-NIScPR),	 Pusa	
Campus,	New	Delhi.	The	event	was	jointly	organised	by	CSIR-NIScPR	and	CSIR-National	Physical	
Laboratory	(CSIR-NPL).	

—	 The	 theme	 of	 the	 festival	 is	 “Vigyan	 Se	 Samruddhi:	 for	 Aatmanirbhar	 Bharat”.	 It	 aimed	 to	
celebrate	and	advance	the	spirit	of	science-led	growth	for	a	self-reliant	and	prosperous	India.	

20TH UNESCO INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE SESSION 

—	 India	 is	 hosting	 the	 20th	 session	 of	 the	 UNESCO	 Intergovernmental	 Committee	 for	 the	
Safeguarding	of	the	Intangible	Cultural	Heritage	(ICH)	from	December	8	to	13,	2025,	at	the	historic	
Red	Fort	in	New	Delhi.	

—	This	is	the	first	time	that	India	is	hosting	a	session	of	the	UNESCO	panel.	

—	The	 event	 also	 coincides	with	 the	 twentieth	 anniversary	 of	 India’s	 ratification	 of	 the	 2003	
UNESCO	Convention	for	the	Safeguarding	of	the	Intangible	Cultural	Heritage.	

—	At	 this	session,	Deepavali,	 India’s	spectacular	 festival	of	 lights,	along	with	19	other	cultural	
heritages	that	featured	in	2025	list,	is	now	inscribed	on	UNESCO	Representative	List	of	Intangible	
Cultural	Heritage	of	Humanity.	

—	According	to	UNESCO,	Intangible	cultural	heritage	is	“traditional,	contemporary	and	living	at	
the	same	time”,	“inclusive”,	“representative”,	and	“community-based”.	

—	There	are	a	total	of	16	intangible	cultural	heritages	listed	in	UNESCO	ICH.	
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List of UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity from India 

Intangible Cultural Heritage Year of Inclusion in the UNESCO list 

Diwali 2025 

Garba of Gujarat 2023 

Durga Puja in Kolkata 2021 

Kumbh Mela 2017 

Nowruz and Yoga 2016 

Traditional brass and copper utensil-making among the 
Thatheras of Jandiala Guru, Punjab 

2014 

Sankirtana of Manipur 2013 

Buddhist chanting of Ladakh 2012 

Chhau dance, Kalbelia dance of Rajasthan, and 
Mudiyettu of Kerala 

2010 

Ramman festival of Garhwal 2009 

Kutiyattam Sanskrit theatre, Ramlila, and Vedic 
chanting 

2008 

WORLD INEQUALITY REPORT 2026 

—	Income	inequality	in	India	remains	among	the	highest	 in	the	world,	with	top	10	per	cent	of	
earners	capturing	58	per	cent	of	national	income,	while	bottom	50	per	cent	receive	only	15	per	
cent,	according	to	the	latest	World	Inequality	Report	2026.	

—	According	to	the	report,	wealth	inequality	is	even	greater	in	India,	with	the	richest	10	per	cent	
holding	around	65	per	cent	of	total	wealth	and	the	top	1	per	cent	holding	about	40	per	cent.	

—	The	global	top	10	per	cent	owns	three-quarters	of	all	wealth,	while	the	bottom	50	per	cent	
holds	just	2	per	cent.	

—	The	top	one-in-a-million,	collectively	hold	3	per	cent	of	global	wealth,	more	than	the	bottom	
half	of	the	world’s	adult	population.	

—	The	World	Inequality	Report	2026,	the	third	report	in	the	series	after	earlier	2018	and	2022	
editions,	 is	based	on	the	work	of	over	200	scholars	across	the	world,	affiliated	with	the	World	
Inequality	Lab.	

INTERNATIONAL ANTI-CORRUPTION DAY 

—	International	Anti-Corruption	Day	has	been	observed	every	year	on	December	9	since	2005	to	
raise	awareness	of	corruption	and	of	the	role	of	the	Convention	in	combating	and	preventing	it.	
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—	 The	 theme	 for	 this	 year	 is	 ‘Uniting	 with	 Youth	 Against	 Corruption:	 Shaping	 Tomorrow’s	
Integrity.’	

—	The	 eleventh	 session	 of	 the	 Conference	 of	 the	 States	 Parties	 to	 the	UN	Convention	 against	
Corruption	 (the	 UN	 Anti-Corruption	 Conference)	 is	 scheduled	 from	 15-19	 December	 2025	 in	
Doha,	Qatar.	

HUMAN RIGHTS DAY 

—	Human	Rights	Day	 is	 observed	 on	December	 10	 every	 year.	 It	 is	 the	 day	when	 the	United	
Nations	General	Assembly	adopted	the	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	(UDHR).	

—	The	theme	for	the	year	2025	is	‘Human	Rights,	Our	Everyday	Essentials’.	

—	On	December	10,	1948,	the	UNGA	approved	the	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	at	a	
meeting	in	Paris	–	 laying	one	of	the	foundation	stones	of	the	 international	order	that	emerged	
following	the	horrors	of	World	War	II.	

WHO GLOBAL SUMMIT ON TRADITIONAL MEDICINE 

—	The	second	WHO	Global	Summit	on	Traditional	Medicine	will	be	convened	by	the	WHO	Global	
Traditional	Medicine	Centre	(GTMC)	from	17-19	December	2025	at	Bharat	Mandapam,	New	Delhi.	

—	The	theme	of	the	summit	is		“Restoring	balance:	The	science	and	practice	of	health	and	well-
being.”	

—	The	WHO	GTMC	 is	a	knowledge	centre	 for	 traditional	medicine.	 Its	 center	 is	established	 in	
Jamnagar,	Gujarat.	

INFLUENZA VIRUSES 

—	Scientists	have,	for	the	first	time,	captured	real-time	footage	of	influenza	viruses	“surfing”	their	
way	 into	human	 cells,	 a	breakthrough	 that	 could	 reshape	understanding	of	how	 flu	 infections	
begin.	

—	Scientists	found	that	the	cell	does	not	simply	wait	passively	for	the	virus.	In	fact,	it	seems	to	
reach	out.	

—	Before	entering,	the	flu	virus	latches	onto	specific	molecules	on	the	cell’s	membrane	and	glides	
across	 the	surface,	almost	 like	surfing,	until	 it	 reaches	an	area	densely	packed	with	receptors.	
These	clustered	sites	provide	the	smoothest	entry	point.	

—	Once	 the	 virus	 binds	 there,	 the	 cell	 begins	 shaping	 a	 small	 pit	 beneath	 it.	 A	 protein	 called	
clathrin	strengthens	and	deepens	this	indentation.	As	the	pocket	expands,	it	envelopes	the	virus,	
forming	a	vesicle	that	the	cell	pulls	inward.	Once	inside,	the	outer	coating	dissolves,	and	the	virus	
is	set	free	to	begin	infection.	
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NEARLY 3,000 INDIANS DIED WAITING FOR ORGANS IN 5 YEARS; OVER 82,000 STILL ON 
TRANSPLANT WAITLIST 

Nearly	3,000	Indians	have	died	waiting	for	an	organ	transplant	over	the	last	five	years,	with	the	
national	 capital	 accounting	 for	nearly	half	 of	 these	deaths.	Data	provided	by	 the	Union	health	
ministry	in	Parliament	on	Wednesday	shows	that	2,805	people	died	waiting	for	organs	between	
2020	and	2024.	Of	these,	1,425	patients	were	from	Delhi,	followed	by	297	from	Maharashtra,	and	
233	from	Tamil	Nadu.	

Delhi	conducts	the	highest	number	of	transplants	in	the	country,	but	most	involve	organs	donated	
by	living	relatives,	and	not	those	from	deceased	donors.	This	trend	is	evident	in	the	longer	waiting	
lists	in	states	such	as	Maharashtra,	Gujarat	and	Tamil	Nadu,	where	patients	receiving	organs	from	
relatives	are	likelier	to	undergo	transplants	sooner.	

BENGAL TIGER 

—	A	government	project	has	revealed	the	presence	of	 the	Bengal	Tiger	at	an	altitude	of	3,010	
metres	in	Bageshwar	district’s	Sunderdhunga	glacier	valley.	A	camera	trap	captured	the	image	of	
a	tiger	moving	through	dense	subalpine	forest.	

—	 Although	 the	 research	 was	 undertaken	 to	 study	 the	 snow	 leopard,	 a	 tiger	 has	 now	 been	
captured,	 posing	 questions	 over	 the	movement	 of	 the	 animal	 from	 the	 terai	 region	 to	 the	 hill	
district.	

—	Bengal	Tiger	has	vibrant	orange	fur	and	dark	stripes	because	of	a	distinctive	genetic	mutation.	

Facts	about	the	Tiger	

• Scientific	Name:	Panthera	tigris	

• Wildlife	Protection	Act	(WPA),	1972	status:	Schedule	I.	

• IUCN	Red	List	status:	Endangered.	

• CITES	status:	Appendix	I.	

• Habitats:	Tropical	rainforests,	evergreen	forests,	temperate	forests,	mangrove	swamps,	
grasslands,	and	savannas.	

• India’s	Habitat:	Shivalik-Gangetic	plains,	Central	India	and	Eastern	Ghats,	Western	Ghats,	
North	Eastern	Hills	&	Brahmaputra	Flood	Plains	and	Sundarbans	

NEW RAMSAR SITES 

—	Siliserh	Lake	in	Rajasthan	and	Kopra	Jalashay	in	Chhattisgarh	have	recently	been	designated	
as	Ramsar	Sites,	taking	the	total	Ramsar	sites	in	India	to	96.	

—	Kopra	Jalashay	 is	 the	 first	Ramsar	site	of	Chhattisgarh.	According	to	the	IUCN	website,	 “the	
reservoir	is	located	in	the	upper	catchments	of	the	River	Mahanadi.	The	wetland	supports	more	
than	60	migratory	bird	species,	which	rely	on	it	for	nesting,	feeding,	and	as	a	stopover	site.	Notable	
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species	include	the	vulnerable	greater	spotted	eagle	(Aquila	clanga)	and	the	endangered	Egyptian	
vulture	(Neophron	percnopterus)”.	

—	Siliserh	Lake	in	Rajasthan	is	a	human-made	wetland	within	the	buffer	zone	of	Sariska	Tiger	
Reserve.	It	 is	in	a	semi-arid	zone,	and	the	Site	serves	as	an	important	water	source	for	diverse	
species	of	the	region.	

BREEDING PROJECT GIVES ENDANGERED WESTERN TRAGOPAN BREATHING SPACE 

The	western	tragopan,	one	of	India’s	rarest	pheasants	and	the	state	bird	of	Himachal	Pradesh,	now	
survives	in	fragmented	habitats	due	to	human	disturbance	and	habitat	loss.	With	only	3,000-9,500	
mature	 individuals	 estimated	 to	 remain,	 conservationists	 have	 turned	 to	 captive	 breeding,	
notably	at	the	Sarahan	Pheasantry,	where	success	has	grown	through	improved	husbandry	and	
mimicking	natural	habitats.	Despite	maintaining	a	stable	captive	population,	efforts	to	reintroduce	
the	birds	into	the	wild	have	faced	financial	and	procedural	hurdles,	with	reintroductions	paused	
since	 2023.	 Conservationists	 emphasise	 that	 while	 captive	 breeding	 is	 important,	 protecting	
natural	 habitats	 and	 synchronising	 breeding	with	 ecological	 changes	 are	 critical.	 Community-
based	 tourism	 and	 local	 stewardship	 have	 also	 helped,	 providing	 alternative	 incomes	 and	
reducing	habitat	disturbance,	thereby	supporting	tragopan	conservation.	

NNENA KALU 

—	Artist	Nnena	Kalu	has	become	the	first	artist	with	a	learning	disability	to	win	the	acclaimed	
Turner	Prize.	

—		Kalu,	who	is	autistic	with	 limited	verbal	communication,	won	the	prize	 for	her	cocoon-like	
sculptures,	which	she	makes	by	twisting,	swirling	and	knotting	found	fabric	and	VHS	tape.	

—	Established	in	1984	and	named	after	English	painter	JMW	Turner,	the	Turner	Prize	is	an	annual	
recognition	awarded	to	a	British	artist	—	an	artist	working	primarily	in	Britain	or	an	artist	born	
in	Britain	working	globally.	

FORMER HOME MINISTER SHIVRAJ PATIL PASSES AWAY AT 90, TRIBUTES POUR IN 

Shivraj	Patil,	former	Union	Home	Minister	and	senior	Congress	leader,	passed	away	at	the	age	of	
90	in	Latur,	Maharashtra,	after	a	brief	illness.	Remembered	for	his	long	and	distinguished	public	
service,	 Patil	 held	 numerous	 key	 positions,	 including	 Speaker	 of	 the	 Lok	 Sabha,	 Governor	 of	
Punjab,	and	Administrator	of	Chandigarh.	Tributes	poured	in	from	across	the	political	spectrum,	
with	President	Droupadi	Murmu,	Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi,	Congress	president	Mallikarjun	
Kharge,	Rahul	Gandhi,	and	Home	Minister	Amit	Shah	acknowledging	his	integrity,	dedication,	and	
significant	contributions	to	India’s	democratic	institutions.	Patil’s	career	included	a	controversial	
end	to	his	tenure	as	Home	Minister	following	the	26/11	Mumbai	terror	attacks,	after	which	he	
continued	 to	serve	 in	constitutional	 roles.	He	 is	 survived	by	his	son,	daughter-in-law,	and	 two	
granddaughters.	

PROF KISHORE PAKNIKAR 

—	Renowned	scientist	Dr	Kishore	M	Paknikar,	former	Director	of	the	Agharkar	Research	Institute	
(ARI),	Pune,	and	Distinguished	Visiting	Professor	at	IIT	Bombay,	has	been	selected	as	one	of	the	
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first	 recipients	 of	 the	 Prime	 Minister	 Professorship	 instituted	 by	 the	 Anusandhan	 National	
Research	Foundation	(ANRF),	Government	of	India.	

—	He	will	be	hosted	at	COEP	Technological	University,	Pune,	for	a	period	of	five	years	.	

—	The	Prime	Minister	Professorship	is	a	new	national	initiative	aimed	at	strengthening	India’s	
research	 ecosystem	 by	 placing	 highly	 experienced	 scientists	 in	 universities	 that	 have	 strong	
teaching	foundations	but	need	sustained	research	leadership.	

—	The	Prime	Minister	Professorship	will	provide	a	fellowship	of	Rs.	2,50,000/-	per	month,	along	
with	a	research	grant	of	Rs.	24,00,000/	per	annum	and	an	overhead	of	Rs.	1,00,000/-	per	annum,	
for	a	duration	of	five	years.	

FIH JUNIOR WORLD CUP 

—	Germany	beats	Spain	to	win	the	FIH	Junior	World	Cup	2025.	This	is	their	eighth	title	win.	The	
events	were	held	in	Chennai	and	Madurai.	

—	The	Indian	Hockey	team	won	the	Bronze	medal	after	defeating	Argentina.	

FIH HOCKEY WOMEN’S JUNIOR WORLD CUP 

—	The	Netherlands	sealed	their	third	consecutive	world	title	at	the	FIH	Hockey	Women’s	Junior	
World	Cup,	triumphing	in	Santiago,	Chile,	after	defeating	Argentina	in	the	final,	to	reaffirm	their	
historical	dominance	in	the	category.	

—	The	Dutch	side	reached	a	record	sixth	world	title	and	completed	a	third	consecutive	crown	
following	their	triumphs	in	2022,	2023,	and	now	2025.	

—	Belgium	secure	the	bronze	medal,	following	a	convincing	5-1	victory	over	China	in	the	third-
place	play-off.	
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BUSINESS AND ECONOMY 

FTAS FOR A START 

According	 to	 the	World	 Trade	 Organization,	 India	 has	 entered	 into	 20	 regional	 or	 free	 trade	
agreements	(FTA).	This	count	excludes	the	most	recent	pacts	signed	with	the	United	Kingdom	in	
July	and	with	the	European	Free	Trade	Association	(EFTA),	which	came	into	effect	in	October.	Also	
under	way	are	negotiations,	most	notably	with	the	United	States,	the	European	Union,	Canada	and	
the	Southern	African	Customs	Union.	With	India	now	facing	American	tariffs	of	up	to	50%	on	key	
exports,	 there	 are	 intensive	 efforts	 to	 fast-track	 these	 agreements.	 Some	 reports	 have	 even	
suggested	 discussions	 around	 a	 re-engagement	 with	 the	 Regional	 Comprehensive	 Economic	
Partnership,	which	India	walked	away	from	in	2019	over	concerns	related	to	farm	sectors	and	
rules	 of	 origin.	 However,	 New	 Delhi	 has	 not	 accepted	 accession;	 at	 most,	 it	 has	 explored	
consultative	 channels.	 Yet,	 trade	 diversification	 demands	 far	 more	 —	 a	 deep,	 deliberate	
transformation	of	the	country’s	productive	sectors	and	integration	into	global	value	chains.	

Commerce	Ministry	data	show	that	some	earlier	FTAs	—	with	ASEAN,	Japan	and	South	Korea	—	
have	tilted	the	trade	balance	sharply	against	India.	The	trade	deficit	with	ASEAN	widened	from	
about	$10	billion	in	2017	to	nearly	$44	billion	by	2023.	A	similar	pattern	holds	for	Japan	—	despite	
India’s	exports	rising,	imports	of	high-value,	capital-intensive	goods	have	grown	even	faster.	The	
reasons	 are	 structural	 and	 policy-driven.	 While	 FTAs	 opened	 the	 door,	 mutual	 recognition	
arrangements	 on	quality	 standards,	 certifications,	 rules	 of	 origin	 and	other	non-tariff	 barriers	
were	not	adequately	negotiated.	Many	FTAs	were	not	custom-designed	to	reflect	India’s	sectoral	
strengths,	nor	were	consultations	with	industry	bodies	sufficiently	robust.	The	government	did	
too	little	to	popularise	these	agreements	domestically,	even	as	partner	economies	made	full	use	
of	 the	 preferential	margins.	 A	 review	of	 the	ASEAN,	 Japan	 and	Korea	 FTAs	has	 brought	 some	
course	 correction.	 This	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 more	 balanced	 outcomes	 under	 the	 India-UAE	
Comprehensive	Economic	Partnership	Agreement	—	non-oil	trade	touched	about	$100	billion	in	
FY25	(DGFT	data).	As	India	accelerates	negotiations	with	the	EU	and	the	U.S.,	it	must	internalise	
these	lessons.	In	the	case	of	the	U.S.,	consultations	with	services,	seafood,	engineering	goods	and	
textiles	exporters	must	shape	India’s	negotiating	stance.	With	the	EU,	the	focus	must	be	on	carbon-
intensive	 sectors	 such	 as	 iron	 and	 steel	 and	 cement,	 especially	 given	 the	 Carbon	 Border	
Adjustment	Mechanism.	A	trade	agreement	is	only	the	beginning.	The	arduous	task	of	supporting	
India’s	 exporters	—	 through	 standards,	 infrastructure,	 technology	 and	market	 intelligence	—	
must	follow	if	these	pacts	are	to	deliver	lasting	gains.	

BEHIND CHINA'S $1-TN TRADE SURPLUS 

US	President	Donald	Trump's	tariff-led	trade	war	does	not	seem	to	have	slowed	down	China's	
export-driven	economy.	Beijing's	 record	$1	 trillion	 trade	surplus	with	 the	rest	of	 the	world	 in	
2025	 simply	 brings	 back	 into	 focus	 Trump's	 tariff-onslaught	 on	 global	 trade	—	 purportedly	
wielded	to	correct	"historical	imbalances",	such	as	the	trade	deficit	that	America	has	with	China	
—	and	its	failure	to	achieve	any	of	that	rebalancing,	at	least	for	now.	

—	 The	 trillion-dollar	 landmark	 is	 clearly	 a	 reaffirmation	 of	 China's	 stranglehold	 over	 global	
merchandise	trade	and	a	stark	reminder	of	the	fact	that	while	Trump's	tariffs	may	have	thwarted	
some	of	its	exports	to	the	US	this	year,	Beijing's	exports	to	South	and	Southeast	Asia,	Africa,	and	
Latin	America	have	correspondingly	spiked.	
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—	And	the	deluge	may	have	only	started,	which	some	analysts	say	could	be	the	beginning	of	a	
"second	 China	 shock".	 This	 could	 potentially	 lead	 to	 economic	 and	 social	 consequences	 in	
countries	such	as	Indonesia,	Thailand,	Malaysia	and	India,	as	well	as	much	of	Africa	and	Southeast	
Asia.	

—	There	has	been	an	evolving	bipartisan	consensus	in	Washington	that	China	has	gotten	away	
with	low	cost	manufacturing	for	too	long.	

—	Clearly,	no	other	country	has	had	the	same	level	of	global	dominance	across	product	categories	
since	the	early	1970s	as	China.	This	is	more	significant	now	than	in	earlier	decades,	when	trade	
represented	a	much	lower	share	of	global	goods	production	and	consumption.	

—	Weakening	domestic	demand,	alongside	export-facilitating	policies	in	products,	where	China	
is	 the	world's	 dominant	manufacturer,	 has	 led	 to	 prices	 collapsing	 globally	 and	 driving	 other	
national	producers	out	of	business.	

—	While	the	benefit	of	this	has	been	a	phase	of	sustained	lower	global	inflation,	China	has	created	
a	progressive	stranglehold	over	global	manufacturing:	a	level	of	manufacturing	dominance	by	a	
single	country	seen	only	twice	before	in	world	history…	

—	 What	 makes	 China's	 extraordinary	 dominance	 in	 manufacturing	 worse	 is	 the	 continuing	
weakness	 in	domestic	demand.	That,	 too,	 comes	 from	the	problem	of	China's	unwillingness	 to	
vacate	 its	earlier	specialisation	 in	 low	value-added	manufactured	products	as	 it	moved	up	 the	
global	value	chain.	

—	This	has	concomitantly	 led	to	a	weakness	 in	Chinese	domestic	demand	for	 imported	goods,	
which	was	expected	to	rise	if	China	had	ceded	the	manufacture	of	low	value-added	manufactured	
goods	as	it	moved	up	the	value	chain.	

—	So,	more	than	Beijing's	export	competitiveness,	weak	Chinese	imports	explain	this	continuing	
imbalance.	Trump	had	ostensibly	set	out	to	address	this	 imbalance	early	 into	his	second	term.	
While	many	might	not	have	agreed	with	Trump's	solution,	it's	difficult	to	wish	away	the	problem	
he	started	out	to	address.	

—	Responding	to	the	Chinese	trade	surplus,	the	International	Monetary	Fund	linked	China's	rising	
exports	and	growing	trade	imbalances	in	part	to	"a	real	depreciation	of	the	yuan".	

—	In	the	US	and	many	other	developed	economies,	consumers	have	enjoyed	cheaper	products	as	
a	result	—	but	their	manufacturers	have	struggled	to	compete.	The	subsequent	political	backlash	
has	 contributed	 to	 a	 growing	 appetite	 for	 tariffs	 and	 industrial	 policies	 in	 many	 advanced	
economies	as	they	attempt	to	make	their	own	manufacturing	sectors	more	competitive	in	global	
markets,	the	CSIS	study	of	January	2025	said.	

—	The	 view	 in	 India's	 policy	 circles	 has	 been	 that	 the	China-led	 trade	 imbalances	need	 to	 be	
desperately	corrected	and	that	New	Delhi	 is	supportive	of	any	global	efforts	towards	that	end.	
That	was	before	Trump's	tariff	onslaught	ended	hitting	India	and	Brazil	the	most.	

—	More	recently,	the	concerns	here	have	started	to	focus	on	a	potential	deluge	of	Chinese	goods	
that	were	originally	intended	for	the	US	and	could	end	up	in	India	and	other	countries,	especially	
as	New	Delhi	has	started	to	dismantle	some	of	its	protectionist	quality	control	barriers	that	it	had	
progressively	erected	across	product	groups	over	the	last	36	months.	

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


                          

4TH FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR 

Telegram: http://t.me/DreamIAS_Jamshedpur 
64 

www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS 

 
—	Beijing's	view	is	that	a	trade	surplus	does	not	equate	to	"squeezing	others	out";	rather,	China's	
surplus	"is	the	outcome	of	mutually	beneficial	cooperation	among	countries".	A	significant	portion	
of	China's	exports,	the	Global	Times	editorial	claimed,	represents	the	model	of	"produced	globally,	
assembled	in	China	and	sold	worldwide."	

—	 According	 to	 data	 from	 the	 General	 Administration	 of	 Customs	 of	 China	 quoted	 by	 the	
publication,	 in	 the	 first	 11	months	 of	 2025	 (calendar	 year),	 the	 import	 and	 export	 volume	 of	
foreign-invested	enterprises	accounted	for	29	per	cent	of	China's	total	foreign	trade	value,	while	
the	import	and	export	volume	of	processing	trade,	closely	related	to	global	division	of	labour	and	
cooperation,	accounted	for	nearly	19	per	cent	of	China's	total	foreign	trade	value.	

Do You Know: 

—	 The	World	 Trade	 Organisation	 defines	 dumping	 as	 "an	 international	 price	 discrimination	
situation	in	which	the	price	of	a	product	offered	in	the	importing	country	is	less	than	the	price	of	
that	product	in	the	exporting	country's	market".	

—	Therefore,	dumping	is,	in	general,	a	situation	of	international	price	discrimination	this	unfair	
trade	practice	which	has	a	negative	impact	on	international	trade.	

—	Simply	put,	when	the	goods	are	exported	by	a	country	to	a	foreign	country	at	a	price	lower	than	
the	price	it	charges	in	its	own	home	market	is	called	dumping.	

—	Dumping	 is	 legal	 under	World	 Trade	 Organization	 (WTO)	 rules	 if	 the	 foreign	 country	 can	
reliably	show	the	negative	effects	the	exporting	firm	has	caused	its	domestic	producers.	In	order	
to	protect	domestic	producers	from	dumping,	countries	use	tariffs	and	quotas.	

WHY INDIA IS NOT ‘DUMPING’ RICE IN THE US AS TRUMP SAYS 

What’s the ongoing story: 

US	President	Donald	Trump	has	 claimed	 India	 can’t	 be	 allowed	 to	 “dump”	 rice	 in	 the	US	 and	
undercut	domestic	producers,	and	that	he	would	take	care	of	the	problem	using	tariffs.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	The	truth	is	that	the	US	isn’t	a	very	large	rice	producer	and	exports	more	than	what	it	imports.	
In	2024-25,	the	US	was	ranked	13th	with	an	estimated	output	of	7.05	million	tonnes	(mt),	which	
was	way	below	the	150	mt	of	India,	the	world’s	number	one	producer.	Even	with	its	relatively	low	
production,	the	US	exported	3	mt	and	imported	1.6	mt	of	rice.	

—	 In	 value	 terms,	US	 exports	 of	 rice	 stood	 at	 $2,456	million	 in	 2024	 and	 $1,303.8	million	 in	
January-August	2025.	Imports	were	valued	at	$1,497.8	million	in	2024	and	$1,078.9	million	in	
January-August	2025.	The	imports	were	mostly	from	Thailand	($802.5	million	in	2024	and	$626.8	
million	in	January-August	2025)	and	India	($391.2	million	in	2024	and	$263.9	million	in	January-
August	2025).	

—	Neither	Thailand	nor	India	export	low-value	rice	to	the	US.	The	bulk	of	what	the	latter	imports	
from	these	two	comprises	aromatic	varieties,	fetching	high	prices.	

—	Fragrant	Thai	Hom	Mali	and	Jasmine	rice	are	now	quoting	at	around	$1,125	and	$690-700	per	
tonne	respectively,	while	the	price	is	$880-900	for	Indian	basmati	with	2%	broken	grains	content.	
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These	are	higher	than	the	export	prices	of	$560-570	per	tonne	for	4%	brokens	white	rice	and	
$670-675	for	4%	brokens	parboiled	rice	from	the	US.	

—	A	country	that	exports	more	than	imports	cannot	really	complain	of	“dumping”.	The	argument	
holds	even	more	so	when	the	imports	are	mainly	of	premium	aromatic	rice	varieties.	

—	India	is	the	world’s	largest	producer	as	well	as	exporter	of	rice.	According	to	the	US	Department	
of	Agriculture,	India’s	total	rice	exports	in	2024-25	were	at	22.5	mt.	For	the	2025-26	marketing	
year	(October-September),	the	agency	has	projected	its	exports	at	25	mt.	The	share	of	the	US	in	
India’s	rice	exports	is,	however,	quite	small.	

—	A	major	chunk	of	basmati	exports	go	to	West	Asia,	with	the	likes	of	Saudi	Arabia,	Iraq,	Iran	and	
the	United	Arab	Emirates	being	bigger	markets	than	the	US…	In	the	case	of	non-basmati	rice,	the	
biggest	 market	 for	 Indian	 grain	 is	 Africa	 —	 especially	 countries	 in	 the	 western	 part	 of	 the	
continent,	like	Benin,	Togo,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	Liberia,	Sierra	Leone,	Guinea	and	Senegal.	

—	As	US	negotiators	headed	to	India	for	two	days	of	talks	to	try	and	seal	a	trade	deal,	President	
Donald	Trump	threatened	fresh	tariffs	on	Indian	rice	citing	concerns	over	rice	dumping	in	the	US	
market.	

—	In	a	statement,	Prem	Garg,	National	President	of	the	Indian	Rice	Exporters	Federation	(IREF),	
said	Trump’s	remarks	add	another	layer	of	uncertainty	at	a	time	when	bilateral	trade	negotiations	
are	already	facing	unusual	delays.	

—	Garg	emphasised	that	India’s	rice	exports	to	the	US	comply	fully	with	World	Trade	Organisation	
rules	and	established	bilateral	guidelines.	He	said	India	exports	only	basmati	rice	and	its	varieties	
to	the	US,	and	that	even	after	the	imposition	of	50	per	cent	tariffs,	there	has	been	no	impact	on	
India’s	rice	exports	and	no	loss	to	Indian	farmers,	as	these	exports	are	limited	to	ethnic	basmati	
varieties.	

—	Trump’s	comment	on	 the	case	 in	 the	US	Supreme	Court	comes	at	a	 time	when	 the	court	 is	
deciding	if	he	has	overstepped	his	powers	granted	under	the	International	Emergency	Economic	
Powers	Act	(IEEPA)	to	impose	sweeping	reciprocal	tariffs.	

—	If	the	administration	loses	the	case,	the	reciprocal	tariffs	will	be	declared	invalid,	and	the	Trump	
administration	may	have	to	initiate	refunds	to	the	tune	of	$100	billion	to	US	importers.	

INDIA OUT OF US-LED COALITION ON CRITICAL MINERALS SUPPLY CHAIN 

What's the ongoing story: 

A	new	US-led	strategic	 initiative,	Pax	Silica,	which	aims	to	build	a	secure	supply	chain	ranging	
from	critical	minerals	and	energy	inputs	to	advanced	manufacturing	and	semiconductors,	does	
not	include	India.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	This	comes	at	a	time	when	an	India-US	trade	deal	remains	elusive	despite	several	high-level	
talks	and	rounds	of	technical	negotiations.	

—	Delhi	has	been	vying	for	opportunities	during	the	ongoing	global	supply	chain	realignment	as	
US	and	European	companies	are	looking	to	diversify	away	from	China.	The	West's	diversification	
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push	 has	 gathered	 pace,	 especially	 after	 China	 imposed	 restrictions	 on	 rare	 earth	 magnets,	
disrupting	global	supply	chains.	

—	 A	 US	 Department	 of	 State	 statement	 said	 the	 inaugural	 Pax	 Silica	 Summit	 convenes	
counterparts	from	Japan,	the	Republic	of	Korea,	Singapore,	the	Netherlands,	the	United	Kingdom,	
Israel,	the	United	Arab	Emirates	and	Australia.	

—	Pax	Silica	is	a	US-led	strategic	initiative	to	build	a	"secure,	prosperous,	and	innovation-driven	
silicon	 supply	 chain"	—	 from	 critical	minerals	 and	 energy	 inputs	 to	 advanced	manufacturing,	
semiconductors,	AI	infrastructure,	and	logistics.	

—	Measures	under	Pax	Silica	 include	pursuing	new	joint	ventures	and	strategic	co-investment	
opportunities,	protecting	sensitive	technologies	and	critical	infrastructure	from	undue	access	or	
control	 by	 countries	 of	 concern	 and	 building	 trusted	 technology	 ecosystems,	 including	 ICT	
systems,	fibre-optic	cables,	data	centres,	foundational	models	and	applications.	

—-	Experts	said	countries	that	are	part	of	the	US-led	initiative	are	among	the	top	in	terms	of	AI	
and	semiconductor	supply	chain,	and	India	currently	has	not	evolved	in	these	sectors,	which	could	
be	one	of	the	reasons	why	India	does	not	find	mention	in	the	list	of	countries.	

—	 However,	 like	 in	 the	 case	 of	 earlier	 such	 initiatives,	 particularly	 the	 Minerals	 Security	
Partnership	(MSP)	launched	by	the	US	in	2022,	India	could	join	the	initiative	at	a	later	stage.	

—	Ganesh	Sivamani,	Associate	Fellow,	Centre	for	Social	and	Economic	Progress	(CSEP),	said,	"The	
US,	for	instance,	leads	in	design	and	IP	for	semiconductor	chips.	The	Netherlands	is	essential	for	
lithography	machines,	 which	 are	 used	 for	 printing	 chips.	 You	 can	 run	 through	 each	 of	 these	
countries	 and	 identify	 the	 comparative	 advantage	 it	 has	 in	 the	 existing	 semiconductor	 supply	
chains."	

Do You Know: 

—	In	June	2023,	India	was	inducted	into	the	MSP,	a	US-led	collaboration	of	these	14	countries	that	
aimed	to	catalyse	public	and	private	investment	in	critical	mineral	supply	chains	globally.	

—	A	joint	India-US	statement	issued	on	June	23,	2023,	had	then	reiterated	the	intention	of	the	two	
governments	"to	work	together	to	ensure	that	our	respective	markets	are	well-supplied	with	the	
essential	 critical	 minerals"	 and	 reaffirming	 a	 pledge	 by	 the	 two	 sides	 "to	 hasten	 bilateral	
collaboration	 to	 secure	 resilient	 critical	 minerals	 supply	 chains",	 welcomed	 India	 into	 the	
grouping.	

—	MSP	partners	include	Australia,	Canada,	Estonia,	Finland,	France,	Germany,	India,	Italy,	Japan,	
Norway,	the	Republic	of	Korea,	Sweden,	the	United	Kingdom,	the	United	States,	and	the	European	
Union	(represented	by	the	European	Commission).	

—	The	MSP	grouping	is	focused	on	the	supply	chains	of	minerals	such	as	Cobalt,	Nickel,	Lithium,	
and	also	 the	17	 'rare	earth'	minerals.	The	alliance	 is	 seen	as	primarily	 focused	on	evolving	an	
alternative	to	China,	which	has	created	processing	infrastructure	in	rare	earth	minerals	and	has	
acquired	mines	in	Africa	for	elements	such	as	Cobalt.	

—	In	January	2025,	India	launched	a	National	Critical	Mineral	Mission	to	help	achieve	self-reliance	
in	 the	critical	mineral	sector.	 In	2023,	 the	Centre	also	 identified	30	critical	minerals,	 including	
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lithium,	cobalt,	nickel,	graphite,	 tin	and	copper,	which	are	essential	 for	the	country's	economic	
development	and	national	security.	

WHY THE RUPEE HAS A CAPITAL ACCOUNT PROBLEM 

India	has	a	structural	current	account	deficit	(CAD)	problem	in	its	external	balance	of	payments	
(BOP)	transactions.	

In	the	last	25	years	and	more,	there	have	been	only	four	fiscal	years	(April-March)	of	surpluses	on	
the	current	account:	2001-02	($3.4	billion),	2002-03	($6.3	billion),	2003-04	($14.1	billion)	and	
2020-21	($23.9	billion).	

Key Takeaways: 

—	In	all	other	years,	the	current	account	—	which	captures	the	value	of	the	country’s	exports	and	
imports	 of	 goods	 and	 services	 as	 well	 as	 receipts	 from	 and	 payments	 against	 international	
transfers	and	investments	—	has	been	in	deficit.	

—	The	CAD	peaked	at	$78.2	billion	in	2011-12	and	$88.2	billion	in	2012-13,	but	was	contained	
within	$50	billion	for	most	years	thereafter,	except	in	2018-19	and	2022-23	when	it	touched	$57.3	
billion	and	$67.1	billion	respectively.	

—	The	current	account	 in	 the	BOP	has	 two	subcomponents.	The	 first	 is	merchandise	 trade	—	
exports	and	imports	of	physical	goods.	

—	India’s	goods	trade	balance	has	always	been	negative,	with	the	deficit	more	than	doubling	from	
$91.5	billion	in	2007-08	to	$195.7	billion	in	2012-13.	It	narrowed	to	$112.4	billion	in	2016-17	and	
$102.2	billion	in	2020-21,	only	to	shoot	up	and	reach	$286.9	billion	in	2024-25.	

—	The	widening	goods	trade	deficit	has,	however,	been	significantly	offset	by	the	second	so-called	
invisibles	subcomponent.	The	“invisibles”	trade	has	to	do	with	the	global	flows	of	services,	people,	
data	and	ideas,	as	opposed	to	the	movement	of	tangible	stuff	(“visible”)	across	national	borders	
through	sea	and	by	air.	

—	In	the	case	of	invisible	transactions,	India	has	consistently	enjoyed	surpluses,	thanks	to	receipts	
from	 private	 remittances	 or	 transfers	 and	 exports	 of	 software,	 business,	 financial	 and	
miscellaneous	services.	These	receipts	have	considerably	exceeded	the	outflows	from	payment	of	
interest,	 dividends	 and	 royalty	 to	 foreign	 lenders/investors,	 and	 also	 other	 sources	 such	 as	
Indians	studying	abroad.	

—	 The	 large	 invisibles	 surpluses	 almost	 counterbalancing	 the	 ballooning	 merchandise	 trade	
deficits	 is	 what	 has	 kept	 India’s	 CAD	 in	 check.	While	 there	 are	 years	 (2011-12	 and	 2012-23	
particularly)	 when	 the	 CAD	 has	 surged,	 it	 hasn’t	 really	 exploded	 to	 unsustainable	 or	
unmanageable	levels.	

—	The	rising	invisibles	trade	surplus	is	reflective	of	India	emerging	as	the	“office	of	the	world”.	Its	
information	technology	engineers,	accountants,	auditors,	doctors	and	nurses	have,	to	an	extent,	
been	what	goods	from	China	are,	as	the	“factory	of	the	world”.	

—	The	rupee’s	recent	slide	—	it	has	in	the	past	one	year	depreciated	against	the	US	dollar	(from	
84.73	to	89.92)	as	well	as	the	euro	(89.20	to	104.82),	British	pound	(107.76	to	120),	Japanese	yen	
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(0.5658	to	0.5815)	and	Chinese	yuan	(11.66	to	12.72)	—	has	been	more	courtesy	of	the	capital,	
not	current,	account	of	the	BOP.	

— Net	foreign	capital	 flows	into	India	hitting	an	all-time-high	of	$107.9	billion	in	2007-08.	 In	
subsequent	years	too,	they	were	mostly	higher	than	the	CAD,	thereby	not	only	comfortably	
financing	it,	but	adding	to	the	country’s	official	foreign	exchange	reserves.	

—	Capital	flows	include	foreign	investment	(both	direct	and	portfolio),	commercial	borrowings,	
external	assistance	and	non-resident	Indian	deposits.	Net	foreign	capital	inflows	plunging	to	a	16-
year-low	of	$18	billion	in	2024-25,	which	was	below	the	CAD	of	$23.1	billion	for	the	fiscal.	

—	Among	the	components	of	capital	flows,	it	is	foreign	investment	into	India	that	has	taken	the	
major	hit.	In	net	terms,	foreign	investment	stood	at	just	$4.5	billion	in	2024-25	and	$3.6	billion	in	
April-September	2025.	This	was	as	compared	with	$54.2	billion	in	2023-24,	$22.8	billion	in	2022-
23,	$21.8	billion	in	2021-22	and	$80.1	billion	in	2020-21.	

—	 Net	 foreign	 direct	 investment	 —	 which	 typically	 entails	 building	 of	 new	 factories,	
infrastructure	and	other	physical	assets,	leading	to	creation	of	jobs	—	amounted	to	$43	billion	in	
2019-20,	$44	billion	in	2020-21,	$38.6	billion	in	2021-22	and	$28	billion	in	2022-23,	as	per	the	
Reserve	Bank	of	India’s	BOP	data.	

—	The	drying	up	of	foreign	capital	flows	is,	at	one	level,	surprising	given	India’s	high	GDP	growth	
rates.	These	averaged	8.2%	per	year	from	2021-22	to	2024-25	and	8%	for	the	first	half	of	2025-
26.	An	economy	growing	at	these	rates	would	normally	also	attract	capital	flows	from	overseas	
investors	keen	to	partake	in	that	growth	process.	

Do You Know: 

—	The	Balance	of	Payments	(BoP)	is	essentially	a	ledger	of	a	country’s	transactions	with	the	rest	
of	the	world.	As	Indians	trade	and	transact	with	the	rest	of	the	world,	money	flows	in	and	out	of	
the	country.	The	BoP	shows	how	much	money	(shown	here	in	billions	of	US	dollars)	went	out	of	
the	 country	and	how	much	money	came	 in.	All	 the	money	coming	 into	 the	 country	 is	marked	
positive	and	all	the	money	going	out	is	marked	negative.	As	such,	in	the	BoP	table,	a	minus	sign	
points	to	a	deficit.	

—	The	BoP	matters	because	it	captures	the	relative	demand	of	the	rupee	vis-à-vis	the	demand	for	
foreign	currencies	(represented	in	dollar	terms).	Hypothetically,	if	there	were	only	two	countries	
in	the	world,	India	and	the	US,	every	time	an	Indian	wanted	to	buy	an	American	good	or	service,	
or	to	invest	in	the	US,	they	would	have	to	hand	over	a	certain	number	of	rupees	to	first	buy	the	
dollars	needed	to	complete	that	transaction.	

—	In	the	end,	the	exchange	rate	would	be	determined	by	the	relative	demand	of	the	two	currencies	
—	 if	 Indians	 demanded	 more	 dollars	 than	 Americans	 demanded	 rupees,	 the	 ‘price’	 (or	 the	
exchange	rate)	of	the	dollar	relative	to	the	rupee	would	go	up.	

RUPEE AT 90: A MARKET MELTDOWN OR A CALCULATED POLICY PIVOT BY RBI? 

On	December	3,	 the	rupee	slipped	past	 the	₹90	per	dollar	mark.	While	 this	drop	 is	 labelled	as	
‘psychologically	significant,’	the	underlying	economic	factors	haven’t	changed	much.	Yet	a	specific	
set	of	events	has	added	fresh	momentum,	decisively	aiding	the	decline	of	the	currency.	
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The	rupee’s	rise	or	fall	depends	on	two	main	factors:	what’s	happening	in	the	market,	and	how	
the	Reserve	Bank	of	India	(RBI)	responds.	

Some	of	the	major	movements	in	the	market	that	are	weakening	the	rupee	include	pressure	on	
exports	 owing	 to	 U.S.	 tariffs;	 a	 sudden	 surge	 in	 gold	 and	 silver	 imports	 adding	weight	 to	 the	
ballooning	import	bill;	and	most	importantly	Foreign	Portfolio	Investors	(FPIs)	pulling	out	in	large	
numbers	from	Indian	equity.	

And	how	is	the	RBI	responding?	Till	just	a	year	ago,	the	RBI	was	firefighting	by	selling	dollars	to	
help	arrest	the	slide	of	the	rupee.	But	this	year	the	RBI	has	changed	its	tactics.	It	has	decided	to	
intervene	 less	and	 less	and	 let	 the	 rupee	 seek	 its	own	 level.	More	 than	market	dynamics,	 this	
change	in	RBI’s	tack	has	allowed	the	rupee	to	breach	the	90	mark.	

Exports sliding 

The	50%	tariff	on	Indian	goods	announced	by	U.S.	President	Donald	Trump	has	had	a	tangible,	
bruising	impact.	When	Indian	goods	became	50%	more	expensive	for	American	buyers,	demand	
dropped	and	exporters	earned	fewer	dollars,	creating	a	scarcity	that	drove	the	rupee	down.	The	
damage	is	visible	in	recent	data.	Exports	to	the	U.S.—	India’s	largest	trading	partner	—	fell	by	over	
12%	in	September	and	9%	in	October	this	year,	dragging	total	monthly	exports	down	by	nearly	
12%	year-on-year	in	October	2025.	Yet,	this	coincided	with	a	surprising	resilience.	Despite	the	
U.S.	slump,	cumulative	exports	for	the	April-to-October	period	actually	rose	marginally	by	0.5%	
to	$253.8	billion	in	2025,	compared	to	2024.	This	divergence	suggests	that	while	the	U.S.	door	is	
closing,	Indian	exporters	are	finding	trading	windows	elsewhere.	It	is	this	resilience	that	has	led	
economists	like	Dr.	Pronab	Sen,	the	former	chief	statistician,	to	downplay	the	panic.	‘It’s	not	just	
the	trade	deficit	with	the	U.S.,	it’s	the	overall	trade	position,’	Dr.	Sen	told	The	Hindu,	noting	that	
the	export	decline	 is	not	 large	because	 ‘we’ve	made	up	 in	other	countries.’	However,	 this	data	
offers	little	comfort	for	the	future.	India’s	manufacturing	Purchasing	Managers’	Index	(PMI)	has	
fallen	to	a	nine-month	low,	and	the	new	export	orders	sub-index	has	slipped	to	a	13-month	low,	
suggesting	the	worst	of	the	tariff	pain	may	be	yet	to	come.	

Imports surging 

While	falling	exports	are	a	concern,	a	massive	surge	in	precious	metal	imports	have	also	played	a	
role	in	the	depreciation	of	the	rupee.	

In	September	and	October,	Indian	purchases	surged.	Data	shows	that	gold	imports	skyrocketed	
by	roughly	200%	year-on-year	 in	October	to	hit	nearly	$14.7	billion.	Silver	 imports	were	even	
more	 dramatic,	 surging	 by	 528%	 to	 $2.7	 billion.	 Despite	 record-high	 global	 prices,	 importers	
aggressively	stocked	up	—	paying	premiums	 in	September	and	October	—	driven	by	both	 the	
festive	season	demand	and	a	domestic	flight	to	safe-haven	assets.	

Dr.	Sen	diagnosed	this	specific	frenzy	not	as	typical	festive	consumption,	but	as	a	classic	‘flight	to	
safety.’	“It’s	not	that	we	suddenly	developed	a	fascination	for	gold,”	Dr.	Sen	explained.	“But	what	
we’ve	seen	recently	is	an	unexpected	surge	because	people	are	worried	about	alternative	assets.”	
He	 argued	 that	 domestic	 investors,	 spooked	 by	 volatility,	 are	 pulling	money	 out	 of	 the	 stock	
market	and	parking	it	in	bullion.	

Economically,	this	created	a	‘dollar	drain.’	To	finance	these	massive	purchases,	businesses	sold	
rupees	to	buy	dollars,	flooding	the	market	with	local	currency.	Thus,	the	rupee’s	depreciation	was	
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driven	less	by	the	tariff	hit	to	exports	and	more	by	this	structural	trade	imbalance	—	the	chronic	
necessity	to	spend	dollars	on	imports	such	as	gold	and	silver.	

FPI flight 

Foreign	 Portfolio	 Investors	 (FPIs)	 are	 the	 global	 heavyweights	 who	 pour	 money	 into	 Indian	
stocks.	By	December	3,	these	investors	had	pulled	out	a	staggering	$17	billion	from	Indian	equities	
in	2025	alone.	This	marks	the	highest	calendar-year	outflow	in	at	least	two	decades,	surpassing	
the	sell-offs	of	2008	and	2022.	When	foreign	investors	leave,	they	sell	rupees	to	take	their	dollars	
home.	On	this	front,	2025	has	been	exceptionally	harsh,	accelerating	the	currency’s	weakness.	

These	combined	forces	—	stalling	exports,	surging	imports,	and	fleeing	investment	—	explain	why	
there	is	immense	pressure	on	the	rupee.	But	they	don’t	fully	explain	why	the	rupee	breached	the	
90	mark.	

As	economist	Zico	Dasgupta	told	The	Hindu,	market	pressure	is	merely	the	fuel;	the	central	bank	
determines	whether	to	let	it	burn.	“I	would	like	to	distinguish	between	the	deterioration	of	current	
account	and	capital	account	flows	and	the	slide	of	the	rupee,”	he	said.	“All	three	factors	mentioned	
above	 have	 contributed	 to	 the	 deterioration	 of	 the	 current	 and	 capital	 account	 flows,	 putting	
adverse	pressure	on	 foreign	exchange	 reserves.”	However,	he	notes	 that	 the	 currency’s	 actual	
value	 is	a	policy	decision.	 ‘The	slide	of	 the	rupee	reflects	RBI’s	present	policy	of	maintaining	a	
managed-float,’	he	explained.	“This	is	in	contrast	to	RBI’s	earlier	policy	between	mid-2022	and	
late	2024,	when	it	largely	kept	the	dollar	exchange	rate	unchanged	despite	a	negative	pressure	on	
the	current	account	and	capital	account.”	

What did RBI do? 

To	understand	the	rupee’s	current	trajectory,	it	is	essential	to	analyse	the	central	bank’s	actual	
market	activity.	The	definitive	record	of	this	intervention	is	found	in	the	Balance	of	Payments	data,	
specifically	under	‘Reserve	Assets.’	By	tracking	these	net	flows	from	2022	through	late	2025,	the	
data	reveals	a	clear	shift	in	strategy	—	from	active	defence	to	a	significant	reduction	in	market	
intervention.	 In	 previous	 high-pressure	 episodes,	 the	 central	 bank	 aggressively	 defended	 the	
currency,	selling	over	$30	billion	in	the	quarter	ending	September	2022	and	nearly	$38	billion	in	
the	quarter	ending	December	2024.	

In	 comparison,	 the	 RBI	 has	 taken	 a	 more	 hands-off	 approach	 now.	 In	 the	 quarter	 ending	
September	2025,	amid	similar	turmoil,	the	central	bank	sold	just	$10.9	billion	—	a	significant	sum,	
but	far	below	the	‘firefighting’	peaks	of	the	past.	This	reduced	intervention	signals	that	the	RBI	is	
no	longer	fighting	to	hold	a	specific	level,	but	merely	smoothening	the	inevitable	slide.	

Why let it slide? 

The	central	bank’s	calculated	gamble	is	that	a	weaker	rupee	will	act	as	a	shock	absorber,	making	
Indian	goods	cheaper	abroad,	and	offset	the	tariff	pain.	Experts,	however,	are	divided	on	whether	
this	theory	will	work	in	reality.	

Dr.	Sen	offered	a	pragmatic	endorsement	of	the	strategy,	provided	the	execution	is	controlled.	“Is	
that	 healthy	 for	 the	 economy?	 Yes,”	 Dr.	 Sen	 argued,	 viewing	 the	 depreciation	 as	 a	 necessary	
adjustment.	His	concern	is	velocity,	not	value.	“Sharp	jerks	will	be	very	disruptive”,	he	warned.	
“But	if	you	gradually	let	it	depreciate	and	find	its	own	level,	then	it’s	fine	because	people	then	have	
time	to	adjust...	 to	renegotiate	contracts.”	For	Dr.	Sen,	a	slower	depreciation	over	three	to	four	
months	was	preferable	to	a	sudden	fall	of	around	15%.	Dr.	Dasgupta,	however,	is	sceptical	about	
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the	premise	of	the	RBI’s	gamble.	He	points	to	a	troubling	post-COVID	anomaly:	for	years,	the	rupee	
fell	in	nominal	terms,	yet	Indian	goods	didn’t	get	cheaper	in	real	terms	due	to	domestic	price	hikes.	
‘Depreciation	of	the	nominal	exchange	rate	does	not	guarantee	real	exchange	rate	depreciation,’	
Dr.	Dasgupta	cautioned.	While	he	acknowledges	that	low	inflation	has	recently	helped	the	Real	
Exchange	Rate	fall,	he	remains	sceptical	that	a	cheaper	currency	can	overcome	the	massive	wall	
of	weak	U.S.	demand.	 ‘The	negative	effect	of	weak	U.S.	 import	demand	can	negate	the	positive	
effect	of	exchange	rate	depreciation,’	he	argues.	For	him,	the	slide	isn’t	a	solution,	but	a	symptom	
of	‘larger	structural	problems’	that	a	simple	currency	adjustment	may	not	be	able	to	fix.	

DOES CURRENCY DEPRECIATION ALWAYS HELP? 

The	Rupee	has	depreciated	to	₹90.41	against	the	U.S.	Dollar	on	December	3,	2025	which	is	a	new	
record.	It	is	among	the	worst	performing	currencies	in	recent	times.	Experts	attribute	this	steep	
fall	 of	 the	 Indian	 Rupee	 to	 FPI	 and	 other	 capital	 outflows	 due	 to	more	 attractive	 investment	
opportunities	in	AI	stocks	in	other	markets,	delayed	conclusion	of	trade	deals	especially	with	the	
U.S.,	decline	in	exports	due	to	the	penal	U.S.	tariffs	and	global	trade	uncertainty,	widening	current	
and	capital	account	deficits	due	to	capital	outflows,	sanctions	on	the	import	of	cheap	Russian	oil	
pushing	up	overall	crude	oil	import	expenditure	due	to	more	expensive	alternative	sources,	and	
rising	import	costs	of	gold	due	to	the	prevailing	high	prices	of	gold.	

Exports lucrative 

Neither	the	economists	at	the	Finance	Ministry,	nor	the	economists	at	the	Reserve	Bank	of	India	
seem	to	be	unduly	perturbed	by	a	steeply	depreciating	Rupee,	as	the	domestic	rate	of	inflation	is	
well	below	the	tolerable	range	of	2	to	6%,	GDP	is	growing	at	a	healthy	rate	of	around	8%	in	the	
first	 two	 quarters	 of	 this	 financial	 year	 and	 agriculture,	 manufacturing	 and	 services	 are	
performing	according	to	expectations.	Some	even	argue	that	the	weightage	of	import	prices	in	our	
Consumer	Price	Index	is	too	minimal	to	have	a	significant	impact	on	our	domestic	rate	of	inflation.	
Moreover	 the	 recent	 GST	 rate	 reduction	 and	 rationalisation,	 and	 the	 huge	 public	 capital	
expenditure	on	infrastructure	and	other	sectors	is	likely	to	lead	to	a	domestic	demand	revival	and	
sustain	the	growth	momentum	of	the	economy.	

Some	 economists	 welcome	 rupee	 depreciation	 as	 it	 cheapens	 our	 exports	 and	 make	 them	
attractive	for	foreign	buyers,	while	rendering	our	imports	unattractive	for	domestic	consumers.	
But	does	a	falling	rupee	really	help	our	economy?	For	this	we	have	to	examine	what	economic	
theory	has	to	offer	on	the	subject.	

Let	us	consider	a	simple	textbook	example	of	trade	between	two	countries,	 involving	only	two	
commodities,	namely,	wheat	and	cloth.	

Let	the	two	countries	be	U.S.	and	India.	Let	both	the	countries	produce	both	the	products.	However	
each	would	like	to	specialise	only	in	one	product,	export	it	and	import	the	other	product.	Let	us	
assume	that	the	U.S.	is	more	productive	than	India	and	as	a	result,	there	are	differences	in	wage	
rates	between	the	two	countries.	

We	assume	that	the	workers	in	the	U.S.	work	one	hour	each	in	producing	6	bushels	of	wheat	and	
4	 yards	of	 cloth	 and	earn	$6	per	hour.	 Similarly,	 the	workers	 in	 India	work	one	hour	 each	 in	
producing	1	bushel	of	wheat	and	2	yards	of	cloth	and	get	paid	₹100	per	hour.	If	labour	cost	is	the	
only	 cost	 that	 determines	 the	 per	 unit	 price	 of	 wheat	 and	 cloth,	 then	 using	 the	 rupee-dollar	
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exchange	 rate,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 identify	 a	 basis	 for	mutually	 beneficial	 trade	 between	 the	 two	
countries.	

Initially,	let	us	consider	a	hypothetical	exchange	rate	of	₹20:	$1.	Using	this	exchange	rate	and	the	
prevailing	wage	rate	per	hour	in	the	two	countries,	let	us	express	the	per	unit	price	of	wheat	and	
cloth	in	dollars	alone.	Accordingly,	in	the	U.S.	one	bushel	of	wheat	will	cost	$1	and	one	yard	of	
cloth	will	cost	$1.5.	Likewise	in	India,	when	the	wage	rate	in	rupees	is	converted	into	dollars	using	
the	above	exchange	rate,	one	bushel	of	wheat	will	cost	$5	and	one	yard	of	cloth	will	cost	$2.5.	

U.S. cheapest 

Therefore,	at	the	exchange	rate	of	₹20:$1,	there	is	no	basis	for	mutually	beneficial	trade	between	
the	two	countries,	as	U.S.	turns	out	to	be	the	cheapest	producer	of	both	the	products.	

U.S.	would	like	to	export	both	to	India	while	India	will	have	nothing	to	give	in	return.	Now,	let	us	
make	the	rupee	cheaper	against	the	dollar	by	considering	an	exchange	rate	of	₹40:$1.	Using	this	
exchange	rate	and	the	prevailing	wage	rate	per	hour,	expressed	in	dollars	for	both	the	countries,	
one	bushel	of	wheat	will	cost	$1	in	the	U.S.	and	$2.5	in	India,	while	one	yard	of	cloth	will	cost	$1.5	
in	the	U.S.	and	$1.25	in	India.	At	this	exchange	rate,	mutually	beneficial	trade	is	possible	between	
the	two	nations,	as	wheat	is	relatively	cheaper	in	the	U.S.	while	cloth	is	relatively	cheaper	in	India.	
US	will	specialise	in	wheat	production	and	export	it	in	return	for	Indian	cloth.	

So,	in	this	simple	illustration,	rupee	depreciation	against	the	dollar	has	helped	India	achieve	trade	
parity	with	 the	U.S.	 If	 the	rupee	depreciates	even	 further,	 let’s	say	to	₹60	per	dollar,	 the	 trade	
benefit	to	India	will	be	even	better.	

Widen CAD 

But	 there	 is	 also	 a	 downside	 to	 rupee	 depreciation.	 India	 being	 largely	 an	 importing	 nation,	
currency	depreciation	will	make	imports	even	more	expensive	and	widen	India’s	current	account	
deficit	(CAD)	as	a	percentage	of	its	GDP.	The	fall	in	the	international	value	of	the	rupee	may	have	
domestic	consequences	as	well.	The	domestic	rate	of	inflation	will	rise	and	the	RBI	may	adopt	a	
tight	money	policy	to	counter	this,	which	will	further	hurt	investment	and	growth.	

Capital	 flows	 to	 India	may	also	decline	because	of	a	rising	current	account	deficit	and	a	rising	
domestic	rate	of	inflation,	which	will	further	weaken	the	rupee	internationally.	All	this	proves	that	
there	is	a	limit	beyond	which	currency	depreciation	does	not	help	a	nation	economically.	

Now,	consider	a	totally	different	scenario.	India	manages	to	improve	farm	labour	productivity,	by	
investing	 in	 suitable	 production	 technologies,	 while	 conditions	 in	 the	 U.S.	 remain	 the	 same.	
Assume	in	India,	workers	now	produce	4	bushels	of	wheat	per	hour	and	3.5	yards	of	cloth	per	
hour,	while	U.S.	workers	continue	to	produce	6	bushels	of	wheat	and	4	yards	of	cloth	per	hour,	
respectively.	

The	wage	rate	in	both	the	countries	also	remains	the	same	as	before,	i.e.,	$6	per	hour	in	the	U.S.	
and	₹100	per	hour	in	India.	Even	at	the	earlier	exchange	rate	of	₹20:$1,	trade	between	India	and	
the	U.S.	now	becomes	mutually	beneficial.	In	terms	of	per	unit	prices,	1	bushel	of	wheat	will	cost	
$1	in	the	U.S.	and	$1.25	in	India,	while	1	yard	of	cloth	will	cost	$1.5	in	the	US	and	$1.43	in	India.	
Since	wheat	 is	 relatively	 cheaper	 in	 the	 U.S.	 and	 cloth	 is	 relatively	 cheaper	 in	 India,	 U.S.	 will	
specialise	 in	 wheat	 production	 and	 India	 in	 cloth	 production	 and	 they	 will	 exchange	 their	
respective	products	of	specialisation.	
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So,	 even	with	 a	 relatively	 stronger	 rupee,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 gain	 from	 international	 trade,	 if	we	
improve	the	productivity	of	labour	and	capital	through	appropriate	investments	in	research	and	
development,	transport	infrastructure,	energy,	education	and	health.	If	through	economic	policy,	
we	are	able	to	remove	the	impediments	to	improved	productivity,	then	it	is	not	necessary	to	rely	
on	currency	depreciation	to	improve	our	export	performance.	Currency	depreciation	can	at	best	
be	a	 short	 term	measure	 to	boost	exports	and	bridge	 the	short	 run	 trade	deficit.	The	solution	
however	 lies	 in	 improving	overall	economic	efficiency,	 for	which	huge	 investments	have	 to	be	
made	in	the	areas	mentioned	above.	

In	conclusion	it	can	be	said	while	currency	depreciation	leads	to	a	rise	in	overall	export	value,	it	
need	 not	 necessarily	 result	 in	 a	 rise	 in	 export	 volume.	 Therefore,	 currency	 depreciation	
contributing	 to	 improved	export	 competitiveness	 is	 only	one	 side	of	 the	 story.	The	other	 side	
depends	 on	 export	 capacity	 and	 productivity,	 the	 prevailing	 opportunities	 for	 exports	 and	
bilateral	trade	relations	and	pacts.	

Given	the	current	geopolitical	and	trade	uncertainties	plaguing	the	world	economy,	it	is	too	much	
to	expect	a	falling	rupee	to	boost	India’s	exports	unless	there	is	progress	on	the	other	fronts	as	
well.	

No	doubt	the	U.S.	dollar	is	strengthening	against	other	currencies,	as	is	the	price	of	gold	in	the	
global	 market,	 since	 both	 are	 considered	 as	 safe	 haven	 investments,	 when	 faced	 with	 global	
economic	and	political	unrest.	The	war	in	Europe	shows	no	signs	of	abatement	while	war	clouds	
are	gathering	on	the	horizon	near	Venezuela.	Therefore	it	 is	advisable	for	the	Reserve	Bank	of	
India	and	the	Government	of	India	to	put	in	place	a	strategy	to	counter	the	rupee	depreciation	by	
offering	exporters	interest	rate	rebates	and	incentives	to	deposit	their	dollar	earnings	in	India,	
offer	 attractive	 terms	 and	 rates	 of	 interest	 on	 dollar-denominated	 bonds	 and	 NRI	 deposits,	
encourage	corporates	 to	 speed	up	dollar	borrowing	plans	and	deposit	dollar	earnings	 in	 local	
banks	and	encourage	local	banks	to	enter	into	currency	swaps	with	American	banks.	

FOOD INFLATION DIPS BUT THAT ISN’T ENOUGH 

Sowing	of	 rabi	 crops	—	wheat,	mustard,	 chana,	masoor	and	maize,	among	others	—	has	been	
brisk,	with	farmers	planting	nearly	10	per	cent	more	area	so	far	this	time	compared	to	last	year.	
The	main	driver	is	the	surplus	rainfall	from	an	extended	southwest	monsoon	that	has	helped	fill	
up	reservoirs,	recharge	aquifers	and	bolster	soil	moisture.	Also,	farmers	who	suffered	crop	losses	
from	excess	rain	during	the	kharif	season	are	seeking	to	make	up	for	it	in	rabi.	The	hike	in	the	
government’s	minimum	 support	 prices	 (MSP),	 especially	 for	wheat,	 has	 further	 boosted	 their	
enthusiasm.	With	 the	World	Meteorological	Organisation	predicting	a	55	per	 cent	 chance	of	 a	
“weak”	La	Niña,	which	could	result	in	a	colder	and	longer	winter,	the	rabi	crop	prospects	appear	
bright.	

That	is	great	news	from	a	food	inflation	standpoint.	The	high	retail	food	inflation,	from	mid-2023	
through	2024,	had	significantly	eroded	household	purchasing	power	and	consumption	spending.	
An	easing	of	those	pressures	has,	along	with	the	income	tax	and	GST	rate	cuts	this	fiscal,	led	to	a	
revival	in	sentiment	and	also	enabled	the	RBI	to	cut	its	key	policy	lending	rate	from	6.50	per	cent	
to	5.25	per	cent	since	February.	A	bumper	rabi	harvest	and	the	turnaround	even	in	commodities	
such	as	wheat	and	sugar,	which	were	facing	a	tight	supply	situation,	should	ensure	no	fresh	spike	
in	food	prices.	

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


                          

4TH FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR 

Telegram: http://t.me/DreamIAS_Jamshedpur 
74 

www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS 

 
The	flip	side	to	food	inflation	being	in	negative/low	single-digit	territory	since	April,	however,	is	
the	 impact	 on	 farm	 incomes.	 Official	 GDP	 data	 shows	 the	 gross	 value	 added	 for	 agriculture	
growing	by	3.7	per	cent	year-on-year	in	April-June	and	3.5	per	cent	in	July-September	2025	at	
constant	prices.	But	the	corresponding	growth	rates	at	current	prices	have	been	lower	at	3.2	per	
cent	and	1.8	per	cent,	implying	deflationary	pressures.	Extreme	price	volatility	is	in	the	interest	of	
neither	 producers	 nor	 consumers.	 Just	 as	 high	 food	 inflation	 upsets	 household	 budget	
calculations,	deflation	discourages	farmers	from	planting	and	making	long-term	investments	in	
technology	and	land	improvement.	The	large	swings	in	farm	prices	are	also	a	manifestation	of	the	
absence	of	reforms.	Unlike	in	the	industrial,	financial	and	other	services	sectors,	these	have	eluded	
and	bypassed	agriculture.	

PRUDENT ACTION 

The	 decision	 made	 by	 the	 Reserve	 Bank	 of	 India’s	 Monetary	 Policy	 Committee	 (MPC)	 to	 cut	
interest	rates	once	again,	by	25	basis	points	to	5.25%,	is	both	an	assessment	of	India’s	current	
economy	and	also	of	what	to	expect	over	the	next	few	months.	Cumulatively,	interest	rates	have	
been	 cut	 by	 125	 basis	 points	 in	 calendar	 year	 2025.	 The	 last	 time	 such	 large	 cuts	 had	 been	
implemented	 was	 in	 2019	 when	 rates	 had	 been	 cut	 by	 135	 basis	 points,	 in	 reaction	 to	 a	
plummeting	growth	rate.	India’s	quarterly	GDP	growth	rate	had	fallen	from	8.9%	in	the	March	
2018	 quarter	 to	 3.3%	 by	 the	 quarter-ended	 December	 2019.	 Growth	 is	 currently	 seeing	 the	
opposite	trajectory.	It	has	steadily	been	accelerating	from	5.6%	in	Q2	of	last	year	to	the	recently	
released	8.2%	in	Q2	of	this	year.	From	a	growth	perspective,	there	are	at	least	two	ways	to	look	at	
the	MPC’s	interest	rate	moves.	The	first	is	that	the	central	bank	is	not	convinced	that	growth	is	
currently	as	robust	as	the	numbers	suggest,	and	so	feels	monetary	policy	needs	to	be	as	supportive	
as	possible.	After	all,	it	could	have	left	rates	unchanged	at	5.5%.	The	second	is	that	the	MPC	feels	
that	 Indian	 companies	 are	 still	 sitting	 on	 excess	 capacity,	 and	 so	 the	 risks	 of	 overheating	 the	
economy	are	slim.	So,	it	might	as	well	push	for	more	growth.	The	reality	is	probably	a	combination	
of	the	two:	real	growth	looks	higher	due	to	an	unusually	low	deflator,	and	companies	can	certainly	
afford	to	invest	more,	even	if	this	is	fuelled	by	debt.	A	rate	cut	addresses	both	issues.	

The	MPC	also	possibly	feels	that	the	economic	impact	of	the	U.S.’s	50%	tariffs	have	not	yet	fully	
played	out.	Supply	chains	take	some	time	to	realign,	and	so	there	might	still	be	a	further	shift	away	
from	 Indian	 exporters.	 Cheaper	 credit	 going	 ahead	 is	 something	 Indian	 MSMEs,	 especially	
exporters,	will	welcome.	On	the	inflation	front,	the	MPC	has	lowered	its	outlook	for	the	year	to	a	
benign	2%.	However,	a	 jump	in	 food	prices	or	oil	prices,	 for	whatever	reason,	will	undo	all	 its	
calculations.	The	MPC	must	be	ready	to	raise	rates	at	the	first	sign	of	inflation	rising	faster	than	
expected.	The	2019	rate	cut	episode	saw	inflation	jumping	from	2%	in	January	2019	to	7.6%	in	
about	a	year.	Taken	together,	the	rate	cut	suggests	that	the	MPC	feels	that	India’s	seemingly	robust	
growth	could	do	with	further	help,	while	inflationary	worries	are	a	thing	of	the	past.	Its	decision	
to	retain	its	neutral	stance	is	a	prudent	one.	Global	uncertainty	is	such	that	growth	and	inflation	
trajectories	could	reverse	direction	suddenly,	which	would	need	a	quick	policy	pivot.	

IS INDIA’S 8.2% GROWTH RATE SUSTAINABLE? 

India’s	latest	GDP	figures	position	the	Indian	economy	to	be	producing	at	a	significantly	higher	
level	than	last	year,	emphasised	by	the	₹48.63	lakh	crore	output	projected	to	be	realised	in	a	single	
quarter.	
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The general state of the economy 

An	8.2%	increase	of	GDP	indicates	that	this	rise	is	part	of	a	genuine	momentum	rather	than	just	
being	 a	 post-pandemic	 bounce.	 The	 9.1%	 growth	 in	 manufacturing	 indicates	 that	 industrial	
demand	has	increased	and	factories	are	operating	closer	to	capacity.	Services,	now	60%	of	India’s	
GDP,	 is	growing	at	9.2%,	with	financial	services	at	10.2%,	which	reflects	strong	credit	activity,	
higher	transactions,	and	sustained	urban	demand.	

The	increase	in	real	Gross	Value	Added	(GVA)	numbers	from	₹82.88	lakh	crore	to	₹89.41	lakh	
crore	 further	 indicates	 that	agriculture,	 industry	and	services	are	experiencing	genuine	rise	 in	
added	value	and	not	just	rise	in	prices.	

The	 real	 numbers	 held	 up	 because	 the	 nominal	 GDP	 increased	 by	 8.8%,	 demonstrating	 that	
inflation	remained	under	check.	Moreover,	Private	Final	Consumption	Expenditure	(PFCE)	rising	
by	7.9%	show	that	households	are	spending	more.	Further,	the	growth	of	agriculture	by	3.5%,	
supported	 by	 fuller	 reservoirs	 and	 better	 horticulture	 output,	 points	 to	 a	 small	 but	 real	
improvement	in	rural	incomes.	

Inflation,	which	had	been	high	 for	much	of	 the	previous	years,	 finally	 eased	and	even	 slipped	
below	target	toward	the	end	of	2024-25.	Banks	experienced	significant	credit	growth	and	were	in	
a	position	to	lend	with	a	clean	balance	sheet,	maintaining	capital	buffers	which	are	far	in	excess	of	
regulatory	requirements.	

On	the	budget	front,	the	Centre	stuck	to	the	path	of	consolidation	with	the	help	of	strong	GST	and	
direct	tax	collections	and	successfully	managed	to	keep	the	spending	mix	relatively	high-quality.	
The	external	sector	remained	stable	with	a	small	current	account	deficit,	healthy	services	exports	
and	diversified	foreign	exchange	reserves	to	weather	global	volatility.	

And	so,	if	one	were	to	just	look	at	these	figures,	it	would	appear	that	the	Indian	economy	is	moving	
forward	even	as	much	of	the	world	slows	down	and	is	eclipsed	in	greater	economic	uncertainty.	

The IMF’s rating 

Notwithstanding	this,	every	headline	has	its	shadow.	Here,	the	shadow	arrived	in	the	form	of	a	
shocker	when	the	International	Monetary	Fund	(IMF)	announced	that	India	had	been	assigned	
‘Grade	C’	in	its	recent	assessment	on	its	national	income	accounting.	There	are	four	grades	in	total:	
A,	B,	C,	and	D.	

Some	 of	 the	 multiple	 shortcomings	 highlighted	 by	 the	 IMF	 team	 which	 require	 careful	
consideration	and	review	include	—		

a) the	use	of	an	outdated	base	year	(2011/12);		

b) the	use	of	wholesale	price	indices	as	data	sources	for	deflators	due	to	the	lack	of	producer	
price	indices;		

c) the	excessive	use	of	single	deflation,	which	may	introduce	cyclical	biases;		

d) sizeable	 discrepancies	 between	 production	 and	 expenditure	 approaches	 that	 may	
indicate	 the	 need	 to	 enhance	 the	 coverage	 of	 the	 expenditure	 approach	 data	 and	 the	
informal	sector;		
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e) lack	of	seasonally	adjusted	data	and	room	for	improvement	in	other	statistical	techniques	

used	in	the	quarterly	national	accounts	compilation;	and		

f) a	lack	of	consolidated	data	on	States	and	local	bodies	after	2019.	

This	raises	a	critical	question:	how	can	a	nation	possibly	be	underrated	when	it’s	racing	at	8%	
while	the	world	limps	at	3%?	But	the	truth	lives	in	the	footnotes	of	our	own	documents.	

The	RBI’s	Annual	Report	(2024-25)	recognises	that	the	economy	has	performed	well,	but	it	also	
quietly	 lays	 out	 the	 structural	 issues	 that	 still	 drag	 down	 India’s	 credibility.	 Countries	 with	
discretionary	exercises	in	projecting	the	good	alone	in	numbers	have	two	narratives:	the	one	they	
tell	 the	world	 and	 the	 one	 they	whisper	 under	 their	 own	breath.	 India’s	 8.2%	 is	 the	 story	 its	
government	wants	tell	the	world.	The	IMF’s	C	is	the	whisper.	

An	economy	appearing	to	grow	fast	is	not	the	same	thing	as	an	economy	growing	well.	What	the	
IMF	is	really	saying	is	that	India’s	institutional	bones	are	not	yet	as	strong	as	its	muscle.	

Mining	output	was	hit	by	an	unusually	long	monsoon,	while	electricity	generation	slowed	because	
of	a	milder-than-usual	winter	that	reduced	heating	and	peak-load	demand.	Although	these	might	
seem	like	fleeting	weather	phenomena,	they	significantly	undermined	the	industrial	base	of	the	
year.	The	unevenness	 is	evident	even	 in	 this	strong	quarter.	Electricity	and	utilities	grew	only	
4.4%,	and	mining	barely	moved	at	0.04%.	These	are	backbone	sectors	and	subsequently	 their	
sluggishness	 signals	 that	 recovery	 is	not	evenly	 spread	across	 the	 real	 economy.	According	 to	
nominal	 GVA,	 the	 primary	 sector	 accounted	 for	 14%,	 the	 secondary	 sector	 for	 26%,	 and	 the	
tertiary	sector	for	60%	in	Q2.	

These	proportions	look	normal	for	a	service-led	economy,	but	India’s	case	is	different	because	its	
employment	 structure	 does	 not	 match	 its	 output	 structure:	 too	 many	 Indians	 still	 work	 in	
agriculture	and	low-wage	services,	sectors	that	contribute	little	to	productivity	gains.	

Structural vulnerabilities 

The	RBI	 cautions	 that	 India’s	export	 trajectory	will	 continue	 to	be	 impacted	by	growing	 trade	
protectionism,	tariff	uncertainty,	and	geopolitical	tensions	in	key	markets.	

Services	exports	and	remittances	help	cushion	the	current	account,	but	they	cannot	substitute	for	
a	diversified	and	scaled-up	goods	export	engine	—	one	that	India	still	lacks.	

Another	contradiction	shows	up	in	the	financial	markets.	

The	rupee	looked	stable	from	a	distance,	but	underneath,	it	was	constantly	being	pushed	down	by	
a	strong	U.S.	dollar	and	the	usual	swings	in	foreign	capital.	

When	one	realises	that	the	IMF	is	grading	the	architecture	that	supports	India’s	growth	rather	
than	the	country’s	growth	rate,	its	Grade	C	starts	to	make	sense.	A	country	can	grow	at	8%	and	
still	have	structural	vulnerabilities.	

It	can	post	healthy	GVA	numbers	and	still	have	weak	institutional	capacity	at	the	State	level,	low	
labour	productivity,	and	an	export	profile	mismatched	with	global	demand.	GDP	captures	the	pace	
of	economic	activity;	it	does	not	capture	the	quality	of	governance	that	sustains	it.	The	true	conflict	
is	that,	despite	India’s	robust	short-term	economic	momentum,	its	long-term	framework	is	still	
being	developed.	
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Even	with	 the	 strong	 Q2	 performance,	 broad-sector	 analysis	 shows	 agriculture	 growing	 only	
3.5%,	utilities	at	4.4%,	and	mining	barely	above	zero,	sectors	that	collectively	employ	millions	but	
contribute	less	and	less	to	value	creation.	

This	does	not	diminish	the	achievement	of	8.2%	growth.	However,	it	makes	the	narrative	more	
difficult.	The	IMF’s	grade	serves	as	a	subtle	reminder	to	see	past	the	quarterly	glow	and	recognise	
the	unresolved	issues	in	economic	structure,	finance,	and	governance.	India	is	leading	the	way.	
What	it	needs	now	is	the	depth.	

PM: 'HINDU RATE OF GROWTH' TERM MALIGNED AN ENTIRE CIVILISATION 

Prime	Minister	Narendra	Modi	Saturday	urged	people	to	completely	rid	the	country	of	the	"slave	
mentality"	 in	 the	 next	 10	 years,	 which	 he	 termed	 as	 the	 biggest	 hindrance	 to	 the	 country's	
development	 journey,	while	 hitting	 out	 at	 the	 "so-called	 intellectuals"	 for	 trying	 to	malign	 an	
entire	civilisation	by	terming	years	of	sluggish	economic	growth	as	Hindu	rate	of	growth.	

Do You Know: 

—	The	term	"Hindu"	in	the	Hindu	rate	of	growth	does	not,	in	fact,	have	a	negative	connotation.	
According	to	The	New	Oxford	Companion	to	Economics	in	India,	economist	Raj	Krishna	coined	
the	 expression	 as	 "a	 polemical	 device	 intended	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	meagre	 3.5	 per	 cent	
growth	rate	experienced	by	India	over	the	long	run.	The	fact	that	this	rate	of	growth	remained	
steady	 through	 changes	 in	 governments,	 wars,	 famines,	 and	 other	 crises,	 made	 it	 for	 him	 an	
inherently	cultural	phenomenon—hence	the	name."	

—	Notably,	Krishna's	views	diverged	from	the	ideologies	of	the	Congress-led	governments	of	the	
time.	 Fellow	 economist	 Pulapre	 Balakrishnan	 described	 him	 as	 "Chicago-trained	 and,	 in	 the	
political	climate	of	the	time,	with	a	reputation	for	being	somewhat	of	a	right-winger"	in	his	essay,	
"The	recovery	of	India:	Economic	growth	in	the	Nehru	era".	

—	GDP	growth	data	indicate	that	India	had	surpassed	the	Hindu	rate	of	growth	long	before	the	
1991	liberalisation	reforms	were	introduced.	This	was	argued	by	economist	Baldev	Raj	Nayar	in	
a	2006	Economic	and	Political	Weekly	article.	He	said	while	liberalisation	accelerates	growth,	"it	
is	equally	true,	as	more	recent	work	by	economists	has	shown,	of	the	within-system	economic	
policy	reforms	of	the	1980s."	

—	Between	1956	and	1975,	India's	average	annual	GDP	growth	was	3.4%,	matching	the	Hindu	
rate	of	growth.	However,	growth	averaged	5.8%	between	1981	and	1991,	a	full	decade	before	the	
1991	 crisis	 and	 reforms.	 Economists	 such	 as	 Arvind	 Virmani	 and	 Arvind	 Panagariya	 have	
identified	 1980,	 or	 the	 1980s,	 as	 the	 turnaround,	 crediting	 reforms	 by	 Indira	 Gandhi	 (post-
Emergency)	and	Rajiv	Gandhi.	

—	Nayar	argues	the	first	liberalisation	phase	began	in	1975,	the	Emergency	year	itself,	citing	GDP	
growth	averaging	5.6%	from	1976-2006,	well	above	the	Hindu	rate.	

INCOME INEQUALITY 

What’s the ongoing story:  

Income	inequality	in	India	remains	among	the	highest	in	the	world,	with	top	10	per	cent	of	earners	
capturing	58	per	 cent	 of	 national	 income,	while	bottom	50	per	 cent	 receive	only	15	per	 cent,	
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according	 to	 the	 latest	 World	 Inequality	 Report	 2026,	 edited	 by	 economists	 Lucas	 Chancel,	
Ricardo	Gómez-Carrera,	Rowaida	Moshrif,	and	Thomas	Piketty.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	Wealth	inequality	is	even	greater	in	India,	with	the	richest	10	per	cent	holding	around	65	per	
cent	of	total	wealth	and	the	top	1	per	cent	holding	about	40	per	cent,	the	report	released	by	the	
World	Inequality	Lab	on	Wednesday	said.	

—	As	per	the	earlier	World	Inequality	Report	2022,	the	top	10	per	cent	in	India	held	57	per	cent	
of	the	total	national	income	while	the	bottom	50	per	cent’s	share	was	13	per	cent	in	2021.	

—	Globally,	wealth	has	reached	historic	highs	but	remains	very	unevenly	distributed,	with	the	top	
0.001	per	cent,	comprising	fewer	than	60,000	multi-millionaires,	owning	three	times	more	wealth	
than	the	entire	bottom	half	of	humanity.	

—	Their	share	has	grown	steadily	from	almost	4	per	cent	in	1995	to	over	6	per	cent	today,	and	
comes	 against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 the	 explosion	 of	 global	 inequalities	 and	 the	 weakening	 of	
multilateralism,	the	report	said.	

—	The	global	top	10	per	cent	owns	three-quarters	of	all	wealth,	while	the	bottom	50	per	cent	
holds	just	2	per	cent,	the	report	said.	

—	The	top	one-in-a-million,	collectively	hold	3	per	cent	of	global	wealth,	more	than	the	bottom	
half	of	the	world’s	adult	population.	

—	Providing	a	geographic	breakdown	of	global	income	groups	in	1980	and	2025,	the	report	said	
in	1980,	the	global	elite	was	concentrated	in	North	America	&	Oceania,	Europe.	Latin	America	also	
had	some	presence	near	the	top,	but	China	and	India	were	almost	entirely	confined	to	the	bottom	
half	of	the	distribution.	

—	India,	the	report	said,	has	lost	relative	ground:	in	1980,	a	larger	part	of	its	population	was	in	
the	middle	40	per	cent,	but	today	almost	all	are	in	the	bottom	50	per	cent.	Sub-Saharan	Africa	has	
also	remained	in	the	lower	half	of	the	global	distribution.	

—	In	gender	terms,	the	pay	gap	persists	across	all	regions,	especially	for	unpaid	labour.	Excluding	
unpaid	work,	women	earn	only	61	per	cent	of	what	men	earn	per	working	hour;	and	when	unpaid	
labour	is	included,	this	figure	falls	to	just	32	per	cent.	

—	he	report	also	highlighted	the	climate	crisis	stating	that	the	poorest	half	of	the	global	population	
accounts	for	only	3	per	cent	of	carbon	emissions	associated	with	private	capital	ownership,	while	
the	top	10	per	cent	account	for	77	per	cent	of	emissions.	

—	The	wealthiest	1	per	cent	account	for	41	per	cent	of	private	capital	ownership	emissions,	almost	
double	the	amount	of	the	entire	bottom	90	per	cent,	the	report	stated.	

—	Noting	that	policy	can	reduce	inequality,	the	report	said	taxation	often	fails	where	it	is	most	
needed:	at	the	very	top	of	the	distribution	with	the	ultra-rich	escaping	taxation.	Effective	income	
tax	 rates	 climb	 steadily	 for	most	 of	 the	 population	 but	 fall	 sharply	 for	 billionaires	 and	 centi-
millionaires,	it	said.	
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—	Elites	pay	proportionally	less	than	most	of	the	households	that	earn	much	lower	incomes.	This	
regressive	pattern	deprives	states	of	resources	for	essential	investments	in	education,	healthcare,	
and	climate	action,”	it	said.	

Do You Know: 

—	 The	 Gini	 Index	 or	 Gini	 coefficient,	 named	 after	 the	 early	 20th	 century	 Italian	 statistician	
Corrado	Gini,	has	historically	been	the	most	commonly	used	measure	of	inequality.	It	measures	
inequality	on	a	scale	from	0	to	1	(or	0%	to	100%),	with	higher	values	indicating	higher	inequality.	

—	The	Gini	Index,	a	report	by	the	World	Bank,	has	placed	India	in	the	fourth	position	with	a	score	
of	25.5,	much	 lower	 than	countries	 like	China	(35.7),	 the	USA	(41.8),	and	 the	United	Kingdom	
(34.4).	 It	 is	 also	 more	 equal	 than	 every	 G7	 and	 G20	 country,	 many	 of	 which	 are	 considered	
advanced	economies.	

—	The	Gini	Index	measures	the	extent	to	which	the	distribution	of	income	or	consumption	among	
individuals	 or	 households	within	 an	 economy	 deviates	 from	 a	 perfectly	 equal	 distribution.	 In	
simpler	terms,	it	provides	a	clear	picture	of	how	evenly	income	is	distributed	within	a	country.	

—	The	index	ranges	from	0	to	100	—	a	Gini	Index	of	0	represents	perfect	equality,	while	an	index	
of	100	implies	perfect	inequality.	The	higher	the	Gini	Index	the	more	unequal	the	country.	

AI COULD WIDEN THE INEQUALITIES IN ASIA PACIFIC 

Over	 the	 past	 decade,	 newly	 funded	 AI	 companies	 have	 quadrupled	 the	 worldover,	 while	 AI	
investment	 has	 surged	 15-fold.	 Countries	 in	 the	 Asia-Pacific	 are	 also	 racing	 to	 harness	 this	
technology.	However,	a	UN	report	argues	that	the	Asia-Pacific	region	begins	this	transition	from	
widely	unequal	starting	points.	The	AI	Preparedness	Index	in	the	region	varies	drastically,	ranging	
from	over	70%	in	advanced	economies	to	under	20%	in	fragile	states.	The	Index	by	IMF	assesses	
countries’	 digital	 infrastructure,	 human	 capital	 and	 labour	 market	 policies,	 innovation	 and	
economic	integration,	and	regulation	and	ethics.	

A	few	economies	such	as	Singapore,	South	Korea	and	China	have	equipped	themselves	better	for	
AI.	Many	others,	however,	lack	the	access	to	electricity,	data	systems,	and	connectivity	needed	to	
participate	 fully	 in	 the	 transition.	 These	 regional	 divides	 sit	 atop	 deep	 inequalities	 within	
countries	 themselves.	 Income	 and	wealth	 remain	 heavily	 concentrated	 in	 the	 top	 10%	across	
much	of	Asia	and	the	Pacific.	

The	 report	 notes	 that	 inclusive	 adoption	 will	 require	 strengthening	 both	 hard	 and	 soft	
foundations.	 Hard	 infrastructure	 includes	 affordable	 internet,	 reliable	 and	 clean	 electricity,	
cooling	resources,	and	adequate	computing	capacity.	Internet	access	has	expanded	rapidly	across	
Asia-Pacific,	 but	 inequalities	 remain.	 Soft	 infrastructure	 includes	 human	 capital,	 strong	 public	
institutions,	and	legal	frameworks	that	ensure	secure	and	fair	access.	Many	nations	in	the	region	
face	skill	shortages	too.	

Across	Asia-Pacific,	women	face	greater	exposure	to	AI-driven	automation	than	men.	
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WHAT ARE CONCERNS OVER THE DRAFT ISI BILL, 2025? 

The story so far: 

On	September	25,	the	Ministry	of	Statistics	and	Programme	Implementation	(MoSPI)	released	the	
draft	 Indian	 Statistical	 Institute	 Bill,	 2025.	 The	 Bill	 has	 been	 met	 with	 strong	 protests	 by	
academicians	as	well	as	students	of	the	Indian	Statistical	Institute	(ISI)	who	claim	that	the	move	
is	aimed	to	strip	the	institute	of	its	academic	autonomy	by	converting	it	from	a	“registered	society	
to	a	statutory	body	corporate”.	

What is the significance of the ISI? 

The	ISI	was	founded	in	December	1931	by	P.C.	Mahalanobis	in	Kolkata	and	has	since	grown	into	
one	of	India’s	most	prestigious	academic	and	research	institutions.	The	institute	was	originally	
registered	 in	April	 1932,	 under	 the	 Societies	Registration	Act	 of	 1860,	 and	 later	 re-registered	
under	the	West	Bengal	Societies	Registration	Act	of	1961.	Being	a	society	provided	the	institute	
its	own	memorandum	of	association,	bye-laws,	and	regulations.	Parliament	enacted	the	Indian	
Statistical	Institute	Act,	1959,	declaring	ISI	as	an	Institution	of	National	Importance	(INI).	

Many	scholars	link	the	origin	of	the	institute	to	the	Bengal	renaissance	and	credit	the	institute	
with	 shaping	 India’s	planning	and	policy	apparatus.	The	National	 Sample	Survey	Organisation	
(NSSO)	was	developed	at	ISI,	establishing	the	foundation	of	India’s	official	statistical	system.	Other	
than	P.	C.	Mahalanobis,	the	institute	has	produced	legendary	scholars	such	as	Professor	C.R.	Rao	
and	S.R.S.	Varadhan.	

With	about	1,200	students	and	six	centres	across	India,	ISI	offers	undergraduate	and	postgraduate	
degrees	 in	 Statistics,	 Mathematics,	 Quantitative	 Economics,	 Computer	 Science,	 Library	 and	
Information	 Science,	 Cryptology	 and	 Security,	 Quality	 Management	 Science	 and	 Operations	
Research.	

Why are academicians protesting? 

The	 primary	 concern	 of	 those	 opposing	 the	 draft	 Bill	 is	 how	 the	 ISI’s	 institutional	 status	will	
change,	from	a	“a	registered	society	to	a	statutory	body	corporate”.	

A	recent	letter	by	about	1,500	academicians	to	Rao	Inderjit	Singh,	Minister	of	State	(Independent	
Charge)	MoSPI,	stated	that	there	is	no	transparent	reason	that	MoSPI	should	repeal	the	(1959)	
Act,	 abolish	 the	 society	 and	 introduce	 a	 Bill	 which	 violates	 the	 basic	 spirit	 of	 the	 agreement	
between	the	general	body	of	the	society	and	the	government.	The	letter	also	states	that	the	move	
to	bypass	 the	 society	 registered	under	 the	WB	Societies	Registration	Act	 to	 a	 “statutory	body	
corporate”	infringes	upon	the	jurisdiction	of	the	Societies	Registration	Act	and	is	against	the	spirit	
of	cooperative	federalism.	On	November	28,	hundreds	of	students	and	staff	of	ISI	formed	a	human	
chain	and	held	a	public	meeting	near	the	institute’s	campus	on	B.T.	Road	in	North	Kolkata.	

Those	opposing	the	draft	Bill	point	out	that	the	governance	structure,	as	in	the	existing	1959	Act,	
vested	authority	 in	a	council	with	academic	representation,	and	procedural	safeguards	against	
government	overreach.	The	proposed	2025	Bill,	however,	gives	power	to	the	Board	of	Governors	
(BoG),	defined	under	Section	15	of	the	Act,	which	is	heavily	dominated	by	government	nominees	
sidelining	 the	 authority	 of	 faculty	 and	 academic	 stakeholders.	 Former	 professor	 of	 ISI	 and	
chairman	of	West	Bengal	Infrastructure	Development	Finance	Corporation	Abhirup	Sarkar	said	
that	the	ISI	is	a	place	of	doing	basic	research	which	is	a	long-term	process	where	immediate	results	
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may	not	be	visible.	Since	there	is	a	push	for	a	corporate	model	of	funding	in	the	draft	Bill,	getting	
funds	for	basic	research	projects	could	be	a	problem	in	the	future.	Section	29	of	the	proposed	2025	
Act	deals	with	‘power	to	generate	revenue’	which	includes	student	fees,	consultancy	services	and	
sponsored	research	projects	among	others.	

Another	critical	area	raised	by	those	opposing	the	Bill	is	that	all	appointments	will	be	controlled	
by	the	Union	government,	through	the	BoG.	Earlier	there	were	10	representatives	from	ISI	(eight	
elected,	one	worker	and	one	scientific	worker)	out	of	the	33	representatives	on	the	council,	a	little	
less	than	one-third.	Now	there	will	be	none.	Professor	Sarkar	said	that	after	the	proposed	Bill,	
there	are	apprehensions	of	political	interference	in	the	appointments	by	the	Union	Government.	

What is the government saying? 

The	government	claims	that	the	idea	behind	the	legislation	is	the	vision	to	make	ISI	not	only	one	
of	the	best	in	India	but	one	of	the	foremost	institutes	in	the	world	as	the	institute	approaches	its	
centenary	 in	 2031.	 A	 press	 release	 stated	 that,	 over	 the	 years,	 four	 review	 committees	 had	
examined	 the	 functioning	 of	 ISI.	 The	 most	 recent,	 chaired	 by	 Dr.	 R.A.	 Mashelkar	 in	 2020,	
recommended	major	reforms	to	strengthen	governance,	expand	academic	programmes,	and	make	
ISI	globally	competitive.	

What lies ahead? 

The	students	and	academicians	are	banking	on	the	support	of	Opposition	parties	to	oppose	the	
proposed	legislation.	Villupuram	Member	of	Parliament	D.	Ravikumar	has	written	to	the	Union	
Minister	of	State	(MoPSI)	urging	him	to	withdraw	the	draft	Indian	Statistical	Institute	Bill,	2025.	
Leaders	 from	Trinamool	 Congress	 and	Communist	 Party	 of	 India	 (Marxist)	 have	 also	 publicly	
opposed	the	draft	legislation	and	vowed	to	oppose	it	if	it	is	tabled	in	Parliament.	

BANK CREDIT EXPANSION OUTPACING DEPOSIT GROWTH 

With	bank	credit	expansion	outstripping	deposit	growth,	the	gap	between	the	two	had	widened	
to	123	basis	points	(bps)	as	of	November	28	a	far	cry	from	the	near	parity	a	year	ago.	

As	 of	November	 28,	 all	 scheduled	 banks	 clocked	 a	 year-on-year	 credit	 and	 deposit	 growth	 of	
11.42%	and	10.19%,	respectively.	

A	year	ago,	credit	and	deposits	growth	were	in	lockstep,	with	both	growing	at	about	10.58%.	

Deposit pressure 

In	the	backdrop	of	the	RBI	cutting	the	policy	repo	rate	by	125	bps	from	6.50%	to	5.25%	since	
February,	banks’	deposit	growth	is	not	keeping	pace	with	credit	expansion.	

With	 low	 returns	 on	 deposits,	 depositors	 are	 gravitating	 towards	mutual	 funds,	 equities	 and	
corporate	 bonds,	 among	 others.	 So,	 banks	 may	 not	 want	 to	 cut	 deposit	 rates	 further	 and	
haemorrhage	the	deposit	base.	

Mr.	 Sabnavis	 observed	 the	 open	market	 operation	 (OMO)	 purchase	 of	 Government	 Securities	
aggregating	₹1	lakh	crore	and	the	$5	billion	U.S./INR	buy/sell	swap	being	conducted	by	the	RBI	
will	provide	banks	the	liquidity	needed	to	support	credit	demand.	
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THE EVOLUTION OF PENSION REFORMS IN INDIA 

India’s	 rapidly	 ageing	population	 is	 emerging	 as	 a	 pivotal	 pension	 challenge.	 Today,	 over	153	
million	Indians	are	aged	over	60.	This	is	projected	to	double	to	347	million	by	2050.	While	a	small	
section	of	older	Indians	has	benefited	from	the	rise	of	formal	sector	retirement,	more	than	88%	
of	today’s	senior	citizens	continue	to	work,	in	the	sprawling	informal	economy,	without	access	to	
pensions	 or	 reliable	 social	 security	 rather	 than	 retiring	 (Chart	 1).	We	 revisit	 the	 evolution	 of	
pension	schemes	for	financial	inclusivity	of	the	Indian	informal	sector.	

The	Indira	Gandhi	National	Old	Age	Pension	Scheme	(IGNOAPS)	is	a	social	assistance	programme	
launched	 in	 1995	 for	 persons	 aged	 over	 65,	 living	 below	 the	 poverty	 line	 (BPL).	 Subsequent	
changes	expanded	scheme	eligibility	and	strengthened	financial	support,	leading	to	a	significant	
rise	in	enrolment.	It	is	a	first	among	national-level	efforts	taken	to	provide	a	direct,	regular	source	
of	 income	 to	 the	 older	 population	 in	 the	 unorganised	 and	 economically	 vulnerable	 section	 of	
society.	 Similarly,	 formal	 sector	 government	 employees	were	 covered	 under	 the	 government-
sponsored	Old	Pension	Scheme	(OPS).	

Research	finds	that	unlike	social	benefit	schemes,	contributory	pension	schemes	in	developing	
countries	encourage	household	formal	savings	behaviour.	Announced	in	Budget	2015-16,	the	Atal	
Pension	 Yojana	 (APY)	 is	 a	 contributory	 pension	 scheme	 for	 individuals	 aged	 18-40,	 where	
periodic	contributions	are	made	to	a	pension	account.	At	retirement,	the	accumulated	amount,	
including	returns,	is	disbursed,	with	the	government	guaranteeing	a	minimum	pension	if	returns	
fall	 short.	 Taking	 into	 consideration	 the	 seasonal	 nature	 of	 informal	 sector	 income,	 especially	
agriculture,	the	APY	allows	for	not	just	monthly	but	also	quarterly	and	half-yearly	instalments.	

For	the	formal	sector,	OPS	was	replaced	by	the	contributory-model	New	Pension	Scheme	(NPS)	
in	 2004.	 The	 NPS	 also	 has	 a	 corporate	 sector	 model	 which	 extends	 to	 all	 corporate	 sector	
employees	with	a	savings	account.	Recently,	the	NPS	2.0	was	launched	allowing	total	allotment	to	
100%	equity	and	a	flexible	multiple	scheme	framework	(MSF)	—	an	attractive	change	for	younger	
high-risk,	high-reward-type	investors.	The	APY	and	NPS	models	form	a	comprehensive	long-term	
financial	security	 framework	 that	ensures	 inclusion	 in	 the	 formal	 financial	system,	despite	 the	
sectoral	divide.	

The	Labour	Codes	introduced	a	uniform	definition	of	‘wages’,	requiring	that	basic	pay	make	up	at	
least	50%	of	total	earnings.	This	closes	a	long-standing	loophole	that	allowed	employers	to	shrink	
basic	 pay	 by	 inflating	 allowances.	 With	 pension,	 gratuity,	 and	 social	 security	 benefits	 now	
calculated	on	a	higher	base,	workers	stand	to	gain	stronger	financial	protection.	

The	progression	of	pension	schemes	in	India	reflects	a	hierarchical	pattern	in	which	each	stage	
builds	on	the	needs	identified	before	it.	Through	an	equity	and	social-welfare	lens,	the	government	
first	introduced	IGNOAPS	and	OPS	to	meet	the	basic	needs	of	older	adults.	Having	secured	social	
protection,	the	focus	shifted	to	more	sophisticated	goals	such	as	financial	inclusion	and	savings	
and	 investment	behaviour	through	the	NPS	and	the	NPS	2.0.	To	bridge	sectoral	divide,	similar	
behavioural	nudges	were	extended	to	informal-sector	workers	via	the	APY.	

Many	of	these	schemes	are	explicitly	targeted	at	BPL	individuals,	and	are	therefore	designed	to	
extend	 coverage	 to	 informal-sector	workers	who	 lack	 access	 to	 formal	 retirement	 provisions.	
However,	there	still	exists	a	gap	in	awareness	of	schemes	amongst	the	eligible	population.	Our	
findings	from	the	Longitudinal	Ageing	Survey	of	 India	(LASI)	show	that	as	of	2017-18,	42%	of	
individuals	aged	over	55	were	still	unaware	of	NPS	and	its	eligibility	criteria	and	requirements.	
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To	tackle	limited	awareness	and	fragmented	access	to	welfare	programs,	the	e-SHRAM	portal	was	
launched	as	a	national	database	for	informal	sector	workers.	Through	this,	workers	can	register	
and	obtain	information	about	social	security	schemes	for	which	they	are	eligible.	Our	analysis	of	
the	LASI	data	shows	that	over	age	55,	about	75.6%	of	women	and	68%	of	men	work	in	this	sector.	

While	 this	 is	 a	 significant	 step	 towards	 integrating	 the	 informal	workforce	 into	 the	 country’s	
formal	 social	 protection	 system,	 realising	 e-SHRAM’s	 full	 potential	 depends	 on	 overcoming	
challenges	related	to	registration,	awareness,	and	effective	disbursement	of	benefits.	For	instance,	
registration	 requires	Aadhaar	 to	 phone	number	 linkage	 and	 a	 savings	 bank	 account,	which	 is	
susceptible	 to	errors	of	exclusion.	Moreover,	according	 to	 the	Comprehensive	Annual	Modular	
Survey	of	India	(2022-23),	63%	of	the	elderly	population	do	not	know	how	to	use	the	Internet.	
This	risks	leaving	the	most	economically	vulnerable	among	them	behind.	

The	evolution	of	pension	schemes	in	India	has	seen	a	gradual	but	decisive	shift	from	a	welfare-
based	 social	 assistance	 to	 a	more	 participatory	 inclusion	 framework.	While	 the	 challenges	 of	
unawareness	still	 remain,	 initiatives	 such	as	e-SHRAM	signal	a	data-driven	approach	 to	policy	
targeted	at	the	older	age	population.	The	trajectory	of	these	continuing	revisions	and	initiatives	
will	pave	the	way	for	inclusive	policies	and	dignify	the	contributions	of	the	elderly	in	their	later	
years	of	life.	

LESSONS FROM RECENT TRANSPORT CRISES 

In	the	past	couple	of	months,	India	has	witnessed	its	transport	infrastructure	come	under	massive	
strain.	In	October	and	November,	trains	to	Bihar	experienced	immense	rush,	owing	to	migrants	
travelling	 home	 for	 Chhath	 Puja	 and	 the	 Bihar	 elections.	 Travellers	 were	 forced	 to	 travel	 in	
cramped	and	inhospitable	conditions	in	unreserved	compartments	due	to	the	paucity	of	trains.	In	
December,	 the	mass	 cancellation	 of	 Indigo	 flights	 owing	 to	 regulatory	 non-compliance	 led	 to	
stranded	passengers	and	inflated	prices.	

Both	events	can	be	used	to	explain	the	reaction	of	prices	and	the	responses	of	government	and	
private	players	to	demand	and	supply	shocks.	But	the	divergent	behaviour	of	prices	—	and	its	
effects	—	in	these	cases	indicate	the	constraints	 imposed	on	welfare	in	a	neo-liberal	economy.	
Low	prices	of	government	 services	do	not	 increase	welfare	unless	accompanied	by	 significant	
government	 investment,	 while	 deregulated	 prices	 only	 reduce	 welfare	 in	 the	 presence	 of	
monopolies.	

Demand shock and Indian Railways 

The	 sudden	 increase	 in	 demand	 for	 Bihar-bound	 trains	 in	 October	 is	 a	 classic	 indication	 of	 a	
demand	shock.	 In	the	face	of	a	given	supply,	such	an	increase	in	demand	would	lead	to	higher	
prices.	If	prices	remain	fixed	due	to	government	intervention,	it	would	lead	to	an	increase	in	the	
number	of	 travellers	 far	beyond	the	capacity	of	 the	 trains.	This	 led	to	overcrowded	trains	and	
hazardous	travelling	conditions.	Standard	economic	theory	would	state	that	prices	need	to	rise	
such	that	demand	and	supply	are	in	equilibrium.	While	this	would	lead	to	the	inability	to	travel	
for	many,	economic	efficiency	would	be	achieved.	

Critics	point	to	this	as	the	fundamental	issue	with	government	services,	where	keeping	prices	low	
due	to	social	compulsions	leads	to	excess	demand	of	services	and	rampant	inefficiency.	But	this	
criticism	misses	a	fundamental	problem.	It	is	true	that	low	prices	lead	to	overcrowding,	but	the	
answer	lies	not	in	raising	prices,	but	ensuring	an	increase	in	supply.	Prices	for	certain	services	like	
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health,	education	and	train	travel	must	be	kept	affordable	for	welfare,	but	at	the	same	time,	there	
must	be	significant	investment	by	the	state	to	expand	access.	

This	 is	difficult	 to	do	 in	a	neo-liberal	economy,	which	places	 strict	 constraints	on	government	
intervention	in	the	economy.	Limits	are	placed	on	the	size	of	the	fiscal	deficit,	limiting	government	
investment.	A	route	that	increases	government	spending	while	maintaining	the	deficit	is	through	
raising	resources	by	wealth	and	income	taxation	of	the	top	1%.	As	shown	by	Thomas	Piketty	and	
his	 team,	modest	 taxation	 of	 the	 top	 1%	would	 be	 enough	 to	 raise	 a	 considerable	 amount	 to	
strengthen	 the	 Indian	welfare	 state.	 This,	 however,	would	 not	 be	 acceptable	 to	 domestic	 and	
global	capital.	

Monopolies and grounded flights 

The	 solution,	 as	 advanced	 by	many,	 is	 deregulation,	 and	 the	 entry	 of	 private	 capital	 into	 the	
provision	of	services.	The	logic	goes	that	focusing	on	the	profit	motive	ensures	an	efficient	match	
of	demand	and	supply,	and	investment	in	search	of	profit	will	ensure	the	expansion	of	services	to	
all.	However,	the	recent	crisis	surrounding	Indigo	has	shown	the	shortcomings	of	this	model.	

The	Indigo	crisis	is	an	example	of	a	supply	shock.	The	withdrawal	of	flights	in	the	face	of	normal	
demand	 leads	 to	price	 increases,	 amplified	by	 the	near-monopoly	enjoyed	by	 Indigo	 in	 Indian	
markets.	The	reduction	in	such	a	 large	amount	of	supply	meant	huge	price	 increases	for	other	
flights	and	significant	consumer	loss.	Supply	restrictions	for	one	firm	in	a	market	would	not	lead	
to	such	massive	market-wide	disruptions	if	the	market	was	genuinely	competitive.	

Non-competitive	pricing	power	was	highlighted	as	a	key	factor	leading	to	the	rapid	increase	in	
inflation	during	former	U.S.	President	Joe	Biden’s	term,	which	played	a	role	in	bringing	Donald	
Trump	to	power.	The	massive	supply	disruptions	brought	about	by	lockdowns	increased	costs,	
but	were	translated	into	a	cost-of-living	crisis	due	to	the	presence	of	significant	monopolies.	The	
argument	 for	 flexible	 prices	 implicitly	 assumes	 a	 competitive	 economy,	 which	 requires	
government	intervention	to	prevent	the	rise	of	monopolies.	

On the liberal economy 

The	two	outcomes	are	not	distinct	but	are	the	consequences	of	a	neo-liberal	economy	that	places	
restrictions	 on	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 state	 but	 pushes	 for	 deregulation	 of	 private	 activities.	 The	
inability	of	the	state	to	raise	taxes	and	increase	spending	leaves	them	with	no	option	but	to	keep	
prices	 low	 for	essential	 services	and	struggle	with	 the	 increased	demand	and	 the	 fallout	 from	
overcrowding.	The	withdrawal	of	regulation	leads	to	the	concentration	of	capital	and	the	rise	of	
monopolies,	a	feature	of	Indian	markets	today.	Far	from	ensuring	consumer	welfare,	unregulated	
private	markets	can	lead	to	rising	monopolies	which	lower	welfare	and	lead	to	high	prices,	as	seen	
in	the	case	of	Indigo	and	the	U.S.	The	two	travel	disruptions	may	seem	dissimilar,	yet	they	are	both	
logical	outcomes	of	an	economic	model	that	prizes	the	private,	and	downplays	the	importance	of	
the	 public.	 These	 massive	 disruptions	 will	 emerge	 once	 more,	 if	 the	 underlying	 tendencies	
towards	monopolies	and	the	degradation	of	public	services	are	not	arrested.	

CHAOS FORETOLD 

‘Controlled	 flight	 into	 aviation	 chaos’	 is	 an	 apt	 phrase	 to	 describe	what	 Indigo,	 India’s	 largest	
private	airline,	caused	since	last	week	during	peak	travel	season,	the	golden	month	of	December.	
The	widespread	disruption,	which	continues	in	the	domestic	sector,	saw	a	spectrum	of	passenger	
distress	 —	 social,	 holiday	 and	 business	 plans	 disrupted,	 medical	 patients	 in	 anguish,	 senior	
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citizens	in	agony	and	even	defence	personnel	posted	at	the	Siachen	Glacier	left	stranded	midway	
while	rushing	home,	in	south	India,	for	a	10-day	break.	There	are	many	more	untold	stories	at	
airports	across	 India.	 Interestingly,	 the	airline’s	 international	 flights	were	estimated	 to	be	 less	
than	10%	of	 the	cancellations,	as	 they	ensure	a	higher	revenue	 flow	but	also	 tough	passenger	
compensation	 rules.	The	 carrier’s	 official	 explanation	was	 ‘unforeseen	operational	 challenges’,	
from	 technology	 glitches,	 schedule	 changes,	 weather	 conditions,	 and	 the	 implementation	 of	
updated	crew	rostering	rules	(Flight	Duty	Time	Limitations,	or	FDTL).	At	the	heart	of	the	issue	
was	 the	 airline’s	 baffling	misreading	 of	 the	 last	 reason	 cited	—	 of	 the	 two-phase	 plan	 by	 the	
Directorate	General	of	Civil	Aviation	(DGCA)	to	regulate	flight	crew	duty	hours,	in	alignment	with	
global	safe	practices.	These	include	an	increase	in	the	mandatory	weekly	rest	period	for	pilots	
from	36	hours	to	48	hours,	a	weekly	cap	on	landings	between	midnight	and	early	morning	from	
six	to	two,	restricted	pilot	flying	hours	on	flights	extending	into	night	hours,	and	personal	leave	
not	being	counted	in	the	48-hour	weekly	rest	period.	The	regulations,	initially	proposed	in	early	
2024,	had	a	final	implementation	date	set	from	November	1,	2025.	

With	 the	 issue	 finding	 resonance	 in	 Parliament,	 there	 were	 appeals	 made	 to	 the	 airline’s	
management	to	restore	services.	DGCA	data	show	the	airline	having	disproportionately	increased	
its	domestic	flights	from	14,158	in	summer	to	15,014	in	the	winter	schedule	against	an	availability	
of	4,551	Airbus	flight	deck	crew.	Even	though	responses	have	been	sought	from	and	directives	
issued	to	the	airline,	in	addition	to	fare	caps	introduced	for	other	airlines,	the	meltdown	has	only	
raised	a	core	point	—	why	the	aviation	market,	largely	a	private	airline-run	duopoly,	was	allowed	
to	slide	into	disorder	as	seen	in	the	Ministry’s	responses	much	after	the	upheaval.	With	temporary	
waivers	in	the	FDTL	having	been	granted	to	the	airline	as	a	one-time	measure	to	help	it	restore	its	
schedules,	pilot	bodies	are	right	in	flagging	what	they	term	as	a	dilution	of	safety	measures	and	
crew	welfare.	The	lessons	are	clear:	the	Indian	air	passenger	deserves	better	compensation	and	
rights.	 And	 the	 regulator	 must	 ensure	 stringent	 monitoring,	 without	 fear	 or	 favour,	 of	 every	
airline,	big	or	small.	

HOW NEW DGCA RULES PUT HUMAN LIMITS AT CENTREOF AIR SAFETY 

The	recent	disruptions	in	India’s	aviation	sector,	in	particular	IndiGo’s	wave	of	flight	cancellations,	
have	placed	the	spotlight	on	the	new	fatigue	and	rest	norms	developed	by	the	Directorate	General	
of	Civil	Aviation	(DGCA).	The	cancellations	appear	to	have	stemmed	from	IndiGo’s	scheduling	gaps	
and	 inadequate	 crew	 planning	 rather	 than	 any	 flaw	 in	 the	 regulations.	 In	 this	 context,	 any	
temptation	to	dilute	the	new	rules	must	be	resisted.	

Aviation	safety	 is	grounded	 in	 the	 inviolable	principles	of	human	physiology.	The	DGCA’s	new	
framework	is	aimed	at	minimising	fatigue.	It	has	increased	the	weekly	rest	period	from	36	to	48	
hours,	 reduced	 the	 number	 of	 permitted	 night	 landings	 from	 six	 to	 two,	 and	 expanded	 the	
definition	 of	 night	 duty	 to	 restrict	 flying	 during	 biologically	 unsuitable	 hours.	 Limits	 on	
consecutive	night	duties,	mandatory	fatigue	risk	reporting	and	greater	roster	oversight	are	also	
part	of	the	updated	structure.	

These	modifications	mirror	practices	adoptedin	the	U.S.	and	Europe	after	evidence	mounted	that	
fatigued	 pilots	 were	 often	 implicated	 in	 near-miss	 events	 and	 errors.	 In	 Europe	 and	 North	
America,	rules	limiting	hours	and	mandatory	rest	have	reduced	fatigue-related	incidents.	

Advances	 in	 engineering	 have	 allowed	 aircraft	 to	 operate	 in	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 demanding	
environments.	But	as	humans	evolved	 to	 function	on	 the	ground,	 the	regulations	need	 to	help	
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people	adapt	to	the	stresses	 imposed	during	flight,	such	as	 lower	atmospheric	pressure,	 lower	
temperatures,	and	the	physiological	effects	of	acceleration	on	the	body.	

Pilots	regularly	work	across	time	zones,	often	intensely	so	in	the	day’s	twilight	hours,	and	often	
have	overnight	schedules	as	well.	All	 these	destabilise	the	body’s	circadian	rhythm.	Disrupting	
this	alters	melatonin	secretion,	delays	onset	of	sleep,	and	leads	to	sleep	debt.	

The	 immediate	 physiological	 effects	 of	 these	 changes	 include	 slower	 reaction	 time,	 lower	
vigilance,	impaired	judgment,	intermittent	microsleeping,	emotional	irritability,	and	difficulty	in	
sustaining	attention.	Visual	 strain,	 dry	 cabin	 air,	 dehydration,	 vibration,	 and	noise	 can	 further	
intensify	cognitive	fatigue.	

Research	 has	 also	 associated	 chronic	 circadian	 misalignment	 with	 higher	 blood	 pressure,	
metabolic	 disturbances,	 lower	 immunity,	 risk	 of	mood	disorders,	 gastrointestinal	 dysfunction,	
and	higher	cardiovascular	risk.	Long-haul	operations	create	persistent	jet	lag	and	irregular	meals	
disrupt	metabolic	 regulation.	 More	 hours	 in	 confined	 postures	 can	 also	 feed	musculoskeletal	
strain.	Taken	together,	these	stresses	should	only	be	expected	to	cause	more	errors	during	flight.	
Indeed,	fatigue	has	been	a	recurring	factor	in	global	air	safety	investigations.	

Although	pilots	are	the	most	visible	group	affected	by	the	fatigue	rules,	the	risk	goes	far	beyond	
aviation.	People	who	work	in	hospitals,	railway	operations,	and	trucking,	police	personnel,	BPO	
operators,	and	 journalists	all	work	during	 those	hours	when	human	alertness	naturally	drops.	
Physical	 labour	 in	 these	 hours	 has	 been	 associated	 with	 metabolic	 syndrome,	 higher	 risk	 of	
depression,	 cardiovascular	 disease,	 menstrual	 irregularities,	 and	 immune	 suppression.	 Yet	
managing	operational	risks	due	to	fatigue	in	these	sectors	remains	uneven	and	under-regulated.	
Thus	the	DGCA’s	rules	are	laudable	for	situating	human	physiology	at	the	centre	of	aviation	policy.	
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LIFE AND SCIENCES 

SATELLITES, SCIENCE, AND THE NEW FIGHT FOR SPECTRUM IN SPACE 

There’s	at	least	one	space	race	already	underway	to	get	to	the	moon.	There’s	also	another	one:	to	
claim	 radio	 frequencies	 and	 orbital	 slots	 in	 the	 limited	 space	 around	 the	 earth.	 The	 main	
participants	of	this	race	are	companies	launching	large	fleets	of	satellites	working	together,	called	
megaconstellations.	These	megaconstellations	are	already	revolutionising	Internet	access	around	
the	world	—	but	they’re	also	sparking	a	fierce	and	fraught	competition	for	the	invisible	highways	
across	which	they	send	and	receive	information.	

In	 physics,	 ‘spectrum’	 refers	 to	 energy	 levels.	 Satellite	 communications	 uses	 the	word	with	 a	
similar	 meaning:	 the	 spectrum	 is	 the	 range	 of	 radio	 frequencies	 available	 for	 wireless	 data	
transmission.	Radio	 frequencies	are	 to	outer	space	activities	as	oxygen	 is	 to	 life	on	the	earth’s	
surface:	 essential.	 Enabling	 data	 transmission	 between	 satellites	 and	 ground	 stations	 through	
electromagnetic	spectrum	bands	allocated	by	the	International	Telecommunication	Union	(ITU)	
assigns	the	frequencies	of	electromagnetic	radiation	that	different	satellites	and	ground	stations	
can	use	to	talk	to	each	other.	The	most	sought	after	frequencies	are	Ku-band	(12-18	GHz)	and	Ka-
band	(26-40	GHz)	for	high-speed	satellite	internet	and	L-band	(1-2	GHz)	for	GPS.	Each	satellite	
must	 coordinate	 its	 spectrum	 use	 to	 avoid	 interfering	 with	 signals	 in	 another	 channel.	 But	
spectrum	alone	is	insufficient:	satellites	also	need	to	occupy	certain	physical	orbital	positions	so	
that	their	broadcasts	reach	antennae	on	the	ground.	

Megaconstellation boom 

This	 scramble	 for	 spectrum	 and	 orbital	 slots	 has	 led	 to	 unprecedented	 satellite	 deployment.	
SpaceX’s	 Starlink,	 launched	 in	 2019,	 now	 operates	 over	 8,000	 satellites	 with	 plans	 for	 up	 to	
42,000.	OneWeb	has	648	satellites,	Amazon’s	Project	Kuiper	plans	3,200,	and	China’s	GuoWang	
has	aimed	for	13,000.	

The	value	of	the	satellite	megaconstellation	market	is	thus	projected	to	explode	from	$4.27	billion	
in	2024	to	$27.31	billion	by	2032,	a	25.5%	annual	growth	rate	driven	by	demand	for	high-speed	
Internet	 in	 remote	 regions	 and	 dropping	 launch	 costs.	 The	 competition	 also	 transcends	
commercial	markets;	to	countries	outside	the	west,	megaconstellations	constitute	a	strategic	push	
for	technological	sovereignty	in	space	communications.	

ITU governance 

The	ITU	is	a	specialised	agency	of	the	United	Nations	with	194	member	states.	It	serves	as	the	sole	
global	coordinator	for	satellite	spectrum	and	orbital	slots,	operating	under	the	principle	that	these	
are	“limited	natural	resources	that	must	be	used	rationally,	efficiently	and	economically”.	

The	 ITU’s	 first-come,	 first-served	 coordination	 system	 requires	 satellite	 operators	 to	 file	
frequency	applications	and	coordinate	with	potentially	affected	administrations	before	receiving	
international	recognition.	This	creates	a	competitive	advantage	for	well-capitalised	entities	from	
spacefaring	nations	because	they	can	file	applications	early	and	maintain	the	legal	and	technical	
expertise	 to	 navigate	 the	 lengthy	 coordination	 process.	 Late	 entrants	 risk	 finding	 the	 most	
valuable	spectrum-orbital	combinations	already	claimed.		

The	World	Radiocommunication	Conference	2023	introduced	some	reforms.	Its	Resolution	8	in	
particular	 requires	 operators	 to	 notify	 deviations	 between	 planned	 and	 actual	 orbital	
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deployments,	 preventing	 companies	 from	 claiming	 one	 orbit	 while	 deploying	 elsewhere.	 The	
Conference	 also	 formalised	 expectations	 that	 if	 a	 company	 proposes	 to	 launch	 a	
megaconstellation,	it	must	deploy	10%	of	it	within	two	years,	50%	within	five	years,	and	complete	
deployment	in	seven	years.	

The	ITU’s	framework	was	designed	for	the	1960s-1990s	satellite	era	and	today	faces	mounting	
pressure.	 Its	 2025-2029	 operational	 plan	 identifies	 “spectrum	 and	 satellite	 orbits”	 as	 the	 top	
priority,	 acknowledging	 that	 traditional	 coordination	 mechanisms	 designed	 for	 hundreds	 of	
satellites	 are	 struggling	 to	 manage	 thousands	 of	 annual	 deployments.	 The	 body	 processes	
approximately	80%	of	satellite-related	agenda	items,	a	sign	that	satellite	constellations	dominate	
international	spectrum	management.	

Digital divide 

It’s	not	possible	to	simply	write	off	megaconstellations	because	they	are	one	solution	to	bridging	
a	 connectivity	disparity	among	 the	world’s	 countries.	For	 instance,	on	 the	Global	Connectivity	
Index	(a	figure	that	combines	the	number	of	internet	users,	connected	devices,	natural-disaster	
vulnerability,	and	GDP),	Switzerland	leads	with	a	score	of	34.41	while	India	sits	at	8.59,	a	nearly	
fourfold	gap.	Worldwide,	2.6	billion	people	remained	offline	at	the	start	of	2025,	with	the	most	
vulnerable	populations	in	South	Asia,	Africa,	and	Latin	America.	

Satellite	operators	know	that	satellites	in	low-earth	orbit	(150-2,000	km	above	sea	level)	promise	
lower	latency	and	higher	bandwidth	than	traditional	geostationary	satellites	(35,786	km	above	
sea	level).	A	latency	of	20-40	ms,	compared	to	600+	ma	for	geostationary	satellites,	makes	real-
time	 applications	 like	 telemedicine	 and	 online	 education	 more	 feasible	 in	 remote	 regions,	
especially	where	ground-based	infrastructure	is	out	of	the	question.	

The	 thorn	 here	 is	 affordability.	 Starlink’s	 user	 terminal,	 which	 receives	 the	 satellites’	
transmissions,	 costs	 around	$600	 (₹53,168	on	November	17)	with	monthly	 subscription	 fees,	
which	is	unaffordable	for	rural	populations	without	subsidies	or	tiered	pricing	models.	The	ITU’s	
‘Connecting	Humanity	Action	Blueprint’	has	also	estimated	that	closing	the	digital	divide	by	2030	
will	require	$2.6-2.8	trillion	in	investments,	underscoring	the	scale	of	the	challenge.		

For	 emerging	 spacefaring	 nations,	 this	 creates	 dual	 imperatives:	 securing	 spectrum	 access	
through	 the	 ITU’s	 coordination	 system	 while	 ensuring	 connectivity	 translates	 to	 genuine	
affordability.	

India	exemplifies	this	situation.	The	GSAT-N2	satellite	of	the	Indian	Space	Research	Organisation	
has	a	throughput	of	48	Gbps	and	covers	remote	regions,	including	the	Andaman	&	Nicobar	Islands	
and	 the	Northeast,	while	Bharti	Enterprises’	 39%	stake	 in	OneWeb	positions	 India	within	 the	
global	low-earth	orbit	ecosystem.	However,	the	Telecom	Regulatory	Authority	has	recommended	
administrative	 spectrum	 allocation	 rather	 than	 auctions,	 recognising	 that	 spectrum	 for	 non-
geostationary	satellites	can	be	shared	when	properly	coordinated.	This	framework	is	designed	to	
accelerate	deployment	while	maintaining	affordability.		

Yet	 the	 fundamental	 tension	 remains:	 without	 regulatory	 mandates	 for	 universal	 service	
obligations	or	government	subsidies,	satellite	broadband	risks	becoming	premium	infrastructure	
serving	urban	enterprises	and	wealthy	households	rather	than	bridging	urban-rural	divides.	
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The path onward 

Thus	the	urgency	of	reform	is	clear.	Current	trajectories	indicate	operators	around	the	world	will	
launch	more	than	50,000	satellites	by	2030.	The	Earth	orbit	hosts	around	40,000	tracked	objects,	
including	over	27,000	pieces	of	debris	larger	than	10	cm.	

The	ITU	adopted	a	resolution	called	ITU-R	74	in	2023	calling	for	the	sustainable	use	of	spectrum	
and	orbital	resources,	including	measures	to	mitigate	space	debris.	Notably,	it	requires	satellites	
to	 be	 removed	 from	 orbit	 within	 25	 years	 of	 completing	 their	 missions	 to	 prevent	 defunct	
spacecraft	from	accumulating	in	orbit.	Current	compliance	rates	remain	low,	however,	with	at	best	
70%	of	satellite	operators	actually	deorbiting	their	machines	in	this	timeframe.	This	compliance	
gap	means	debris	continues	to	accumulate	faster	than	it	is	removed,	threatening	the	long-term	
sustainability	of	orbital	space.	

As	megaconstellations	enter	orbit,	the	overall	success	depends	on	governance	frameworks	that	
balance	commercial	 innovation	with	scientific	research,	equitable	access,	and	of	course	orbital	
sustainability.	 Without	 binding	 international	 standards	 and	 equitable	 allocation,	 the	 fight	 for	
spectrum	 could	 become	 a	war,	 risking	 creating	 an	 orbital	 environment	 that	 is	 eventually	 too	
congested	for	anyone	to	use.	For	emerging	space	nations	like	India,	shaping	these	frameworks	
now,	rather	than	accepting	rules	written	by	other	governments,	will	determine	whether	space	
becomes	a	shared	resource	or	a	domain	of	persistent	inequality.	

IN AUSTRALIA'S SOCIAL MEDIA BAN, TEMPLATE FOR THE WORLD 

What's the ongoing story: 

Australia	has	become	the	first	country	in	the	world	to	enforce	a	minimum	age	for	social	media	use,	
requiring	platforms	such	as	Instagram,	YouTube	and	Snap	to	block	more	than	a	million	accounts	
of	 users	 below	 the	 age	 of	 16.	 The	Australian	 legislation,	which	has	drawn	 criticism	 from	 tech	
companies	but	support	from	parents,	is	likely	to	set	a	template	for	a	broader	global	push	to	tighten	
regulation	of	young	users'	online	safety.	

Key Takeaways: 

—	According	to	the	new	law,	called	the	'Online	Safety	Amendment	(Social	Media	Minimum	Age)	
Act',	age-restricted	platforms	will	be	expected	to	take	"reasonable"	steps	to	find	existing	accounts	
held	by	under-16s,	and	deactivate	or	remove	those	accounts,	prevent	 them	from	opening	new	
accounts,	 including	 prohibiting	 any	 workarounds	 that	 may	 allow	 under-16s	 to	 bypass	 the	
restrictions.	

—	The	Australian	approach	differs	significantly	from	India's.	Here,	the	data	protection	framework	
states	that	tech	companies	offering	services	to	those	under	18	years	will	have	to	seek	consent	
from	parents.	India's	framework	also	prohibits	behavioural	tracking	and	targeted	advertising	to	
children.	It	has	been	notified	but	is	yet	to	come	into	effect.	

—	According	 to	 the	Australian	government,	 the	restrictions	aim	to	protect	young	people	 from	
"pressures	and	risks"	that	users	can	be	exposed	to	while	logged	in	to	social	media	accounts.	These	
come	from	design	features	that	encourage	them	to	spend	more	time	on	screens,	while	also	serving	
up	content	that	can	harm	their	health	and	wellbeing.	
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—	The	regulation	has	left	Big	Tech	scrambling,	as	all	of	them	have	publicly	opposed	the	law,	while	
maintaining	that	they	will	comply	with	it.	Local	reporting	suggests	that	Meta	has	already	started	
deactivating	 accounts	 of	 users	 under	 the	 age	 of	 16.	 While	 the	 law	 does	 not	 penalise	 young	
Australians	who	try	accessing	social	media	after	 its	enforcement,	platforms	which	fail	 to	block	
them	risk	fines	of	up	to	$33	million.	

—	To	be	sure,	the	Australian	government	has	excluded	dating	websites,	gaming	platforms	and	AI	
chatbots	from	the	law,	even	as	the	latter	has	recently	come	under	the	scanner	for	allowing	children	
to	have	"sensual"	chats.	Apart	from	tech	companies,	the	Australian	Human	Rights	Commission	has	
also	said	a	blanket	ban	on	social	media	for	under-16s	may	not	be	the	"right	response",	as	it	could	
curtail	their	right	to	free	speech.	

—	More	generally,	age	restrictions	will	apply	to	social	media	platforms	that	meet	three	specific	
conditions:	 the	 sole	purpose,	 or	 a	 significant	purpose,	 of	 the	 service	 is	 to	 enable	online	 social	
interaction	between	two	or	more	end-users;	the	service	allows	end-users	to	link	to,	or	interact	
with,	some	or	all	of	the	other	end-users;	and	the	service	allows	end-users	to	post	material	on	the	
service.	

—	According	to	the	government,	being	logged	into	a	social	media	account	increases	the	likelihood	
that	under-16s	will	be	exposed	to	pressures	and	risks	that	can	be	hard	to	deal	with,	exposing	them	
to	cyberbullying,	stalking,	grooming,	and	harmful	and	hateful	content.	

—	While	India	does	not	have	a	law	specifically	to	regulate	the	use	of	social	media	platforms	by	
children,	under	the	Digital	Personal	Data	Protection	Act,	2023,	tech	companies	are	required	to	
implement	a	mechanism	for	collecting	"verifiable"	parental	consent	before	processing	personal	
data	of	children,	even	though	it	does	not	prescribe	a	particular	technical	measure	to	collect	such	
consent.	As	per	India's	law,	a	child	has	been	defined	as	an	individual	below	the	age	of	18.	

—	The	law	also	directs	companies	to	not	process	personal	data	of	children	in	cases	where	it	could	
cause	 any	 detrimental	 effect	 on	 the	 well-being	 of	 a	 child,	 and	 not	 tracking	 or	 engaging	 in	
behavioural	monitoring	or	targeted	advertising	directed	at	children	

Do You Know: 

—	A	report	by	cybersecurity	firm	McAfee	Corp	informs	that	as	many	as	85	per	cent	of	children	in	
India	 have	 been	 victims	 of	 cyberbullying.	 Given	 the	 lasting	 emotional	 harm	 caused	 by	
cyberbullying,	coupled	with	the	tender	age	of	its	victims,	the	world	of	social	media	becomes	an	
exceptionally	challenging	turf	for	parents.	

—	Films	such	as	Logout	(2025),	Not	Okay	(2022),	and	War	of	Likes	(2021),	and	web	series	such	
as	Adolescence	(2025),	Clickbait	(2021),	and	Black	Mirror	(2011),	and	documentaries	 like	The	
Social	Dilemma	(2020),	Childhood	2.0	(2020),	and	The	Great	Hack	(2019)	vividly	illustrate	how	
social	media	reshapes	our	subjectivities	in	profound	ways.	

—	Additionally,	a	recent	study	by	Celia	B.	Fisher	and	others,	Social	media:	A	double-edged	sword	
for	 LGBTQ+	youth,	 explores	 the	double-edged	nature	of	 social	media	with	 respect	 to	 LGBTQ+	
youth.	It	underlines	how	social	media	platforms	are	simultaneously	safe	and	toxic	for	them.	

—	On	the	one	hand,	these	platforms	offer	opportunities	to	connect	with	others	who	share	similar	
identities	or	who	support	them.	On	the	other	hand,	social	media	platforms	also	remain	active	sites	
of	brazen	transphobic	and	homophobic	cyberbullying.	
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ON ZOOS AND MAGNETS: THE PHYSICS BEHIND SOUNDS 

The	Allen	Forest	Zoo	in	Kanpur	is	one	of	India’s	largest	zoological	parks.	Located	in	the	middle	of	
the	city,	it’s	a	vast	expanse	of	fresh	air,	tall	trees,	and	animals	and	birds	of	all	shapes	and	sizes,	and	
these	early	winter	months	are	the	best	time	to	soak	in	the	filtered	sun	when	you	pay	a	visit.	

But	as	you	walk	the	winding	pavements,	you’re	likely	to	marvel	at	the	variety	of	sounds.	A	tiger	
growls	from	one	corner,	hundreds	of	birds	perform	a	symphony	in	another.	I	was	once	pleasantly	
surprised	to	notice	a	deep	groan:	I	expected	to	see	a	cow	but	found	that	it	was	a	pelican.	

Many	of	these	sounds	also	bear	beautiful	patterns	and	tunes	that	are	a	delight	to	the	ears.	And	
they’re	so	delightful	because	of	the	beautiful	physics	hiding	behind	them.	

Disturbances in the air 

The	real	hero	behind	whatever	we	hear	is	something	most	of	us	take	for	granted:	air.	

Sounds	are	waves	—	disturbances	that	move	by	pushing	and	pulling	air	molecules.	When	someone	
shouts	 at	 you	 in	 the	 road	 traffic,	what	 they’re	 really	 doing	 is	 exercising	 their	 vocal	 chords	 to	
vibrate	periodically	so	that	the	air	in	between	your	ears	and	his	mouth	can	carry	the	sound	waves.	
These	vibrations	in	the	air	strike	your	ear	drums	and	cause	them	to	vibrate,	which	the	brain	then	
interprets	as	sounds.	

Every	sound	can	be	counted	by	a	number	measuring	how	fast	your	vocal	cords	need	to	vibrate	to	
generate	 it.	 For	 example,	 if	 they	 could	 vibrate	 to-and-fro	 once	 in	 a	 second,	 we’d	 say	 they’re	
vibrating	with	a	frequency	of	one	hertz	(1	Hz).	If	they	vibrated	a	thousand	times,	they’d	have	a	
frequency	of	1	kilohertz	(kHz).	Humans	can	generate,	and	hear,	sounds	mostly	in	the	range	from	
20	Hz	to	20	kHz.	There	are	many	sounds	around	us	beyond	this	range,	generated	by	machines,	
nature,	and	animals	and	we	remain	blissfully	unaware	of	them.	When	we	hear	some	animal,	we’re	
really	hearing	only	those	frequencies	generated	by	their	vocal	chords	that	fall	in	our	audible	range.	

Different	frequencies	sound	different	to	us.	For	instance,	when	you	hum	deeply,	that’s	about	200	
Hz.	The	metallic	sound	of	a	spoon	falling	on	the	floor	is	sharp	and	contains	frequencies	about	as	
high	as	8	kHz.	A	cat	may	meow	at	about	4	kHz	and	a	cow	moos	at	around	1	kHz.	

Usually,	frequency	is	what	we	think	of	as	sharpness	or	the	pitch	of	a	sound.	If	you’ve	learnt	to	sing	
or	heard	people	practising	music,	you	might	be	aware	of	the	sa-re-ga-ma-pa-dha-ni-sa	at	the	start.	
Each	of	these	syllables	is	a	way	to	memorise	a	frequency.	If	the	first	sa	is	260Hz,	the	last	one	is	at	
about	520	Hz	—	double	the	frequency	of	the	first	one.	The	ones	in	between	are	placed	at	specific	
intervals.	

The	absolute	value	of	the	first	sa	can	also	be	changed,	and	which	people	do	when	they’re	going	to	
sing	in	a	different	key.	

Guitars and flutes 

Now	that	we	know	sounds	are	simply	ways	to	create	vibrations	in	the	air,	we	can	generate	them	
and	also	switch	between	them.	A	simple	way	is	to	use	strings.	Of	course	we	can’t	use	the	cotton	
strings	we	use	to	make	clothes.	They	need	to	be	strong	and	able	to	vibrate	fast.	Strings	made	of	
metal	are	a	better	idea.	
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It	turns	out	that	if	the	string	is	shorter,	the	higher	the	frequency	of	sound	it	makes.	This	is	how	a	
guitar	works.	When	you	use	 one	of	 the	hands	 to	put	 your	 fingers	 in	 specific	 positions,	 you’re	
essentially	 changing	 the	 length	 of	 the	 string	 that	 can	 vibrate.	 And	 thus	 you	 can	 change	 the	
frequency	of	the	sound.	

Often	in	hollow	tubes	the	air	inside	can	vibrate	and	generate	sounds	of	a	specific	frequency.	The	
longer	the	air	column,	the	lower	the	frequency.	This	is	how	a	flute	works.	When	you	place	your	
fingers	at	different	points,	you’re	changing	the	length	of	the	air	column	and	thus	creating	different	
musical	notes.	

You	may	have	experienced	this	effect	even	if	you	haven’t	played	a	flute.	Often	when	you	fill	a	water	
bottle,	as	the	bottle	gets	filled	up	to	the	brim,	you	can	hear	the	sound	of	water	filling	up	become	
sharper	and	sharper.	That’s	because	the	air	column	is	becoming	shorter	and	shorter.	Now,	even	
as	we	understand	why	we	hear	animals	and	musical	instruments	the	way	we	do,	how	is	it	that	we	
hear	sounds	from	our	earphones/	speakers?	

	

Magnetic vocal chords 

If	you	have	ever	broken	open	a	speaker	(deliberate	or	otherwise),	you	will	find	a	magnet	inside.	

Magnets	are	wonderful	materials,	like	iron	and	nickel,	that	have	magnetic	properties	due	to	the	
way	electrons	are	arranged	in	their	atoms.	That	is,	they	generate	magnetic	fields	and	can	attract	
or	repel	other	magnets.	Every	magnet	has	two	poles:	north	and	south,	just	like	our	earth.	

Every	magnetic	field	starts	from	the	north	pole	and	ends	at	the	south	pole.	Poles	of	the	same	type	
repel	while	opposite	poles	attract.	

In	the	speaker,	you’ll	also	see	a	copper	coil	in	front	of	the	magnet.	It	will	be	wound	and	attached	
to	a	net-like	sheet.	

The	copper	coil	can	carry	a	current	supplied	by	the	electrical	circuitry.	

Now,	one	of	the	most	fundamental	wonders	of	nature	—	something	you	learn	in	early	classes	of	
physics	—	is	that	when	a	coil	carries	a	current,	it	can	itself	behave	like	a	magnet.	And	if	the	current	
changes	its	direction,	the	magnetic	field	also	changes	its	direction.	So	the	copper	coil	is	a	magnet	
made	not	out	of	magnetic	materials	but	due	to	electric	currents,	and	is	called	an	‘electromagnet’.	

Electromagnets	were	invented	in	the	early	1800s.	

So	now	we	have	the	magnet	and	an	electromagnet	(which	is	stuck	to	a	drum)	next	to	each	other.	
To	create	sound,	we	need	to	vibrate	the	air	molecules	at	some	frequency.	

Now	comes	the	trick:	as	the	current	flows	through	the	wires,	you	can	switch	its	direction	at	will,	
at	 any	 frequency.	 Since	 the	 current	 creates	 a	magnetic	 field,	 the	 electromagnet	will	 switch	 its	
magnetic	fields	at	the	same	frequency,	as	if	continuously	changing	the	north	and	south	poles	of	
the	electromagnet.	Whenever	the	electromagnet’s	pole	is	opposite	to	that	of	the	magnet,	the	two	
are	pulled	towards	each	other;	whenever	their	poles	line	up,	they’re	pushed	apart.	But	since	the	
magnetic	is	static,	the	electromagnet	is	the	one	that	moves.	

Its	push	and	pull	vibrates	the	drum	sheet,	creating	the	disturbance	in	the	air	molecules.	
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This	 is	 how,	whether	 you’re	 away	 on	 some	 corner	 of	 an	 island	 or	 on	 a	metro	 train	 travelling	
underground,	the	speaker’s	magnetic	vocal	chords	bring	you	music	right	to	your	ears.	

Sounds around 

If	you	want	to	know	which	sound	frequencies	are	around	you,	you	can	use	your	smartphone	quite	
effectively.	Teachers	from	Aachen	University	in	Germany	have	made	an	app	called	phyphox	that	
you	can	download.	It	has	an	audio	analyser	that	allows	you	to	read	the	frequency	of	any	sound.	
Play	any	sound	around	it	and	check	which	frequency	it	is.	

Another	wonderful	app	is	called	Merlin	ID,	made	by	researchers	in	Cornell	University	in	the	U.S.,	
with	which	your	phone	can	‘hear’	the	call	of	any	bird	and	identify	the	species.	

If	 you’re	 even	more	 curious,	 however,	 you	might	wonder:	why	do	materials	 even	behave	 like	
magnets?	Do	electrons	rotate	around	an	axis	just	like	the	earth	to	create	a	magnetic	field?	Turns	
out	that	this	spin	of	an	electron	is	nothing	like	that	of	the	earth	and	one	can’t	really	understand	it	
without	learning	quantum	mechanics.	

Next	time	you	have	a	free	weekend,	 instead	of	stepping	into	the	cacophony	of	a	mall,	consider	
going	for	a	walk	in	a	zoo	or	a	garden	in	your	town.	In	the	middle	of	a	quiet	patch,	as	everything	
else	falls	silent,	don’t	forget	to	appreciate	the	music	nature	is	playing	for	you,	reaching	you	through	
millions	of	vibrating	air	molecules.	

CAUGHT IN THE HEADLIGHTS 

Q: Why can’t we see well right after entering a darker room? 

A:	You’re	standing	on	your	balcony	in	the	noon	sun.	It’s	bright.	After	a	moment,	you	step	back	into	
your	darker	room,	and	for	a	few	moments,	you’re	unable	to	see	clearly.	This	is	because	your	eyes	
need	time	to	adjust.	

The	eyes	are	made	of	three	layers:	sclera	and	cornea,	the	pupil,	and	the	retina.	The	pupil	is	like	a	
camera’s	aperture:	by	changing	how	much	it	opens,	it	can	say	how	much	light	reaches	the	retina.	

Light	that’s	too	bright	can	damage	the	retina,	so	in	bright	conditions,	the	pupil	shrinks.	If	the	retina	
is	damaged,	it	can	lead	to	blurry	vision	and,	in	severe	cases,	permanent	vision	loss.	

Conversely,	in	a	dimmer	room,	there’s	not	enough	light,	so	the	pupil	opens	wider	and	the	retina	
can	sense	more	light.	

NEW RESEARCH TRACES HOW AFRICA’S WILDCATS BECAME TODAY’S HOUSE CATS 

“You	would	know	him	if	you	saw	him,	for	his	eyes	are	sunken	in/His	brow	is	deeply	lined	with	
thought,	his	head	is	highly	domed;	His	coat	is	dusty	from	neglect,	his	whiskers	are	uncombed.	He	
sways	his	head	 from	side	 to	side,	with	movements	 like	a	snake;	And	when	you	 think	he’s	half	
asleep,	he’s	always	wide	awake.”	

Thus	goes	T.S.	Eliot’s	famous	poem	on	his	beloved	feline:	the	domestic	cat.	

But	when,	and	from	where,	did	these	creatures	come	to	colonise	the	world	and	enter	Eliot’s	poetic	
imagination	 in	 London?	 A	 new	 Science	 paper	 dug	 deep	 into	 the	 historical	movements	 of	 the	
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mystery	cat	and	found	that	the	domestic	cat	(Felis	catus)	originated	from	the	African	wildcat	(Felis	
lybica	lybica)	and	quickly	spread,	most	likely	by	ship,	across	the	globe	just	2,000	years	ago.	

Researchers	analysed	87	ancient	and	modern	cat	genomes	—	across	Europe	and	Anatolia	and	17	
modern	wildcats	 from	 Italy	 (including	 Sardinia),	 Bulgaria,	 and	 northern	 Africa	 (Morocco	 and	
Tunisia)	—	and	generated	a	genomic	time	transect	spanning	11,000	years.	

The	researchers	challenged	the	commonly	held	view	of	a	Neolithic	introduction	(from	West	Asia)	
of	domestic	cats	to	Europe,	instead	placing	their	arrival	several	millennia	later,	and	from	northern	
Africa.	

The ancestor 

The	ancestor	to	all	modern	domestic	cats,	 the	genetic	 findings	revealed,	 is	 the	African	wildcat,	
presently	distributed	across	northern	Africa	and	the	Near	East.	Interestingly,	domestic	cats	shared	
more	genetic	affinities	with	wildcats,	particularly	with	the	Tunisian	ones.	

The	 researchers	 identified	 at	 least	 two	 waves	 of	 introduction	 to	 Europe:	 first,	 a	 dispersal	 of	
wildcats	 from	northwestern	Africa	 that	were	 introduced	 to	 Sardinia	 and	 founded	 the	 island’s	
present-day	wild	population;	second,	a	distinct	and	yet-unknown	population	in	northern	Africa	
that	dispersed	not	later	than	2,000	years	ago	that	established	the	gene	pool	of	modern	domestic	
cats	in	Europe.	

“Domestic	cats	form	a	distinct	sister	clade	[cluster]	to	the	African	wildcats,	thus	suggesting	a	closer	
genetic	proximity	to	these	wildcats	than	to	the	modern	Levantine	[West	Asian]	population,”	the	
researchers	wrote.	One	of	the	“most	successful	mammalian	domesticates”,	the	cat	has	a	worldwide	
presence,	even	 in	remote	 islands.	 Including	 feral	cats,	 their	global	population	 is	approaching	a	
staggering	one	billion,	the	paper	added.	

Author	Claudio	Ottoni,	associate	professor	anthropology	at	the	University	of	Rome	Tor	Vergata	
and	his	co-authors	studied	ancient	mitochondrial	DNA	(mtDNA)	data	and	realised	that	the	timing	
and	circumstances	of	cat	domestication	and	dispersal	remain	“uncertain”.	

For	instance,	while	archaeozoological	and	iconographic	evidence	points	to	two	possible	centres	
of	domestication	—	the	Neolithic	Levant	(West	Asia)	around	9,500	years	ago	and	Pharaonic	Egypt	
around	3,500	years	ago	—	genetic	analysis	has	placed	the	years	of	domestication	to	2,000	years	
ago.	

Levant and humans 

“Cats	were	definitely	interacting	with	humans	in	the	Levant	[West	Asia]	in	the	Neolithic	period,	
more	 than	 10,000	 years	 ago,	 but	 these	 were	 most	 likely	 wildcats	 that	 were	 not	 ultimately	
domesticated,”	Mr.	Ottoni	told	The	Hindu.	“A	so-called	commensal	relationship	was	established	
between	African	wildcats	in	the	Levant	and	humans	in	the	Neolithic	period,	suggesting	that	cats	
were	 attracted	 to	 human	 settlements	 of	 the	 farmers	 who	were	 storing	 grain	 that	 brought	 in	
rodents	and	other	pests,”	he	added.	

As	for	the	relationship	between	humans	and	wildcats	in	Europe,	it	was	possibly	based	on	hunting	
for	 fur.	 “However,	 more	 complex	 sociocultural	 and	 symbolic	 relationships	 should	 not	 be	
discounted,”	the	authors	pointed	out.	

So	what	drove	the	translocation	of	cats	to	new	cultural	settings?	
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The	paper	hypothesised	thus:	 “As	with	 the	human-mediated	dispersal	of	domestic	chickens	or	
fallow	 deer,	 the	 initial	 translocation	 of	 cats	 could	 have	 been	 religiously	motivated...	 Dispersal	
trajectories	may	also	have	been	driven	by	the	benefits	of	cats	as	pest	controllers	on	ships,	in	view	
of	 the	 extensive	maritime	 trade	 network	 of	 Carthage	 and	 the	 role	 of	 Egypt	 as	 a	 major	 grain	
supplier	to	the	Roman	Empire.”	

Muse to menace 

Mr.	 Ottoni	 expressed	 belief	 they	 travelled	 across	 the	Mediterranean	 via	 the	 trade	 routes	 that	
connected	the	Roman	Empire	with	northern	Africa,	and	also	together	with	the	Roman	Empire	and	
its	people	that	were	moving	across	Europe.	

But	 Eliot’s	 elusive	muse	 has	 become	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 menace	 today,	 and	 has	 “markedly	 impact[ed]	
biodiversity,”	a	2023	paper	in	Nature	reported.	The	researchers	identified	2,084	species	eaten	by	
cats,	 “of	 which	 347	 (16.65%)	 are	 of	 conservation	 concern”.	 Birds,	 reptiles,	 and	 mammals	
constitute	around	90%	of	species	consumed,	while	insects	and	amphibians	were	less	frequent,	the	
paper	says.	

But	 “another	 sampling	 issue	 requires	 more	 serious	 consideration”,	 cautions	 a	 Science	
commentary	published	last	month.	The	author,	Jonathan	B.	Losos,	at	the	department	of	biology,	
Washington	 University	 in	 St	 Louis,	 U.S.	 observed	 that	 we	 might	 have	 thought	 that	 “with	 the	
abundance	of	Egyptian	cat	mummies,	there	would	be	no	shortage	of	ancient	genomic	data	from	
northern	Africa;	however,	recovering	such	data	from	mummies	is	notoriously	difficult	and	other	
types	of	feline	remains	in	the	archaeological	record	from	this	region	are	not	common”.	

By	 the	 time	of	Thutmose	 III	 (around	3,500	years	ago),	 the	cat	was	already	a	household	pet	 in	
Ancient	Egypt.	We	know	this	from	“tomb-wall	depictions	of	cats	as	family	members	adorned	in	
collars,	 earrings,	 and	 necklaces;	 eating	 from	 dishes;	 sitting	 attentively	 under	 the	 chair	 of	 the	
woman	of	the	house;	and	even	accompanying	the	family	on	boating	expeditions”,	Mr.	Losos	wrote.	
And	then,	the	rise	of	the	goddess	Bastet,	(a	woman	with	the	head	of	a	cat)	“elevated	the	felines	to	
revered	status”.	

“Technology	has	driven	the	way	we	unfold	and	understand	historical	events	and	has	also	clarified	
how	 humans	 have	 influenced	 species	 distributiona,	 and	 still	 do,”	 Shomita	 Mukherjee,	 a	 cat	
ecologist,	told	The	Hindu.	In	this	case,	genomic	information	is	fast	changing	our	understanding	of	
the	history	of	several	domestic	and	wild	species,	she	added.	

ON CLIMATE TALKS, THE US SHADOW 

Issued	every	five	to	seven	years,	the	UN’s	Global	Environment	Outlook	(GEO)	is	a	significant	report	
card	on	the	world’s	ecological	health.	Its	recommendations	inform	national	policies	and	feed	into	
assessments	such	as	those	of	the	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change.	Unlike	most	reports	
on	the	environment,	which	have	a	narrow	focus	on	climate	change,	forests	or	biodiversity	loss,	
GEO	joins	the	dots	between	global	warming,	pollution,	depletion	of	nature	and	the	broader	global	
political	economy.	Its	seventh	edition,	released	earlier	this	week,	concludes	that	the	climate	crisis	
can	no	longer	be	seen	as	simply	an	environmental	challenge		—	it	is	undermining	human	health,	
food	and	water	security	and	leading	to	conflicts	in	several	parts	of	the	world.	The	report	calls	for	
safety	nets	to	ensure	that	the	“poorest	in	society”	are	not	harmed	during	the	turmoil.	Significantly,	
the	GEO-7	also	quantifies	the	health	and	economic	benefits	of	an	ecologically	sustainable	pathway	
to	development.	
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The	latest	GEO	report,	however,	has	been	marked	by	a	 lack	of	consensus	on	phasing	out	 fossil	
fuels,	switching	to	renewables	and	reducing	the	use	of	plastics.	The	Donald	Trump	administration	
reportedly	sided	with	Russia,	Saudi	Arabia	and	Iran	to	weaken	the	report’s	language	on	climate	
change	and	the	switch	to	clean	energy.	The	dissension	meant	this	was	the	first	time	that	a	GEO	
report	 was	 published	 without	 a	 summary	—a	 statement,	 negotiated	 line	 by	 line,	 that	 distils	
science	into	plain	language	for	policymakers.	The	US	did	not	send	a	delegation	when	the	report	
was	being	put	together	in	Nairobi.	But	America’s	representatives	reportedly	intervened	when	the	
negotiations	on	finalising	the	report	were	underway.	

As	the	world’s	second-largest	carbon	emitter,	the	US’s	decision	to	obstruct	global	initiatives	on	
clean	energy	has	major	 implications	 for	a	 rapidly	warming	planet.	Trump’s	dismantling	of	his	
predecessor’s	policies	means	that	US	emissions	will	go	up	by	7	billion	tonnes	—	more	than	double	
India’s	 annual	 emissions	—	 in	 the	 next	 five	 years.	 The	 last	 GEO	 report	 tried	 to	 quantify	 the	
reduction	in	fossil	fuel	use	that	will	be	required	to	avert	the	catastrophic	consequences	of	climate	
change.	The	latest	edition	does	not,	however,	show	a	pathway	out	of	the	challenge	posed	by	the	
US	backpedalling	on	its	climate	commitments.	It	only	asks	countries	to	“drastically	ramp	up	the	
generation	of	renewable	energy”.	The	recently	concluded	COP	30	showed	that	the	world	is	taking	
early	steps	to	put	in	place	a	climate	governance	architecture	after	the	US’s	withdrawal	from	the	
Paris	Pact.	The	undermining	of	the	GEO	report	shows	that	the	endeavour	remains	fraught.	

FROM BELEM TO COPERNICUS, THE UNFOLDING CLIMATE CHALLENGE 

The	world	breached	the	Paris	Climate	Pact’s	1.5	degrees	Celsius	threshold	last	year,	after	coming	
perilously	close	to	it	in	2023.	The	global	temperature	in	2025	is	virtually	certain	to	be	close	to	that	
of	the	past	two	years,	according	to	Copernicus,	the	EU’s	earth	observation	programme.	This	means	
that	the	three-year	period	from	2023	could	be	the	first	to	exceed	the	1.5	degrees	warming	limit.	
The	EU	observatory’s	data	has	striking	similarities	with	the	World	Meteorological	Organisation’s	
(WMO)	analysis,	released	in	the	run-up	to	COP	30.	It	estimated	that	the	decade	closing	by	the	end	
of	this	year	would	be	the	warmest	since	the	second	half	of	the	19th	century.	

Scientists	interpret	the	Paris	temperature	target	as	a	30-year	average.	So	it	would	be	wrong	to	
conclude	that	the	world	has	reached	a	point	of	no	return	from	extreme	weather	events.	However,	
several	studies	have	sounded	a	red	alert	about	 the	beginning	of	a	climatic	era	 in	which	global	
temperatures	will	be	consistently	close	to	1.5	degrees.	The	warming	flagged	by	Copernicus’s	latest	
data	is	particularly	worrying	because,	unlike	2023	and	2024,	the	world	did	not	experience	the	
heating	effects	of	 the	El	Niño	 in	2025.	The	pattern	of	 the	 last	 two	years	persisted,	despite	 the	
presence	of	a	La	Niña,	which	is	usually	known	to	have	a	cooling	influence	on	global	temperatures.	
The	first	month	of	the	year	was	the	warmest	January	on	record.	And,	now,	according	to	Copernicus	
data,	the	1.5	degrees	threshold	was	breached	again	in	November.	

At	COP	30	in	Belém,	Brazil,	two	weeks	ago,	negotiators	agreed	to	triple	funds	in	the	next	10	years,	
to	make	people	resilient	to	the	adverse	effects	of	rising	temperatures.	However,	securing	funds	
and	directing	them	towards	the	people	who	need	them	the	most	remains	a	challenge.	Unlike	global	
warming	mitigation,	which	can	happen	at	national,	 regional	or	global	 levels,	building	defences	
against	 floods,	heat	waves,	storms	and	cyclones	requires	 local	 -level	action.	Policymakers	now	
have	 to	 join	 the	 dots	 between	 erratic	 weather,	 reports	 such	 as	 that	 of	 Copernicus,	 and	what	
happens	in	climate	conferences.	
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PREVENTING STROKES BEFORE THEY BEGIN: TOOLS EVERYONE SHOULD BE AWARE OF 

Brain	strokes	continue	to	remain	one	of	the	most	alarming	public	health	challenges	in	India.	It	is	
evident	that	many	strokes	need	never	have	happened.	Strokes	are	the	final	event	in	a	long,	silent	
process	—	one	that	we	now	have	the	tools	to	detect,	slow	down,	and	often	prevent.	

One	of	the	most	overlooked	contributors	to	stroke	risk	lies	not	in	the	brain,	but	in	the	neck.	The	
carotid	arteries,	which	carry	blood	to	the	brain,	can	gradually	narrow	due	to	the	build-up	of	fatty	
plaques.	This	process	 is	often	completely	 symptom-free.	Yet	when	a	plaque	 ruptures	or	a	 clot	
forms,	blood	flow	to	the	brain	can	suddenly	stop,	leading	to	irreversible	paralysis,	loss	of	speech,	
or	even	death.	

Recently,	an	important	international	study,	the	CREST-2	trial,	offered	new	clarity	on	how	we	can	
better	protect	people	at	 risk.	The	study	 followed	more	 than	2,400	 individuals	with	severe	but	
symptom-free	carotid	narrowing.	All	participants	received	the	best	possible	medical	therapy	—	
including	 strict	 control	 of	 blood	 pressure,	 cholesterol,	 and	 other	 vascular	 risks.	 However,	 the	
findings	showed	something	crucial:	those	who	also	underwent	carotid	stenting	had	nearly	half	the	
risk	of	stroke	or	early	death	over	four	years	compared	with	those	treated	with	medicines	alone.	

Tools available 

This	does	not	mean	that	every	individual	with	carotid	disease	requires	an	intervention.	What	it	
does	 reinforce,	 however,	 is	 that	 early	 identification	 of	 severe	 carotid	 narrowing	 provides	 an	
opportunity	to	offer	additional	protection	to	those	who	truly	need	it.	

One	of	the	simplest	tools	available	to	us	is	the	carotid	Doppler	ultrasound.	This	non-invasive	test	
uses	sound	waves	—	without	any	radiation	—	to	assess	plaque	build-up	and	measure	how	much	
the	artery	has	narrowed.	It	is	quick,	painless,	widely	available,	and	remarkably	informative.	While	
it	is	not	recommended	indiscriminately	for	everyone,	it	can	be	immensely	useful	for	individuals	
with	multiple	stroke	risk	factors.	These	include	high	blood	pressure,	diabetes,	elevated	cholesterol	
levels,	 smoking,	heart	disease,	peripheral	artery	disease,	or	a	strong	 family	history	of	vascular	
events.	For	adults	above	50–55	with	such	risks,	adding	a	carotid	Doppler	scan	to	an	annual	health	
check	can	help	unearth	dangerous	blockages	long	before	they	cause	harm.	

Focusing on the basics 

Of	course,	no	scan	replaces	the	basics.	The	most	effective	protection	against	stroke	continues	to	
be	 disciplined	 control	 of	 blood	 pressure,	 cholesterol,	 and	 diabetes;	 quitting	 smoking;	 regular	
physical	activity;	and	maintaining	a	healthy	body	weight.	These	lifestyle	foundations	remain	our	
strongest	defence.	

At	 the	 same	 time,	 we	 must	 remember	 the	 signs	 that	 need	 urgent	 medical	 attention.	 Sudden	
weakness,	 facial	 drooping,	 slurred	 speech,	 vision	 loss,	 or	 sudden	 imbalance	 should	 always	 be	
treated	as	a	medical	emergency.	These	brief,	transient	episodes	—	often	called	warning	strokes	
—	may	be	the	first	 indication	of	significant	carotid	disease	and	represent	a	narrow	window	to	
prevent	something	far	more	catastrophic.	

As	we	work	toward	strengthening	India’s	stroke-preparedness	ecosystem,	encouraging	proactive	
risk	assessment	must	be	a	key	priority.	A	simple	neck	artery	scan,	guided	by	the	individual’s	risk	
profile,	can	be	the	difference	between	identifying	a	silent	threat	early	and	discovering	it	only	after	
disability	strikes.	Stroke	prevention	is	not	only	possible	—	it	is	within	reach,	if	we	act	in	time.	
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