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ONE IN SIX PEOPLE EXPOSED TO CONFLICT WORLDWIDE IN 2025
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According to a new report from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED), an
estimated 831 million people, or 10% of the world’s population, were exposed to conflict this year.
That means roughly, one in six people globally were exposed to conflict in 2025.

The report says that conflict was characterised by less restraint and increasing violence targeting
civilians. That is, armed actors around the globe were more likely to use force and disregard the
consequences that came with it. Not only did the number of conflicts increase, but also, nearly
three out of four such events directly involved state forces.

ACLED has recorded nearly 2 lakh violent events worldwide this year — nearly twice the number
of events recorded just four years ago. A region-wise analysis shows that Europe recorded the
greatest increase in violence, largely driven by the Russia-Ukraine conflict, which has affected the
highest number of people since the invasion in 2022. While conflicts persisted in West Asia, the
end of Syria’s civil war and a series of ceasefires in Lebanon and Gaza decreased the number of
violent events significantly. Compared to 2024, there was 48% decrease in violent conflicts in the
region. Also, the decreases in air campaigns by Israel and Tiirkiye in Lebanon and Irag,
respectively, drove a 17% drop in aerial warfare globally compared to 2024.

Global trends indicate that civilians now do not just face more violence, but they also face more
state violence. More than 56,000 incidents of violence directed at civilians were recorded in 2025.
This is the highest in the last five years.

Government forces were involved in 749% of violent events worldwide in 2025.

Data show that state-led violence targeting civilians has increased since 2020. Where state forces
were responsible for 20% of global violence directed towards civilians in 2020, they now make
up 35% of such events.

While Israel and Russia were collectively responsible for about . 90% of violent incidents that
targeted civilians outside their borders, the Myanmar military accounted for nearly a third of
violence committed by state forces against its civilians this year.

However, in terms of fatalities, about 60% were due to the actions of non-state armed groups and
mobs. The Rapid Support Forces (RSF), Sudan’s paramilitary group locked in a years-long conflict
with the Sudanese army, killed more than 4,200 civilians in attacks till November this year. This
is much higher than any other non-state armed group.

This figure makes up about 11% of all recorded fatalities caused by non-state armed groups and
is likely to be a severe undercount. The Allied Democratic Forces, an armed group of former
Ugandan rebels which has pledged allegiance to the Islamic State, was responsible for at least
1,370 reported civilian fatalities. The March 23 Movement (M23) is one of 120 insurgent groups
active in the same conflict, and was responsible for more than 1,100 civilian deaths.

The report also highlights that the repurposing of readily accessible commercial drones as
weapons in recent conflicts reflects changes in contemporary warfare. Data show that 469 non-
state armed groups have deployed drones at least once in the past five years. This is a 14% rise
compared to last year. ACLED says this indicates that non-state armed groups are either able to
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access technology previously reserved for states or adapt and use minimal resources to expand
their arsenal.

TRUMP’S THIRD COUNTRY DEPORTATIONS POSE RISKS OF ABUSE AND INCARCERATION

The story so far:

The Trump administration in the U.S. has struck secretive deals with several countries, mainly
African and Central American countries, to accept non-citizen deportees, also known as third-
country nationals (TCNs). Mexico, El Salvador, South Sudan, Eswatini, Ghana, Equatorial Guinea,
and Uganda are among the growing list of countries that have accepted such deportees in
exchange for millions of dollars. Human rights organisations and activists have flagged that many
of these countries have a long record of committing human rights abuses, trafficking, and
corruption.

The deportees

“On day one, I will launch the largest deportation program of criminals in the history of America,”
Donald Trump said during his Presidential campaign in New York.

As of October 2025, more than five lakh migrants have been deported from the U.S. since January.
In this mass deportation scheme, Mr. Trump has also escalated third-country deportations, a step
that was rarely used in the past.

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) says that the deportees chosen for this have been
convicted of crimes, including murder. However, the administration has forcibly transferred
asylum seekers as well as people with pending immigration cases or those who have received final
orders of removal.

Statutory provision

Third-country deportation is a provision in the Immigration and Nationality Act under which the
DHS can send someone to a country to which the person has no ties if the deportation to the
country of origin/where they have lived in the past is “impracticable, inadvisable, or impossible,”
or if the government of the home country is unwilling to accept the deportee.

In July 2025, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) released a new memorandum that
allows immigration officials to deport people to ‘third countries’ within 24 hours after they have
been served a notice or within just six hours in ‘exceptional circumstances’. Moreover in June, the
U.S. Supreme Court had lifted a lower court’s order limiting such deportations without a screening.
This has allowed the administration to ramp up the pace of third-country deportations.

Officials say that this approach aims to discourage migration and encourage voluntary self-
deportation.

Signatory countries

Currently, around 12 countries have agreements with the Trump administration. These include
Belize, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Equatorial Guinea, Eswatini, Ghana, Guatemala, Honduras,
Kosovo, Liberia, Libya, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Poland, Rwanda, South Sudan, Uganda, and
Uzbekistan. More agreements are expected to be signed during his term.
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There is no requirement for the country to sign a formal public agreement to accept TCNs. Hence,
these deals have ambiguous terms and no data is available on how many migrants are facing such
deportations and the conditions of their stay.

These countries have agreed to a range of arrangements which include incarceration of the
deportees, temporary stay before return to the home country, detention and arrangements for
them to remain in the third country. They should also give ‘diplomatic assurances’ that deportees
will not face torture or persecution.

Mexico has accepted the largest number of non-resident deportees. The country had earlier
accepted TCNs during Mr. Trump'’s first term. Reportedly, from January 2025 to November 2025,
10,928 non-Mexicans were sent to the country. These deportees mainly come from Cuba, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua and Venezuela.

Compensation and political pressure are said to be the main reasons why these countries have
accepted deportees. Most of the countries that have accepted the agreements are heavily reliant
on U.S. aid, and following major fund cuts by the Trump administration, accepting deportees has
become a way to get humanitarian funding. It has also become a tool for some of these countries
to get relief from U.S. sanctions and escape tariffs.

Deals for aid

For example, Belize’s largest trading partner is the U.S, with whom it has a major trade deficit. The
country lost a $125 million development grant owing to a decision by the Department of
Government Efficiency (DOGE) to shut down the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), a
major U.S. foreign aid agency.

Similarly, the U.S. sent $7.5 million to Equatorial Guinea in exchange of accepting TCNs.

Ghana has accepted at least 60 TCNs, and the Trump administration lifted visa sanctions in
exchange. Kosovo, one of the few countries in Europe that have agreed to temporarily host TCNs,
is reported to have come to this agreement so that the U.S. can lobby support from other nations
to recognise its sovereignty.

Mr. Trump has reportedly approached around 58 countries to accept TCNs. Burkina Faso and
Nigeria had publicly rejected the deal. “Burkina Faso is not aland of deportation,” Foreign Minister
Karamoko Jean-Marie Traore said. He called the request to be indecent and unworthy. Nigeria too,
citing internal problems and security concerns, did not accept the deal.

The problems flagged

UN human rights experts have raised alarm over the expeditious removal of deportees to third
countries. According to them, removal within 24 hours does not give enough time for the
deportees to appear before an immigration judge or express fear of persecution formally. Hence,
due process is not followed.

In several cases, people who have been deported are reported to have been separated from their
children and other family members who remain in the U.S. Pregnant women and people with
medical problems and psychological illnesses have also been indiscriminately deported.
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Enforced disappearances and trafficking are other major risks for these deportees who have no
rights in the third country. The government of Ghana has not revealed the whereabouts of 45
deportees who were in the first flight from the U.S.

Many of the TCNs have been reported to have been unlawfully detained. In El Salvador, most of
the deportees have been kept at the notorious mega prison, Centro de Confinamiento del
Terrorismo (CECOT).

Accepting deportees of foreign nations is a violation of immigration laws in many nations. Rights
groups have filed suits against the governments of Eswatini, Ghana and Panama, citing the deals
as unconstitutional and not receiving approval from Parliament.

Human rights activists say that TCNs are subjected to mistreatment despite not committing an
offence in the U.S. or in the third country. A total of 300 migrants, including those from Nepal and
Afghanistan, were sent to Panama, and pictures of them locked up in a hotel had surfaced on social
media. Currently, 60% of them have been repatriated. Others, expressing fear of persecution in
their home country, remain there. However, getting asylum in the country is extremely difficult,
with application acceptance rates at less than 2%.

International law

As per the 1951 Refugee Convention and the U.N. Convention Against Torture, the U.S. can not
deport a person to a country where they could face violence or persecution.

These conventions also bar the U.S. from sending people to a country which will then send them
to a country where the person could be persecuted or tortured. This is known as “chain
refoulement.” Federal judges have accused the Trump administration of using third country
deportations as chain refoulement.

BLATANT FOUL

In line with a series of hostile moves, the U.S. seized a Venezuelan oil tanker, Skipper, on December
10. Venezuela called it the latest example of Washington’s “piracy, kidnapping, theft of private
property, extrajudicial executions in international waters”. The tanker was part of Venezuela’s
ongoing efforts to support Cuba through subsidised oil shipments, with proceeds from resale to
China providing Havana crucial revenue. For decades, Venezuela has sent oil to Cuba at highly
subsidised prices, with Cuba sending doctors and security professionals to Venezuela. The seizure
represents a troubling escalation in U.S. policy toward Venezuela under President Nicolds Maduro.
It is also clear that the U.S. Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, a major hawk on U.S. foreign policy
towards Cuba, has sought to disrupt one of the island nation’s economic lifelines. The overt moves
to engineer regime change in Venezuela and other brazen acts mark a new low in U.S. foreign
policy, recalling the interventionist era of its Monroe Doctrine in Latin America.

Before the seizure of Skipper, the U.S. had also conducted strikes in Caribbean waters on boats
that Washington alleged were used by drug traffickers. These attacks appear to constitute acts of
war carried out without clear legislative authorisation. The Trump administration insists that the
operations are part of its “war on drugs”, but has not presented credible evidence to link Mr.
Maduro to cartels or to drug trafficking networks. To be clear, Mr. Maduro is credibly accused of
manipulating the results in the 2024 presidential elections and his government also bears
substantial responsibility for Venezuela’s crippling economic collapse. But, acknowledging its
failures does nothing to justify the Trump administration’s hostile approach. Be it the
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disproportionate economic sanctions that hurt Venezuela’s ability to sell its crude oil, covert
actions to take down the Maduro presidency, the ill-conceived recognition of an opposition
politician, Juan Guaidé, as President, or the extrajudicial killings in the Caribbean and the seizure
of the oil tanker, these actions are tantamount to flouting the rules of the international order that
the U.S. purports to uphold. The parallel with U.S. policy towards Cuba since the Cuban Revolution
in the 1950s is instructive. The U.S. has maintained an embargo on trade to force regime change
in the island nation. The world must condemn these moves, even while maintaining the critique
of the Venezuelan regime. A principled defence of international law that applies equally to all
actors, including the rich and the powerful, is an imperative so that the world does not descend
further into anarchy.

BEYOND BIG SALES: DIVERGENCES IN THE US-SAUDI DEFENCE TIES

Earlier this month, the United States cleared $1.4 billion in military sales to Saudi Arabia, including
$500 million to train the Royal Saudi Land Forces (RSLF). This was the first American foreign
military sales (FMS) package to the Kingdom since it was designated a Major Non-NATO Ally
during Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s landmark visit to the White House in late
November.

— That visit had also yielded Trump’s authorisation to sell F-35 fighter jets to Saudi, a Strategic
Defense Agreement to facilitate more military sales, technology transfers, and joint training
programs, among other agreements. It has been widely noted that this re-entrenches Washington
as the primary guarantor of Saudi security.

— But although the US remains Saudi Arabia’s biggest defence partner, the Crown Prince’s visit
only entrenches the new transactional nature of their relationship, and does not signal a fresh
alignment in strategic needs and visions. In fact, the US-Saudi defence relationship has, in recent
times, quietly diverged on multiple accounts.

— Since MbS took over the reins of the Kingdom in 2017, one of his key priorities has been a
sweeping overhaul of Saudi Arabia’s fledgling military-industrial complex.

— For one of the world’s largest defense spenders, the lion’s share of the Saudi defence budget
has always been devoted to importing foreign equipment — 75% in 2024, for instance. A key pillar
of the Kingdom's Vision 2030 is to achieve 50% localisation for military spending; last month, the
Kingdom announced that it had reached the 25% mark.

— Second, despite its exorbitant expenditure, the Saudi military has arguably never been seen
(even domestically) as self-sufficient in its ability to prosecute a military engagement, and thus
been reliant on external security support. Riyadh has consistently sought a mutual defense
arrangement with Washington, replete with all legal obligations on the US to protect Saudi, and
the injection of substantially more personnel and material.

— Saudi Arabia has especially invested in developing its nascent defense relationship with China;
the Saudi Defense Minister even committed to taking military ties to a “higher level” in Beijing in
June, building on new joint exercises (such as Blue Sword since 2019), and personnel training.

— The Donald Trump administration’s guiding star for most bilateral defense agreements in both
his first and second terms, has been the need to promote military sales and create more jobs for
the US defense industry. With its sizable sovereign wealth fund and its large investment portfolio
in the US, Saudi Arabia has readily matched American needs. MbS has even committed to
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increasing Saudi investment in the US to $1 trillion from the current $600 billion. In return,
Washington has committed to selling more arms to the Kingdom, especially as part of their May
2025 agreement worth $142 billion (which the Trump administration terms the largest defense
sales agreement in history).

— However, apart from the complete lack of specifics in terms of platforms or equipment (the
December FMS represents 0.99% of the May $142 billion commitment), the corollary is that
Washington will not take on greater responsibility that demands an increased American military
footprint in the region. Even in the December sales package, the US Defense Security Cooperation
Agency clarified that it does not entail the injection of any new American contractors and
personnel into Saudi Arabia.

— Meanwhile, the Saudi refusal to commit to normalisation of ties with Israel is especially (and
perhaps disproportionately) important to Trump who in May had said that he “fervently hopes”
for it. Indeed, it is a crucial missing piece in the Abraham Accords (Arab-Israel normalisation
agreements) jigsaw, which the US President views as a personal project.

— Naturally, this was reportedly also the primary bone of contention during MbS’s Washington
visit. For Riyadh, both Israel’s refusal to commit to a time bound framework for recognising a
Palestinian state as well as Washington’s reluctance to commit to mutual defence, significantly
reduce its incentives to risk adverse public opinion by normalising ties with Israel. The White
House readout following MBS’ visit made no mention of even a potential, conditional, or in-
principle normalization of Saudi-Israel ties.

— The bottom-line then is that while Riyadh continues to lobby for greater commitment from
Washington, it can also reciprocate the United States’ transactionalism, refuse to budge on Israel,
and attempt to compensate for crucial gaps left in its partnership with Washington by cultivating
new partners and strengthening old ones.

Do You Know:

— India is the second largest trade partner of Saudi Arabia, whereas the kingdom is the fifth
largest trading partner of India. In FY 2023-24, bilateral trade stood at USD 42.98 billion, with
Indian exports at USD 11.56 billion and imports at USD 31.42 billion.

— Indian investments in Saudi Arabia have also increased in recent years, reaching a cumulative
figure of approximately USD 3 billion in August 2023. The Saudi investment in India including that
of PIF, other Saudi companies and Saudi backed Vision Fund, has been about USD 10 billion.

U.S. ANNOUNCES $10 BILLION IN ARMS SALES TO TAIWAN; CHINA SLAMS MOVE

U.S. President Donald Trump’s administration has announced a massive package of arms sales to
Taiwan valued at more than $10 billion that includes medium-range missiles, howitzers and
drones, drawing an angry response from China.

The State Department announced the sales late Wednesday during a nationally televised address
by the Republican President, who made scant mention of foreign policy issues and did not speak
about China or Taiwan. U.S.-Chinese tensions have ebbed and flowed during Mr. Trump’s second
term, largely over trade and tariffs but also over China’s increasing aggressiveness toward Taiwan,
which Beijing has said must reunify with the mainland.
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If approved by Congress, it would be the largest-ever U.S. weapons package to Taiwan, exceeding
the total amount of $8.4 billion in U.S. arms sales to Taiwan during President Joe Biden’s
Democratic administration.

The eight arms sales agreements announced on Wednesday cover 82 high-mobility artillery
rocket systems, or HIMARS, and 420 Army Tactical Missile Systems, or ATACMS — similar to what
the U.S. had been providing Ukraine during the Biden administration to defend itself from Russia
— worth more than $4 billion. They also include 60 self-propelled howitzer systems and related
equipment worth more than $4 billion and drones valued at more than $1 billion.

Other sales in the package include military software valued at more than $1 billion, Javelin and
TOW missiles worth more than $700 million, helicopter spare parts worth $96 million and
refurbishment kits for Harpoon missiles worth $91 million.

The eight sales agreements amount to $11.15 billion, according to Taiwan’s Defence Ministry,
which in a statement on Thursday expressed gratitude to the U.S. over the arms sale.

China’s Foreign Ministry attacked the move, saying it would violate diplomatic agreements
between China and the U.S.; gravely harm China’s sovereignty, security and territorial integrity;
and undermine regional stability.

RUSSIA TRYING TO OVERWHELM EUROPE WITH SABOTAGE CAMPAIGN: WESTERN
OFFICIALS

In November, a train carrying almost 500 people came to a sudden halt in eastern Poland. A
broken overhead line had smashed several windows, and the track ahead was damaged.
Elsewhere on the line, explosives detonated under a passing freight train.

No one was hurt in either case and the damage was limited, but Poland, which blamed the attack
on Russia’s intelligence services, responded forcefully: It deployed 10,000 troops to protect
critical infrastructure.

The sabotage in Poland is one of 145 incidents in an Associated Press database that Western
officials say are part of a campaign of disruption across Europe masterminded by Russia. Officials
say the campaign — waged since President Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 — aims
to deprive Kyiv of support, create divisions among Europeans and identify the continent’s security
weak spots.

So far in this hybrid war, most known acts of sabotage have resulted in minimal damage — nothing
compared to the tens of thousands of lives lost and cities decimated across Ukraine.

But officials say each act — from vandalism of monuments to cyberattacks to warehouse fires —
sucks up valuable security resources. The head of one large European intelligence service said
investigations into Russian interference now swallow up as much of the agency’s time as it spends
on terrorism.

While the campaign places a heavy burden on European security services, it costs Russia next to
nothing, officials say. That's because Moscow is carrying out cross-border operations that require
European countries to cooperate extensively on investigations — while often using foreigners
with criminal backgrounds as cheap proxies for Russian intelligence operatives. That means
Moscow notches up a win just by tying up resources — even when plots aren’t successful.
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“It's a 24/7 operation between all the services to stop it,” said a senior European intelligence
official, who, like the head of the European intelligence service and other officials who spoke to
AP, insisted on anonymity to discuss sensitive security matters.

Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov told AP that Russia doesn’t have “any connection” with the
campaign.

The countries most frequently targeted, according to the map, border Russia: Poland and Estonia.
Several incidents have also occurred in Latvia, the U.K., Germany and France.

MASSACRE IN SYDNEY

Bondi Beach in Sydney, one of Australia’s most iconic locations, turned into a scene of massacre
on December 14, the first day of Hanukkah, when two gunmen opened fire at a Jewish gathering.
Atleast 16 people, including a 10-year-old girl and an 87-year-old Holocaust survivor, were killed
and 40 others wounded. Police said the attackers were a 50-year-old man, who held licensed
firearms, and his 24-year-old son, who had been under investigation by Australia’s domestic
intelligence agency for six months. The father was shot dead by police, while the son has been
taken to hospital under custody. The attack was the deadliest shooting since the 1996 Port Arthur
massacre in Tasmania, in which 35 people were kKilled. In recent years, Australia has witnessed
growing antisemitic incidents, targeting its Jewish community, which makes up some 0.4% of its
population. Last year, in October, a kosher-food business in Bondi was targeted, while in
December, a synagogue in Melbourne was firebombed. In August this year, Australia accused Iran
of directing such attacks, and expelled the Iranian Ambassador and three other diplomats. After
Hamas’s October 7, 2023 attack on Israel and Israel’s retaliatory genocidal war on Palestinians in
Gaza, antisemitic incidents in Australia rose by 316%, between October 2023 and September
2024, with more than 2,000 cases reported, according to the country’s special envoy to combat
antisemitism.

Australia’s Labour Prime Minister, Anthony Albanese, has urged unity and asked citizens to be
“each other’s light”. The rise in antisemitic violence should be a grave concern for Australia, which
hosts the world’s eighth largest Jewish community. His government must swiftly investigate the
attack and bring all to justice. He should also remain alert to forces, domestic and foreign, that
seek to divide Australian society. While antisemitic extremists target the local Jewish community,
critics of Mr. Albanese, including Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu — under whose
watch Hamas killed 1,200 people in Israel — have sought to blame Mr. Albanese’s policies,
including his government’s recognition of Palestinian statehood earlier this year, for the Bondi
shooting. Mr. Albanese should ignore such attacks and focus instead on healing society, combating
hate crimes, and addressing concerns over gun violence. Australia introduced tough gun control
laws after the Port Arthur massacre and enforcing a strict licensing regime, leading to a significant
decline in gun-related violence and deaths. However, the Bondi shooting has again raised
concerns about gun safety. Australia should now tighten regulations further, enhance monitoring
of extremist ideologies and isolate and punish those who perpetrate hate crimes.
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NATIONAL

BRICS SHIFTS GEARS AS BRAZIL PASSES THE GAVEL TO INDIA AMID GLOBAL TENSIONS

The handover of the BRICS presidency is steeped in symbolism. In 2024, Brazil had received from
Russia a steel gavel — a symbol of industrial strength. As Brazil passed the presidency to India
last Friday, it handed over a gavel made of recycled wood from the Amazon rainforest. The
gesture, according to Brazil’s BRICS sherpa Mauricio Lyrio, was meant to carry forward the ethos
that defined his country’s presidency.

As the BRICS presidency passes from Brazil to India, the next chapter will unfold in a world
marked by deepening geopolitical divisions and economic uncertainties. Yet, the grouping's
expanded membership and shared commitment to multipolarity offer a platform for the Global
South to assert greater influence in reforming global governance. With India at the helm from
January 1, 2026, BRICS is poised to build on Brazil's foundations, pushing for inclusive growth,
equitable technology access, and stronger South-South ties amid persistent external pressures.
This transition underscores the bloc's resilience, signalling that BRICS remains a vital voice for
emerging economies in an evolving international order.

EXPRESS VIEW ON PM’S THREE-NATION TOUR: THREE COUNTRIES, ONE NEW STORY

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s three-nation tour to Jordan, Ethiopia and Oman this week
underlined India’s bid to consolidate its strategic footprint in the Middle East and the Horn of
Africa at a moment of unprecedented geopolitical change in the region. US President Donald
Trump’s success in negotiating a ceasefire of sorts in Gaza, his attack on Iranian nuclear facilities,
a more intensive commercial outreach to the oil-rich Gulf states, and effort to widen the ambit of
the Abraham Accords underline the shifting geopolitical terrain. India’s own relationship with the
region has seen significant gains in the last few years. External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar’s visit
to Israel amid the PM'’s visit to the region underlines that India’s partnerships straddle regional
divides. With the exception of Turkey, India has a productive engagement with all the key actors.
But the surprising turn in Saudi-Pakistan relations and the US attempt to draw the Pakistan army
into the Middle East security arrangements reminds Delhi that it can’t take the region for granted.

The visit saw substantive bilateral outcomes, elevating of partnerships and signing of key
agreements. In Amman, PM Modi and King Abdullah II reviewed ties on the 75th diplomatic
anniversary. Besides the focus on expanded trade, the discussions focused on regional
developments, including in Gaza, and counter-terrorism. In Addis Ababa, PM Modi upgraded ties
with Ethiopia to a “Strategic Partnership” with a roadmap for rapid expansion of trade, investment
and defence cooperation. Modi and the Ethiopian Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed Ali, also discussed
the importance of aligning with the regional agenda of the African Union and India’s advocacy of
the Global South. The highlight of Modi’s visit to Oman — India’s oldest partner in the region —
was the signing of a Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) to boost trade, jobs
and investment. Modi and Sultan Haitham bin Tariq also reviewed the deepening bilateral defence
and maritime security cooperation.

All three countries — Jordan, Ethiopia and Oman — are significant for the geopolitics of the
neighbourhood to the west. The PM’s visits brought to the fore different critical policy strands —
security in the Middle East, economic development of Africa, and connectivity in the Indian Ocean.
But Delhi’s persistent challenge has been the inability to follow up on the implementation of the
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decisions taken during the PM’s visits. With China and Pakistan stepping up their activity in the
Middle East and the Horn of Africa — the former on economics and the latter on security —India
no longer has the luxury of resting on its diplomatic laurels.

INDIA, ETHIOPIA NATURAL PARTNERS IN PEACE: PM

As Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the Ethiopian President Abiy Ahmed Ali agreed to elevate
the bilateral ties to strategic partnership, PM Modi said on Wednesday that India and Ethiopia are
“natural partners” in regional peace, security and connectivity.

— Modi, who addressed the Ethiopian parliament on Wednesday, said, “Ethiopia sits at a
crossroads of Africa. India stands at the heart of the Indian Ocean. We are natural partners in
regional peace, security, and connectivity...our commitment to mutual security became stronger
with the signing of the Defence Cooperation Agreement earlier this year. This agreement focuses
on closer military cooperation. It includes collaboration in cybersecurity, in defence industries, in
joint research, and in capacity building.”

— This is Modi’s second leg of the three-nation tour, beginning with Jordan. He is headed to Oman
after wrapping up his visit in Ethiopia.

— “Our vision is of a world where the Global South rises not against anyone, but for everyone. A
world where development is fair, where technology is accessible, and where sovereignty is
respected. A world where prosperity is shared, and peace is defended,” he said, adding that the
world cannot move forward if its systems remain locked in the past.

— That is why, India has emphasised a Global Development Compact, he said, adding, it will
prioritise technology sharing, affordable finance, capacity building, and trade for sustainable
growth.

— Modi said he was honoured to receive the Grand Honour, Nishan of Ethiopia. Modi said the
Indian companies have invested more than USD five billion in diverse sectors like textiles,
manufacturing, agriculture, health, etc., and created more than 75,000 jobs in Ethiopia.

— He said the Strategic Partnership will unleash the potential of both economies through
cooperation in technology, innovation, mining, clean energy, food security, capacity building, as
well as defence and security matters.

— MEA officials said that in the context of food security and health security, Prime Minister Modi
expressed and conveyed India’s readiness to share development experience in the area of agri-
technology, natural farming, digital health, and how India is leveraging technology for better
health services.

— He also said that India would be happy to organize special short-term courses in the field of
Artificial Intelligence under the ITEC program for Ethiopia. Prime Minister Modi also announced
doubling of the number of ICCR scholarships offered annually to Ethiopian students to study in
India.

Do You Know:

— The Hayli Gubbi volcano in northeastern Ethiopia erupted on November 23, by all accounts for
the first time in about 12,000 years.
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— There was no lava or magma flow, but large amounts of gas and plume, consisting possibly of
small fragments of rocks, glass, and some other material, were ejected in an explosive eruption.

PM, JORDAN KING MEET: ‘SHARE COMMON STANCE AGAINST TERROR’

Underlining that India and Jordan share a “common and clear stance against terrorism”, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi expressed hope that “peace and stability will prevail in the region” as he
held bilateral talks with Jordan’s King Abdullah II at the Al Husseiniya Palace in Amman on
Monday.

— Modi, who was received at the airport by his counterpart Jafar Hassan as a special gesture, held
talks with the Jordanian King and proposed that the two countries should aim to enhance bilateral
trade to US$ 5 billion over the next 5 years. He also called for collaboration between Jordan’s
digital payment system and India’s Unified Payments Interface (UPI).

— Jordan is an important supplier of fertiliser to India, and companies on both sides are in
discussions for further substantive investment in Jordan to meet growing demand for phosphatic
fertilizer in India, an official statement from the Ministry of External Affairs said.

— Modi said the two countries share a common and clear stance against terrorism and praised
King Abdullah II's “active and positive role” on the Gaza issue. “We hope that peace and stability
will prevail in the region. We share a common and clear stance against terrorism. Under your
leadership, Jordan has sent a strong and strategic message to the world against terrorism,
extremism, and radicalisation,” Modi said.

— Modi recalled that during King Abdullah II's visit to India in 2018, they participated in a
conference on Islamic heritage.

— According to the MEA statement, the two leaders met in restricted and delegation level formats.
They warmly recalled their previous meetings and conversations and underscored the warm and
historic ties shared by the two countries. They noted that the visit, coming at a time when the two
countries are celebrating 75 years of the establishment of their diplomatic ties, makes it historic.

— The MEA said that both the leaders discussed ways to further deepen engagement between the
two countries in the fields of trade and investment; defence and security; renewable energy;
fertilizer and agriculture; innovation, IT and digital technologies; critical minerals; infrastructure;
health and pharma; education and capacity; tourism and heritage; and culture and people-to-
people ties.

— “Noting that India was Jordan’s 3rd largest trading partner, Prime Minister proposed that the
two countries should aim to enhance bilateral trade to US$ 5 billion over the next 5 years. He also
called for collaboration between Jordan’s digital payment system and India’s UPL Jordan is an
important supplier of fertilizer to India, and companies on both sides are in discussions for further
substantive investment in Jordan to meet growing demand for phosphatic fertilizer in India,” it
said.

— On the occasion of the visit, the two sides finalised MoUs in the fields of culture, renewable
energy, water management, digital public infrastructure and twinning arrangement between
Petra and Ellora.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
11


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

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

Do You Know:

— India imports a significant amount of fertiliser from Jordan— making it a key part of India’s
food security push — and has also invested in the potash and phosphate sectors there. There is
further potential for such investments to secure India’s requirements.

— The Jordan India Fertilizer Company, a joint venture between IFFCO India and the Jordan
Phosphates Mines Company, was set up with an investment of $860 million and produces and
exports phosphoric acid to India. The JV is a major source of phosphoric acid for India.

— In terms of investment, more than 15 garment companies, owned by NRIs, with a cumulative
investment of $500 million are located in the Qualified Industrial Zones.

— India and Jordan also signed an MoU on defence cooperation in 2018.

Jordan is home to an Indian community of around 17,500, mostly in the garment, construction and
manufacturing sectors and in the UN and other multilateral organisations.

INDIA-RUSSIA LOGISTICS AGREEMENT, WITH EYE ON ARCTIC, INDO-PACIFIC

Days after his two-day official visit to New Delhi on December 4-5, Russia President Vladimir Putin
has signed into federal law a major military cooperation agreement with India.

— The Reciprocal Exchange of Logistics Support (RELOS) was ratified by both houses of the
Russian Parliament before receiving presidential approval. It will come into force after the formal
exchange of instruments of ratification between Russia and India.

— The agreement sets out procedures governing the movement of military formations, warships
and military aircraft between Russia and India, as well as the arrangements for providing logistical
support to each other’s forces.

— It will facilitate the mutual use of airspace by Russian and Indian military aircraft, and has
provisions related to port calls by warships of both countries.

— It is designed to regulate not only the dispatch of troops and military equipment, but also the
logistics associated with such deployments. This includes support services that may be required
when forces from either country operate on the other’s territory.

— The established framework is intended to be applied during joint military exercises and
training activities, as well as in situations involving humanitarian assistance and disaster relief
operations.

— For India, RELOS provides an institutional framework for access to Russian air and naval bases,
from Vladivostok on the Pacific to Murmansk on the Arctic, for refuelling, repairs, and
maintenance, boosting operational reach and readiness, especially for Russian-origin equipment.

— Not only does this deepen the existing defence partnership between Russia and India, it
supports New Delhi’s broader Indo-Pacific strategy by leveraging Russia’s extensive network:
access to over 40 Russian bases will help the Indian Navy and Air Force to operate further from
home, and during long-range deployments.

— Reciprocally, the Russian military will gain greater access to Indian ports and airfields for

refuelling, repairs, and operations.
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— RELOS is similar to existing agreements — LEMOA (Logistics Exchange Memorandum of
Agreement), COMCASA (Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement), and BECA
(Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement) — with the US. However, it has been tailored to the
India-Russia dynamic.

Do You Know:

— COMCASA, inked in 2018, permits the US to give India encrypted communications equipment
and systems, allowing Indian and US military leaders and their planes and ships to communicate
over secure networks in both peace and conflict

— LEMOA, inked in 2016, enables the US and Indian militaries to refuel from one another’s
military bases and get supplies, spare parts, and services from each other’s land facilities, air
bases, and ports.

— BECA facilitates sharing of high-end military technology, including access to US geo-spatial,
satellite, and drone data.

202 INDIANS RECRUITED INTO RUSSIAN FORCES SINCE 2022: MEA

As many as 202 Indians are “believed to have been recruited into the Russian armed forces” since
2022, and 26 of them are reported to have lost their lives, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)
informed the Rajya Sabha on Thursday, adding that at least two Indians have been cremated in
Russia.

“Concerted efforts by the Government have resulted in early discharge of 119 of them; 26 are
reported to have lost their lives and seven are reported missing by the Russian side. Efforts are
ongoing for early discharge of 50 individuals,” Minister of State Kirti Vardhan Singh said in a
written reply.

Mr. Singh was responding to a question by Trinamool Congress MP Saket Gokhale and Congress
MP Randeep Singh Surjewala on the number of Indian nationals identified as illegally working or
forced to work in the Russian army, along with the count of fatalities and missing people since
2022, when Russia began its war with Ukraine.

The Centre remains continuously engaged with the Russian government, to ensure the safety,
well-being, and early discharge of Indian nationals in the Russian army, said Mr. Singh. He said the
matter is being discussed at various levels, including during interactions between leaders,
Ministers, and officials of the two sides.

On December 17, The Hindu reported that the bodies of two Indians killed in the Russia-Ukraine
war zone over the past three months had been brought to Delhi.

The deceased were identified as Rajasthan resident Ajay Godara, 22, and Rakesh Kumar, 30, from
Uttarakhand. Both Godara and Kumar had gone to Russia in the past year on student visas, but
were allegedly enlisted in the Russian Army after being misled by agents who promised them
work as cleaners and helpers. Indians continue to be enlisted in the Russian Army despite an
assurance by Moscow in 2024 that it longer admits Indians.
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Repatriation of bodies

“The Ministry has provided assistance in repatriation of mortal remains of 10 deceased Indian
nationals to India, and local cremation of two deceased Indian nationals. DNA samples of family
members of 18 Indians, who were reported dead or missing, have been shared with the Russian
authorities in an effort to help establish the identity of some of the deceased Indian nationals,” the
Minister said.

The MEA, along with the Indian Mission and Posts in Russia, has assisted those Indians discharged
from the Russian Army to return to India, “including through facilitation of travel documents and
providing air tickets, wherever required,” Mr. Singh said.

The Indian Mission in Russia has also assisted with the task of the evacuation of mortal remains.
Once the mortal remains are shifted to a safe zone, the identification process involves the
matching of DNA samples with the next of kin, the Minister said. “When the identity is conclusively
established, the Indian Embassy assists in completion of requisite documentation for local
cremation or transportation of mortal remains to India, in close coordination with the family,” he
said in his reply.

INDIA AND THE NETHERLANDS AGREE TO EXPAND SECURITY, DEFENCE COOPERATION

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh met the Foreign Minister of the Netherlands, David van Weel, in
New Delhi on Thursday, reaffirming the strong and steadily expanding defence partnership
between the two nations.

During the meeting, both leaders held wide-ranging discussions on bilateral security and defence
cooperation, including priority areas for the co-development and co-production of defence
equipment, the Ministry of Defence stated.

The two countries reiterated their commitment to strengthening military-to-military
engagement, and developing defence cooperation as a key pillar of the India-Netherlands Strategic
Partnership.

The talks also underscored the shared commitment of India and the Netherlands to a free, open,
inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific region.

Emphasising the need for closer defence partnership, the Ministers highlighted the importance of
connecting the defence industries of both countries, particularly in niche and emerging
technologies.

A Letter of Intent on Defence Cooperation was exchanged to provide an institutional framework
for advancing defence collaboration.

Both sides agreed to explore new avenues of cooperation through the development of a defence
industrial road map focusing on technology collaboration, co-production, and co-development of
defence platforms and equipment for mutual benefit.

Strong people-to-people ties form the foundation of the bilateral relationship, with the large
Indian diaspora in the Netherlands acting as a living bridge.
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PROTESTS AT INDIAN HIGH COMMISSION IN DHAKA: INSULATE INDIA-BANGLADESH TIES
FROM SHORT-TERM POLITICS

The protests at Indian diplomatic outposts, including the High Commission in Dhaka, are
concerning. They also carry a disquieting portent for a bilateral relationship that was, until
recently, arguably Delhi’s greatest success in the neighbourhood. The demand for the repatriation
of Sheikh Hasina by the group marching under the banner of “July Oikya” and the anti-India
rhetoric of National Citizen Party leader Hasnat Abdullah, threatening to provide shelter and
support to separatists from northeastern states, less than two months before the general
elections, show just how deeply politicised bilateral ties have become. Delhi has summoned the
Bangladesh High Commissioner and made its concerns known. However, the leadership at the
highest level in both countries must prioritise the need to repair the relationship.

With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that India underestimated the depth of support for the
student-led uprising and the anger against Sheikh Hasina. During the protests and in their
aftermath, certain sections on both sides of the border further polarised the conversation by
invoking historical social and communal fissures in the Subcontinent. In the age of 24/7 news and
WhatsApp forwards, irresponsible rhetoric cannot but affect the tenor of ties with an important
neighbour. On its part, the interim government in Dhaka has done little to bridge the domestic
political divide. As Sajeeb Wazed Joy, Sheikh Hasina’s son, underlined in an interview to this
newspaper, the Awami League has been a major political force in Bangladesh since its formation,
and the ban on the party from contesting will cast a shadow over the election. By excluding the
Awami League from the political process, the interim government is repeating Hasina’'s mistakes.

It is important for Delhi and Dhaka to recall the realities of geography, history, culture, geopolitics
and economics that cannot be wished away. Both countries have made strides in trade, tackling
insurgencies, sharing river waters and policing the shared 4,096-km land border. India must
communicate to the people of Bangladesh as much as its government that the bilateral story is
about two societies, regardless of the government in power. Delhi must be careful not to take
political sides in Dhaka. The political class in Bangladesh, for its part, needs to show maturity
ahead of the election. In the long term, both countries have much to gain by building back the
relationship.

PRESIDENT REJECTS MERCY PLEA OF MAN CONVICTED OF RAPE, MURDER OF TWO-YEAR-
OLD GIRL

President Droupadi Murmu has rejected the mercy petition of Ravi Ashok Ghumare, who was
convicted of kidnapping, raping, and killing a two-year-old girl in Maharashtra in 2012, officials
said on Sunday.

This is the third mercy plea rejected by the President since she assumed office on July 25, 2022.
According to the status of mercy petitions disclosed by the Rashtrapati Bhavan, Ghumare’s plea
was rejected on November 6.

Surpassed limits

The Supreme Court, on October 3, 2019, affirmed the death sentence awarded to Ghumare, saying
that he had no control over his “carnal desires” and had surpassed all natural, social and legal
limits just to satiate his sexual hunger.
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In its verdict, a three-judge Bench comprising Justice Surya Kant (now Chief Justice of India), by a
majority verdict of 2:1, said the man had “ruthlessly finished” a life which was yet to bloom.

“Having said that, it may be seen that the victim was barely a two-year-old baby whom the
appellant (Ravi) kidnapped and apparently kept on assaulting for over four to five hours till she
breathed her last.”

“It’s a case where trust has been betrayed, and social values are impaired,” the verdict said.

According to the prosecution, the incident took place on March 6, 2012, in Indiranagar locality of
Maharashtra's Jalna city. Ghumare had lured the victim with a chocolate.

The trial court had convicted him and awarded the death penalty on September 16, 2015.
RETIRED JUDGES DON’T WANT TO SIT AS JUNIOR AD HOC JUDGES: CJI

Chief Justice of India Surya Kant revealed on Thursday that retired High Court judges are reluctant
to return to the Bench as ad hoc judges to clear the massive pendency of criminal cases for a simple
reason: they are “embarrassed” to sit as junior judges alongside younger colleagues.

The High Courts across the country are burdened by mounting arrears, particularly in criminal
cases. Data from the National Judicial Data Grid shows that 18,98,833 criminal cases are pending
in the 25 High Courts. Of these, 68.27% or 12,96,374 cases have been pending for over a year.
Against a sanctioned strength of 1,122 judges, there are 298 vacancies in the High Courts as of
December 15.

Based on SC verdict

Alarmed by the backlog, the Supreme Court in a judgment in January activated Article 224A of the
Constitution, allowing the Chief Justices of the High Courts to appoint retired former judges as ad
hoc judges to clear criminal appeals. However, the response from the High Courts has been
lukewarm, with several courts not sending names to the Supreme Court for appointment as ad
hoc judges.

Amicus curiae and senior advocate K. Parameshwar referred to an April 2021 judgment on the
appointment of ad hoc judges. He said the ruling had directed that if two ad hoc judges were
appointed to a High Court, they should sit together as a Division Bench. He noted that the January
2025 judgment had modified this by directing that an ad hoc judge must necessarily sit with a
serving judge.

Mr. Venkataramani suggested that Chief Justices of High Courts should internally discuss the issue
with their colleagues and obtain concurrence. He said the quandary could be resolved through an
“internal understanding” among serving judges. Chief Justice Kant agreed that Chief Justices
should be given “space and discretion” to handle the issue.

The A-G said the Memorandum of Procedure covered the process, but he would take another look.
NO OPT-OUT OPTION IN APAAR ID CONSENT FORMS: ODISHA HC

The Orissa High Court has ruled that consent forms for the Education Ministry’s APAAR ID scheme,
which issues unique identities linked to Aadhaar to each student, do not provide parents with an
option to opt out of giving consent.
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A Bench of Justice Sashikanta Mishra has directed the government to consider amending the
consent forms so that such an option is made available to parents.

The High Court was hearing a petition filed by an elementary school student from Bhubaneswar
and his parents, who said that the consent forms distributed by the school under the APAAR ID
scheme did not provide an option to decline sharing Aadhaar details at the outset.

The petitioners noted that a clause in the consent form mentioned that consent could be
withdrawn at any time. However, they argued that the clause, by its structure, required consent
to first be given and only then withdrawn.

Privacy concern

In its December 12 order, the High Court said, “The withdrawal of consent as per the last
paragraph of the consent form cannot be treated as giving an effective right to the parent to
protect his privacy because by such time the consent would already have been given.”

IN A SURAT COURT AGAIN, A QUESTION OF FAITH VS RIGHTS OF MINORS

The Surat-based man who has gone to court to stop his seven-year-old daughter taking diksha is
taking heart from a similar petition by a fellow Jain father in May this year. In that case, also of
Surat, the court had stayed a 12-year-old from taking renunciation, till the father’s petition for
custody was heard.

— The same Surat Family Court led by Judge S V Mansuri which gave the May stay is hearing the
petition regarding the seven-year-old. It will be next heard on December 22.

— The case has again stirred the debate around minor Jain children taking diksha. Community
leader Bipesh Shah, a textile trader from Surat, who has long opposed this, says: “The government
has banned child marriage. A similar ban should be imposed on minors taking diksha. I have been
writing in various WhatsApp groups of the Jain community on this.”

— However, Shah says he has found few takers, including among Jain religious leaders. “Around
70% oppose the move, and send hateful and abusive messages. I have also requested our religious
priests to address this issue.”

— Explaining his opposition, Shah says: “Childhood is a beautiful period, and time to play, study
and enjoy. Once initiated into the diksha ceremony, one has to cut off all worldly comforts and
relationships.”

— There are other ways to serve the community than following the religious path, Shah says. “As
religious leaders, they can benefit the community, but by becoming doctors, engineers, lawyers,
bureaucrats, and other leaders in their fields too, they can serve the people. At a tender age, they
cannot make decisions for their future.”

Do You Know:

— Article 25(1) of the Constitution guarantees the “freedom of conscience and the right freely to
profess, practise and propagate religion”. It is a right that guarantees a negative liberty — which
means that the state shall ensure that there is no interference or obstacle to exercise this freedom.
However, like all fundamental rights, the state can restrict the right for grounds of public order,
decency, morality, health and other state interests.
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SC TO EXAMINE PLEA SEEKING SAFEGUARDOF INTERSEX CHILDREN

The Supreme Court on Tuesday agreed to examine in detail a petition filed by intersex rights
activist Gopi Shankar Madurai seeking urgent safeguards for intersex children, including a ban on
non-consensual sex-selective surgeries on intersex infants, and comprehensive recognition in
official records.

The Chief Justice ordered the petition to be placed before a larger Bench of three judges the next
time.

The petitioner, represented by advocate Astha Deep, urged the inclusion of intersex infants in
India’s population Census, which currently overlooks this diverse group by enforcing binary sex
norms.

“This invisibility affects over 25 million intersex individuals (1.7% of the population), denying
them access to welfare, healthcare, and identity services. Inclusion of intersex in the national
Census is crucial for accurate data collection and policy-making,” the petitioner submitted.

The petition called for intersex recognition alongside the existing male and female options in the
Census and other forms.

The case underscored the vital need for the judiciary and government to distinguish between sex
identity and gender identity, and to clarify that intersex persons were not transgender.

“Sex identity referred to innate biological variations, including intersex traits that did not fit
typical male or female binaries, whereas gender identity was a personal and social construct often
involving a mismatch with assigned sex (as in transgender experiences). The conflation of these
terms in laws, identity documents such as Aadhaar and passports, and policies leads to forced
interventions on infants, and discrimination. Issuing cards that separately record sex and gender
is urged to uphold Articles 14, 15, and 21, fostering dignity and equality,” the petitioner submitted.

ALLAHABAD HIGH COURT AFFIRMS RIGHT TO LOVE AND LIVE AS YOU PLEASE

The Allahabad High Court’s order directing police to offer protection to 12 women in live-in
relationships reaffirms the constitutional commitment to personal liberty at a moment when such
freedoms appear increasingly contested. “The concept of a live-in relationship may not be
acceptable to all, but it cannot be said that such a relationship is an illegal one or that living
together without the sanctity of the marriage constitutes an offence,” held the court, rejecting the
state’s claim that cohabitation outside marriage corrodes the “social fabric”. The court’s insistence
that fundamental rights cannot be eclipsed by social disapproval or hollowed out by stigma is
significant: It places individual autonomy above majoritarian morality and locates constitutional
interpretation within evolving social realities rather than fixed or inherited anxieties.

Last year, a report in this paper showed how different readings of a provision of UP’s Prohibition
of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act, 2021 produced uneven and often regressive outcomes in
cases related to inter-faith live-in relationships. In more than one instance, marital sanctity was
prioritised over individual rights; pleas for protection were dismissed in some cases and granted
conditionally in others, leading to challenges in the Supreme Court. The present judgment comes
against a fraught backdrop — in states such as Uttarakhand, the Uniform Civil Code, with its
requirement to register live-in relationships and its accompanying penalties, has signalled a shift

towards greater state intrusion into personal relations.
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Across India, caste, class and religious orthodoxies continue to police intimacy, with inter-faith
and inter-caste couples frequently facing hostility, coercion and violence from families and
communities, often with no help from institutions meant to safeguard their freedoms. From Lata
Singh (2006) to S Khushboo (2010) to Shafin Jahan (2018), the Supreme Court has pushed back
against this moral vigilantism, affirming the right of consenting adults to choose their partners
without intervention from society or state. Read in this light, the Allahabad HC’s intervention is a
modest but necessary corrective — an assertion that the law must recognise adults as rights-
bearing citizens, not wards to be steered towards socially approved choices.

Do You Know:

— The Uttarakhand government on January 27 rolled out the Uniform Civil Code Rules for
regulating live-in relationships which requires, among other things, the couple to fill a 16-page
form and obtain a certificate from a religious leader showing they are eligible to marry, if they so
choose.

— The Uttarakhand UCC describes a live-in relationship as a relationship between a man and a
woman, “who cohabit in a shared household through a relationship in the nature of marriage.”

— The term “shared household” is defined as one “where a man and a woman, not being minors,
live under one roof in a rented accommodation or in a house owned jointly or by any one of them
or any other accommodation.”

THE MARITAL RAPE EXCEPTION IN CRIMINAL LAW IS A COLONIAL RELIC. IT NEEDS TO GO

Shashi Tharoor writes- “The foundational promise of India’s democracy rests on the commitment
to equality, dignity, individual agency, privacy and bodily autonomy for all its citizens. The
Constitution provides these; the Supreme Court has repeatedly reaffirmed them. Every Indian
should be able to take these rights for granted.”

— “Yet, a glaring anomaly persists that undermines these very principles for countless women:
The marital rape exception in the Indian Penal Code (IPC), now carried over in Section 63 of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), 2023. This exception, which exempts a husband from punishment
for engaging in non-consensual sexual intercourse with his wife who is not under 18 years of age,
is a tragic anachronism — a stubborn remnant of colonial-era patriarchal mindsets that view a
wife as her husband’s property. It is a legal and moral failing that we must rectify.”

— “In the ongoing session of Parliament, I have introduced a private member’s Bill in the Lok
Sabha to remove this archaic provision. I did so because the continued failure to criminalise
marital rape leaves married women legally defenceless. The arrogant presumption that marriage
voids the necessity of consent directly undermines a woman’s fundamental rights to dignity,
safety, and bodily autonomy, all guaranteed under Article 21 of the Constitution.”

— “The urgency of this is validated by alarming national data. The National Family Health Survey-
5 (NFHS-5) reveals that 83 per cent of women aged 18 to 49 years who faced sexual violence
named their current husband as the perpetrator. The pervasive nature of sexual violence within
marriages highlights the inadequacy of our legal system. The marriage licence was never intended
to be a waiver of the right to say no. Very often, separated husbands come by to assert their
conjugal rights by force. For too many women, home is not a sanctuary, but a space of potential
violation, legally sanctioned by a patriarchal statute.”
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— “The demand for criminalising marital rape is not new; it has been strongly supported by
authoritative legal bodies within India. The Justice Verma Committee Report (2013), in the
aftermath of the horrific Delhi gang-rape case, unequivocally recommended the removal of the
marital rape exception. The committee recognised the inherent contradiction in a law that aims
to protect women from sexual violence yet creates a loophole for the most frequent perpetrators
— their husbands. A wedding ring does not turn a bedroom into a battlefield, nor a partner into

property.

— “Furthermore, international treaties and conventions mandate this reform. India is a signatory
to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW),
which requires state parties to take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against
women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations. The continued exception for
marital rape is in direct violation of this commitment. Article 253 of the Constitution empowers
Parliament to legislate in alignment with international conventions, and Article 51 enjoins the
state to respect international law. These constitutional provisions clearly mandate the removal of
the marital rape exception to uphold both domestic and international commitments to human
rights.”

— “The law’s core error lies in the assumption that the “sanctity of marriage” provides an all-
encompassing grant of sexual access. This is fundamentally wrong. Consent is a fundamental
human right, regardless of marital status. Allowing a husband to force sex upon his wife converts
“I do” into “you must”. Legal protection for a husband who rapes his wife sends a dangerous
message: That a woman'’s control over her body is surrendered upon taking her vows.”

— “Concerns are often raised that criminalising marital rape will lead to misuse of the law,
creating a new avenue for vengeful wives to file false cases. While the potential for misuse in any
law cannot be entirely dismissed, it cannot be a justification for denying justice and safety to
genuine victims. If we accept the possibility of misuse as a reason not to legislate, then no law
protecting women — from domestic violence to dowry prohibition — could ever be enacted. We
must tackle misuse through robust investigation and judicial procedures, not by denying a
fundamental right to protection from sexual violence.”

IN FIRST YEAR OF SAHYOG, AVERAGE OF 6 CONTENT BLOCK ORDERS A DAY, MOST IN
WHATSAPP

More than 2,300 blocking orders were sent to 19 online platforms, including WhatsApp, Facebook,
YouTube and Instagram, between October 2024 and October 2025 through the Union Home
Ministry’s Sahyog portal, according to data obtained by The Indian Express under the Right to
Information (RTI) Act.

— The period captures the first full year since Sahyog has been in operation — and the number of
orders, for the first time, reveals how the contentious portal has rapidly become a central tool in
India’s expanding online censorship framework. These orders cover a wide range of online links,
including allegedly offensive or unlawful posts online, or entire accounts.

— According to RTI data shared by the Home Ministry’s Indian Cybercrime Coordination Centre
(I14C), which is responsible for the Sahyog portal, the Meta family of online services — WhatsApp,
Facebook and Instagram — accounted for over 78 per cent of the total 2,312 blocking orders that
were sent over the one-year period.
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— WhatsApp received the highest number of blocking orders by a huge margin, with 1,392,
followed by Facebook, which received 255, and Instagram with 169. In total, these platforms
received 1,816 blocking orders.

— The I4C also revealed that more than 118 intermediaries have been onboarded to Sahyog,
which suggests an expanding universe of platforms required to comply with state-issued
takedown demands. The blocking orders were sent by Central, state and Union Territory (UT)
agencies.

— The blocking orders, issued in the form of notices, are sent under Section 79(3)(b) of the
Information Technology (IT) Act, 2000. Under this section, online intermediaries can lose their
safe harbour protections if they fail to block access to flagged content. These protections afford
social media platforms legal immunity from hosting user-generated content.

— These orders fall outside Section 69(A) of the IT Act, which has been commonly used to issue
online censorship directives but is limited to national security and public order-related offences.

Do You Know:

— The Sahyog portal was operationalised in October 2024 as a single window platform for
government agencies to issue blocking orders under Section 79 (3)(b). Before the platform
existed, such orders had to be sent directly to individual online platforms by agencies via email.

— Earlier this year, X had sued the Government over blocking orders sent under Section 79(3)(b)
of the IT Act, arguing that the Centre was trying to establish a “parallel” content blocking regime,
and had also called Sahyog a “censorship portal”. In September, the Karnataka High Court ruled in
favour of the Central Government in the case, which X plans to appeal further.

— In October, the IT Ministry amended the IT Rules to specify that blocking orders under Section
79(3)(b) could only be issued by senior officials at the Centre and states, and introduced
additional safeguards, such as monthly reviews.

NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION HAS BEEN DRIFTING. ITS DIRECTIVE ON UP
CUSTODIAL-DEATH COMPENSATION IS WELCOME

The National Human Rights Commission’s (NHRC) directive to the Uttar Pradesh government to
pay Rs 10 lakh to the family of a 36-year-old man who died in police custody in 2021 marks a
welcome reaffirmation of the inviolability of human dignity and the imperative of accountability.
That this order arrives against a backdrop of systemic failures makes it all the more resonant:
According to official data, between 2020 and 2022, over 4,400 custodial (judicial and police)
deaths were recorded nationwide, with UP accounting for 952 of them. In September 2023, the
Gujarat State Law Commission flagged increasing incidents of custodial death in the state as “a
matter of great public concern”. The Status of Policing in India Report 2025, released in March this
year, showed an approval for coercive action among a sizeable percentage of police personnel,
based on surveys of 8,276 officers across 17 states/UTs. The NHRC’s verdict sends a much-needed,
if belated, signal that institutional abdications cannot hide behind bureaucratic obfuscation.

Established in 1993 under the Protection of Human Rights Act, the NHRC was conceived as a
bulwark against state excess, mandated to investigate violations and negligence, recommend
remedies and shape India’s human-rights jurisprudence. For much of its early life, it rose to that
promise: Flagging overcrowded and degrading prison conditions, issuing the country’s first
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comprehensive guidelines on extra-judicial killings, defending labour rights, standing with victims
of communal violence and pressing for compensation and redress. Over time, however, a growing
deference to governments, reluctance to pursue politically sensitive cases and opacity in
appointments have gradually underlined the institution’s structural weaknesses: Non-binding
recommendations and limited enforcement powers, for instance, that had prompted a former
chairperson to describe it as a “toothless tiger”. In 2024, its accreditation with the UN-recognised
Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions was deferred for a second year, citing among
other things, a lack of transparency and diversity in its appointments.

A cynical reading will see the NHRC’s directive as a symbolic gesture. Yet, it also represents a
welcome moment of assertion, and a gesture towards a recovery of purpose. A verdict cannot
single-handedly redeem institutional drift, just as compensation cannot restore a life. But such
interventions can re-anchor the commission to its primary task: Speaking up for the voiceless, and
showing that vigilance matters.

AFTER SC JUNKS POLL BONDS, TRUSTS’ FUNDING TO POLITICAL PARTIES TRIPLES

In the first financial year after the Supreme Court scrapped the government’s anonymous political
funding scheme through electoral bonds, nine electoral trusts donated a total of Rs 3,811 crore to
political parties in 2024-2025. Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the party ruling at the Centre,
received Rs 3,112 crore, or more than four-fifth (82 per cent) of the total funds donated by trusts.

— The total donations received by political parties are higher than this since funding through
electoral trusts is just one of the channels, although a major one.

— As of Saturday, December 20, contribution reports of 13 electoral trusts of the 19 currently
registered, were available with the Election Commission. Nine trusts declared a total contribution
to parties of Rs 3,811 crore - an increase of over 200% from the Rs 1,218 crore total contributions
by trusts in 2023-2024.

— In the previous financial year i.e. 2023-24, the BJP had received Rs 3,967.14 crore in voluntary
contributions, of which 43 per cent or Rs 1,685.62 crore were from electoral bonds.

— The Supreme Court had scrapped the electoral bond scheme in 2024, after finding it
unconstitutional. As of now, corporates can donate through cheque, DD, UPI bank transfers to
parties. Parties have to declare the donations in their contribution reports and annual audit
reports to the poll panel.

— The electoral trust route allows companies and individuals to donate to a trust, which further
donates to parties.

Do You Know:

— Under the scheme notified by the UPA-2 government on January 31, 2013, any company
registered under Section 25 of the Companies Act, 1956, can form an electoral trust.

— Under Section 17CA of the Income-tax Act, 1961, any citizen of India, a company registered in
India, or a firm or Hindu Undivided Family or association of persons living in India, can donate to
an electoral trust.
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— The electoral trusts have to apply for renewal every three financial years. They must donate
95% of contributions received in a financial year to political parties registered under the
Representation of the People Act, 1951.

— The contributors’ PAN (in case of a resident) or passport number (in case of an NRI) is required
at the time of making contributions.

— The electoral trusts route is transparent on contributors and beneficiaries. Where there is only
one contributor and one beneficiary of a particular trust, the public can know who is funding
whom.

DO NOT RUSH IT

The Election Commission of India (ECI) has released the draft electoral roll for seven States and
Union Territories after the first phase of the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) was completed with
the submission of enumeration forms by eligible voters and their digitisation by Booth Level
Officers (BLO). In Tamil Nadu and West Bengal, more than 97 lakh and 58 lakh voters,
respectively, were deleted. These deletions range from 7.5% of the pre-SIR rolls in West Bengal
to 15% in the case of Tamil Nadu. In‘'West Bengal, the deletions seem to be the highest in urban
areas, especially Kolkata. A clear picture on the gender breakup and the reasons for the deletions
will emerge only after parsing the ECI's booth-wise data. Reports also indicate that the ECI has
identified a high number of enumeration forms in West Bengal as either unmapped to the 2002
electoral roll or carrying doubtful linkages. The risk of widespread exclusions looms within a
compressed 53-day hearing window with Electoral Registration Officers expected to insist on
citizenship documentation, including proof of parents’ birth details for those born after 1987. In
Bihar, the Supreme Court of India’s salve — allowing electors to use Aadhaar as a viable identity
document — helped stave off a high number of deletions, but even then, 68 lakh names were
deleted and 24 lakh added as fresh voters or through change/correction requests. The resultant
drop in the female gender ratio, from 907 in the pre-SIR rolls to 892 in the final rolls, suggested
that all was not well with the SIR in that State.

Seen in this light, the Court’s direction to the ECI to take a “sympathetic view” of representations
to extend the enumeration phase by considering the “ground realities” is something that the
electoral body should heed. While the ECI has proclaimed that it will ensure no genuine voter is
disenfranchised, it relies on tabulating change/correction requests from Booth Level Agents of
political parties rather than cross-mapping with government databases such as death registration
data. Vulnerable sections such as short-term migrants, illiterate voters and married women risk
disenfranchisement under this process, suggesting that the procedure of placing the onus on
eligible voters to confirm their presence on the rolls is flawed. Add to this the logistical difficulties
faced by States such as Kerala where the SIR coincided with local body elections, combined with
the pressure on BLOs to meet tight deadlines, and the case for extending the timeline becomes
compelling. Lastly, while the Court has helped ease voter registration during the SIR, it has still
not heard the key question of the constitutionality of the whole process. The sooner it decides on
it, the easier it would be for electors and the ECI.

POLL POSITION

The outcome of the local body elections in Kerala last week gives the Congress-led UDF a shot in
the arm going into the Assembly election next year. There is definitely a modicum of anti-
incumbency at work against the CPI(M)-led LDF, in power for a decade, although the party has
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dismissed any such reasoning. The elections also marked an inflection point in the State’s bipolar
politics, with the BJP-led NDA unseating the Left from its decades-long reign at the
Thiruvananthapuram municipal corporation, building a perception of gathering strike power in
the State. The result, widely being read as a forerunner to the Assembly election, holds lessons for
all three fronts. Contrary to what the final tally would suggest, there was no UDF wave. Rather, it
would have been a consolidation of anti-Left votes in some regions, especially in the central
districts of Kottayam, Idukki and Ernakulam, and Malappuram in the north where the IUML, the
second largest constituent of the UDF, made a clean sweep for the alliance. This was a coming
together of a fair share of traditionally anti-Left Catholic Christian votes and substantial Muslim
votes for the UDF in these districts. The Left’s onslaught on the IUML and the Congress for their
tacit understanding with the Jamaat-e-Islami-run Welfare Party of India may have caused this. The
Left's fervent efforts to arrest the erosion of its traditional vote base comprising Hindu Ezhava
votes, in Kollam and Pathanamthitta, proved counter-productive, resulting in the UDF making
gains. It would be far-fetched to ascribe the win entirely to the ongoing probe into the alleged
pilferage of gold from Sabarimala, as the Left wrested the Pandalam municipality, which has an
umbilical connection with the hill shrine, from the BJP. The Left should be more concerned about
its losses in its pocket boroughs such as Kollam city and rural pockets across the State.

The BJP’s election engineering stood out in Thiruvananthapuram, despite a lower vote share
compared to the Left Front. The Left ascribed it to an unholy alliance between the Congress and
the BJP. While the BJP made considerable gains across urban local bodies, it would have to figure
out the reasons for its poor show in Thrissur, from where its first Lok Sabha member from Kerala
was elected just a year ago. The party also forfeited some of its grama panchayats, but won fresh
ones. The task for the Left, which uniquely recorded consecutive terms in the State Assembly, was
to spur growth in the face of an increasingly parochial Centre whilst retaining its welfarist core.
But its campaign was largely defensive, focusing on sundry issues. The UDF, more than the BJP,
benefited from the Left’s lapses.

PROMISE AND DELIVERY

The results of Telangana’s recent rural local body (RLB) polls, covering elections to gram
panchayats for sarpanches and ward members, should not come as a surprise. Congress-backed
candidates secured a clear majority of the seats, crossing the 50% mark. This outcome is in
keeping with a longer political tradition in the State — and earlier in undivided Andhra Pradesh
— where the ruling party has generally done well in rural local body elections. This pattern stands
in contrast to States such as Kerala, where RLB polls are more competitive and less tilted towards
the incumbent. There are several reasons for this pattern in Telangana. Chiefly, the linkage
between State-led rural welfare delivery and local bodies, combined with the alignment of rural
elites with the party in power — in this case, the first Congress government of the State led by
first-time Chief Minister A. Revanth Reddy. While RLB elections are, in theory, non-partisan,
political parties have always backed candidates, and provided campaign resources, making these
contests de facto party elections.

In Telangana’s case, local body polls were held for the first time in 2019 after the State’s creation
in 2014. The TRS bagged over 7,000 gram panchayats, with the Congress a distant second (about
2,700 seats). The outcome underlined the extent to which the incumbent party had consolidated
rural political power through welfare delivery. Against this backdrop, the present outcome
suggests that some of the Congress’s poll promises have begun to find resonance. Chief among
them is the Rythu Bharosa scheme, which provides an annual direct cash benefit of 12,000 per
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acre for land under cultivation, along with an equivalent annual assistance for landless
agricultural households. This working capital support builds on the Rythu Bandhu scheme of the
BRS, which had offered 310,000 annually, but limited it to landowners. The elections were also
held against the backdrop of the non-implementation of 42% reservation for Backward Classes
(BC) in local bodies, passed by the State Legislature following the 2024 caste survey but stalled by
a High Court order. While the case did not dominate campaign discourse, most parties including
the Congress fielded a higher number of BC candidates, signalling an attempt at greater social
representation. This, along with some progress on government recruitment, appears to have
buttressed the incumbent. It may be a stretch to call the RLB verdict a referendum on a two-year-
old government. But to ignore its political message would be foolhardy, particularly for the
principal Opposition, the BRS, which continues to search for a durable rural counter-narrative.

WHY ARE OBC LISTS IN BENGAL BEING SCRUTINISED?

The story so far:

The National Commission for Backward Classes (NCBC) has recommended the exclusion of 35
communities, mostly Muslim, from West Bengal’s Central list of Other Backward Classes (OBCs).
This information was revealed in the winter session of Parliament this year by the Ministry of
Social Justice and Empowerment, which added that this advice was tendered by the Commission
in January this year. This has come just months before West Bengal is set to vote in its next
Assembly election in 2026. Moreover, the Supreme Court is in the middle of hearing pleas related
to the manner in which certain communities were added to the State’s OBC lists. It remains to be
seen if the Union government will initiate steps to act on the Commission’s recommendation.

Which communities have been excluded?

Officials of the NCBC have told The Hindu that the communities recommended by it for exclusion
are part of a batch of communities that were added to the Central OBC list of West Bengal in 2014,
just ahead of the Lok Sabha elections that year. “These are part of the Muslim communities that
were added suspiciously. Maybe one or two of the communities recommended for exclusion are
non-Muslim,” said Hansraj Gangaram Ahir, under whose chairmanship the recommendation was
made.

The batch of communities the NCBC is referring to is a set of 37 communities that were added to
West Bengal’s Central OBC list in early 2014, based on its own 2011 recommendation. The State
Commission for Backward Classes had, in November 2010, studied 46 castes and communities,
concluding that they qualify as socially and educationally backward classes who are under-
represented in services. These groups were added to the State OBC list.

By 2011, the request from West Bengal to include these communities in the Central OBC list was
examined by the erstwhile National Commission for Backward Classes, headed by Justice M. N.
Rao. This NCBC recommended that 37 of these communities be included in the Central OBC list.
35 of them were Muslim communities that were thought to have converted from “lower Hindu
castes”. Most of the members of these communities worked as manual labourers, rickshaw pullers,
bidi rollers, barbers, agricultural labourers, tailors, etc. The only non-Muslim groups were the
Devanga and Gangot communities.
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Why were they included initially?

At the time of recommending the inclusion of these communities in the Central OBC list of West
Bengal, the erstwhile NCBC relied wholly on the findings of the State Commission for Backward
Classes, based on which the State had also included them in the State OBC lists.

In discussing each of the communities’ justification for inclusion, the Commission, at the time,
concluded that they were all socially backward in terms of how they were treated in society,
educationally backward in terms of school admissions and drop-out rates, and economically
backwards in terms of being landless, or working menial jobs, or being stuck to specific
caste/community professions. In nearly all of the cases, the commission mentioned their lack of
representation in the services. With regard to some of the Muslim communities, the NCBC said
that their professions, such as barbers, were historically associated with being performed by
“lower castes” and hence, these communities faced discrimination from both Muslims and Hindus
in society, which was leading to their social, educational, and economic backwardness. Similarly,
the Commission noted in some cases that the communities’ Hindu counterparts in other States
had already been classified as OBCs or, in some cases, Scheduled Castes (SCs). And in some other
cases, the Commission said the communities were treated “like Scheduled Castes” in their new
faith of Islam, with evidence of them being asked to hold Namaz separately.

The NCBC’s recommendations to include these communities happened in the backdrop of
government-commissioned reports such as the Sachar Committee Report of 2006 and the
Ranganath Mishra Committee Report of 2007, which had looked at the marginalisation of Muslims
in India and the socio-educational and economic status of historically Dalit communities that had
converted to Islam or Christianity, respectively.

The Sachar Committee Report had compared the marginalisation of Muslims in India to that of the
SC communities, whereas the Ranganath Mishra Committee had studied them as Dalit Muslims
and Dalit Christians, concluding that Dalit communities continued to face a caste barrier post
conversion of faith, advocating de-linking the SC classification from a religion test.

Why are they now being excluded?

Now, nearly 15 years after the NCBC made these recommendations, the Commission, under the
chairmanship of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader Hansraj Gangaram Ahir, has changed its
reasoning and asked that they be removed from the Central OBC list. This recommendation is a
culmination of the efforts Mr. Ahir has made since he took charge of the Commission in 2022.

In February 2023, before Mr. Ahir had a Vice-Chair or any Members on his Commission, the NCBC
undertook a study visit to West Bengal and began scrutinising the OBC list. Weeks after this study
visit, Mr. Ahir told a press conference in New Delhi that there was “something wrong” with the
State’s OBC lists, raising suspicion over the “high number of Muslim communities” in them. That
year, the NCBC had also begun taking note of the Muslim communities in the OBC list of Karnataka.

This information was soon used by the BJP in its political rhetoric, accusing the Opposition of
Muslim-appeasement at the cost of other communities in the run-up to the 2024 Lok Sabha
elections. By May 2024, the Calcutta High Court had struck down the inclusion of a large number
of communities from the OBC lists, largely Muslim. In that judgment, the High Court had concluded
that religion had been the “sole criterion for declaring these communities as OBC”. It had found
the “selection of 77 classes of Muslims as backwards an affront to the Muslim community as a
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whole”. The High Court judgment had impacted five lakh OBC certificates issued in the State since
2010.

But with the Supreme Court also hearing the matter, it stayed the High Court’s order. However,
the NCBC proceeded with its scrutiny of the State’s Central OBC list, arguing that many of the State
OBC communities found suspicious were common with a batch of communities added to the
Central list in 2014. By January 2025, the NCBC, led by Mr. Ahir, recommended that 35 of the 37
communities added in 2014 be excluded from the Central OBC list of West Bengal. In December
this year, he finished his tenure as NCBC Chair.

How had the erstwhile NCBC responded?

The issue now raised by the NCBC — of whether certain OBC classifications were made based on
religion over backwardness — had been placed before the erstwhile Commission in 2011 as well.
At the time of recommending the inclusion in 2011, the NCBC had first considered objections that
this was a political request intended to benefit only Muslims.

In the first few pages of its advice, the Commission dismissed these objections raised by advocate
Kartik Chandra Kapas, also then Eastern Zone Chairman of the National Union for Backward
Classes, SC, ST, and Minorities. It had said at the time that these allegations were being made for
publicity, adding, “We do not find any political angle in the action of the State government.”

The NCBC had further made it a point to stress that these communities had been found socially
and educationally backwards with very little representation in the services by the State
Commission, and that this conclusion had been accepted by the State government as well. It had
thus concluded that the NCBC “cannot take up an independent survey” to determine communities’
backwardness because such an inquiry had already been conducted.

In the advice it tendered to the Central government at the time, the NCBC relied on the conclusions
of the State Commission for Backward Classes. While in the case of the Devanga and Gangot
communities, the NCBC advice mentioned their numbers in the population, school drop-out rates,
income, etc., for most of the other communities, its advice referred to their backwardness without
providing data for these socio-economic indicators.

While hearing this matter in December 2024, the Supreme Court of India had asked the State
government for quantifiable data to show these communities’ backwardness, in terms of lack of
representation in public employment, and on social and economic backwardness.

What next?

While the NCBC recommendation has been sent to the Ministry of Social Justice and
Empowerment, no decision appears to have been taken by the Union government on whether to
move ahead with amending the OBC lists. Sources have told The Hindu that the NCBC, under the
chairmanship of Mr. Ahir, has sent advice on inclusion and exclusion in the OBC lists of eight other
States to the Ministry. But hereon, unlike in 2014, the procedure now requires that any changes
to Central OBC lists be brought through Parliament for notification by the President of India.

This is owing to the Constitution (102nd) Amendment Act, brought in by the first Narendra Modi-
led government in 2018, which gave constitutional status to the NCBC and specified the role of
Parliament and the President in identifying socially and educationally backward classes. In 2014,
the law on identifying OBCs gave the executive power to notify lists based on the NCBC's
recommendation.
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WANTED SONS, UNWANTED DAUGHTERS

Couples don’t talk about preferring a son openly like they used to, but they still do, behind closed

doors. Behind closed doors, lakhs of women of childbearing age spend hours on the Internet trying
to gauge the sex of their child. One such woman, who is 18 weeks pregnant, comments on a video
of an influencer talking about ‘signs’ of a male foetus. “If you feel lazy, it's a baby boy;” “If your
partner is not gaining weight, it's a baby boy,” the influencer says. The woman writes in the
comment section in Hindi, “Ma’am, I have the same symptoms. I already have a daughter. Please
pray for a baby boy.”

In January 2025, the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare wrote to States and Union Territories
drawing attention to the growing problem of online promotion of sex determination. It asked
them to list URLs on e-commerce and social networking websites that promote the practice.

The Ministry is responsible for the implementation of the Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal
Diagnostic Techniques (Prohibition of Sex Selection) Act, 1994.

The video of the same influencer demonstrating so-called signs for baby boys is on the Delhi
Health Department’s list of 45 website links submitted to the Ministry. Made by a woman who
shares tips for pregnant women, this video is among her most-watched, with over 14 lakh views.

Doctors and other health professionals say that videos on sex determination are non-scientific.
They can be health and safety hazards, leading families to terminate pregnancies through illegal
means, which can be dangerous for the woman.

In 2020, the United Nations Population Fund, the UN’s sexual and reproductive health agency,
released a report that found that India accounted for 45.8 million of the world’s 142.6 million
“missing females”.

Lakhs of views online

Of the Delhi government’s list of 45 such website links, five are links to books on Amazon, two are
websites, and the remaining 38 are YouTube videos made by influencers, religious or spiritual
leaders, and some even by people claiming to be medical doctors. Religious leaders ask people to
chant certain mantras “to conceive a male child”. Some of the videos are no longer available.

An influencer who shares videos on health and lifestyle makes a video zooming into an ultrasound
report, garnering 12 lakh views. A radiologist’s video on gender identification has 1.7 lakh views.
A fertility specialist talks about how the position of the placenta in the uterus can determine the
gender of the foetus, garnering 32 lakh views. Another gender prediction video made by a
pregnant woman, based on ‘signs’ such as whether the mother’s foot size has increased, and
whether she’s craving sugar, received over 15 lakh views. One book on this list is on Kindle’s
education section.

A senior Delhi Health Department official says the Centre is taking steps to remove the website
links. “The problem is that the minute we take down one link, another one comes up almost
immediately. When we write to platforms or social media sites, they wash their hands of and say
that it is the responsibility of the content creator or author.”

Google and Amazon both say they will review the links to check if the content has violated their
guidelines. Neither got back to The Hindu even a week after with any additional information.
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Perpetuating a harmful mindset

Rizwan Parvez, a coordinator at Girls Count, a national coalition of 300 organisations working to
address skewed sex ratios, says, “These videos with lakhs of views are mostly watched by
individuals and families who prefer sons. While some might watch it out of curiosity, other
viewers might even attempt to terminate a pregnancy using home methods, and this poses serious
health risks.”

He adds that while most of the content is based on myths and is unscientific, they normalise having
such conversations online. “Such content reinforces the son preference and daughter
unwantedness, and perpetuates the mindset that it is normal to determine the sex of the foetus.”
He added that such videos clearly violate provisions of the PC&PNDT Act.

Section 3A of the Act prohibits any person from conducting or aiding in conducting sex selection,
while Section 22 prohibits any sort of advertisement related to pre-natal sex determination, under
which imprisonment can range from 5 to 10 years. In its letter to States about online violations,
the Ministry cited these two sections of the act, along with relevant sections of the Information
Technology Act, 2000.

According to the Sample Registration System (SRS) data released by the government, India’s
overall sex ratio at birth (female per 1,000 male) has improved in five years, from 904 in 2019 to
917 in 2023. But SRS, which is conducted among 22 states and UTs, shows that the sex ratio has
dropped in these years in Madhya Pradesh, from 925 to 917. West Bengal's sex ratio declined from
941 to 931 in the same years. Meanwhile, in Delhi, the ‘Annual Report on Registration of Births
and Deaths in Delhi 2024’ shows that the city’s sex ratio has been falling consistently since 2020,
when it reached its highest level of 933 females per 1,000 males. It dipped to 932 in 2021, 929 in
2022, and further to 922 in 2023.

Niharika Tripathi, an academic whose research is on gender and population, says that such
mindsets die hard. “Earlier, there were myths that said that if you conceive on a particular date,
you will have a male child, or that if your skin is glowing, it will be a girl.”

“It is unfortunate that people are falling prey to such content because of social pressures. This
does not take place in a vacuum. While the mother might be engaging with the content, the
husband, in-laws, and extended family play a role in convincing her that she should have a male
child.”

Faint glimmers of hope

The fight to take down Internet advertisements promoting sex-determination, began in 2008
when Dr. Sabu Mathew George, a social activist, filed a petition to block websites that promote sex
selection. Along with the government, Google India, Yahoo India, and Microsoft Corporation
(India) Pvt. Ltd. were respondents in the case.

In 2017, the Bench headed by then Chief Justice of India Dipak Misra observed that the tech giants
were not honouring Indian law by allowing such advertisements. It ordered the constitution of a
nodal agency specifically for Section 22 of the Act, the screening of warning messages if content
related to sex determination is displayed. It further ordered auto-blocking of certain keywords.
The PC and PNDT Nodal Agency was established under the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare
in February 2017.
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While Section 22 of the PC&PNDT Act states that no person or organisation with technology
capable of understanding the sex of the foetus shall issue, publish, distribute, or communicate in
any form, including the internet, Girls Count has written to the Ministry suggesting amendments,
in order to make the legal framework more robust. It has sought to include “sex prediction through
digital platforms, whether scientifically or otherwise, for commercial or non-commercial
purposes”.

In the comment sections of videos, many people say that they are praying for a baby boy. But there
are also a few users who counter them. One comment says, “Whatever the gender is, stay blessed
with a healthy baby.” Some also throw light on the fact that it is illegal.

In Pushpa’s family, one of her daughters pushes back. “My eldest daughter fights back if I say
anything about a son. In my time, I did not have the option to fight this mentality, but now things
are changing slowly.”

WHY INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE IS AN UNDER-RECOGNISED PUBLIC HEALTH CRISIS

A recent Lancet analysis now describes intimate partner violence as a global, yet under-
recognised, public health failure. Drawing on data from the Global Burden of Disease Study 2023,
the paper identifies intimate partner violence as a significant and measurable contributor to a
wide range of health outcomes, including post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and anxiety,
suicide, chronic pain, cardiovascular disease, gastrointestinal disorders, substance use, sexually
transmitted infections, and adverse reproductive outcomes.

For women of reproductive age in South Asia, the analysis finds that intimate partner violence is
a greater risk factor for poor health than high fasting plasma glucose, obesity, smoking, or alcohol
use — placing violence among the leading drivers of disability and chronic illness.

This enables a crucial paradigm shift. Domestic violence is no longer a social issue but a risk factor
that impacts health. Intimate partner violence is an insidious exposure that accumulates over
years, shaping mental illness, non-communicable disease, and long-term disability rather than
presenting as a single, identifiable event. This reframing also helps explain why violence so often
remains invisible within the health system — even to the women living through it.

Studies show that women come to outpatient departments repeatedly with non-specific
complaints that do not resolve — chronic pain, tiredness, inability to sleep etc. — but medical
students are not taught to look for everyday violence. As a result doctors are often unprepared for
what they encounter in real-world settings: women may arrive at emergency departments after
being beaten, accompanied by husbands or in-laws who answer questions on their behalf. Junior
doctors may sense something is wrong but lack the training to ask safely, document accurately, or
refer appropriately.

Invisible group

The much larger, invisible group, she explains, are women who continue to live with their partners
and do not want to file complaints or leave home. “They come with diabetes, hypertension,
anxiety, and chronic pain. And we don’t recognise what we are seeing.” Intimate partner violence
remains poorly understood within medicine because it sits at the uneasy intersection of
healthcare, social services, and law enforcement, Dr. Nancy adds.

Even when violence is suspected however, care pathways frequently collapse.
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Referrals to psychiatry or other mental health services are often resisted by families or blocked
altogether. The physicians, who are the only people the women have safe access to, receive little
training in even basic mental healthcare, let alone trauma-informed care. “So the woman remains
treated symptom by symptom, while the cause remains untouched,” says Dr. Nancy.

For Dr. Nancy, this is why reframing intimate partner violence as a public health and chronic
disease issue matters. It shifts the focus away from isolated incidents and moral judgment, toward
recognising the long-term disability and preventable illnesses it causes. Without that shift, she
argues, the health system will continue to manage diabetes, heart disease, anxiety, and depression
— while remaining blind to the violence that fuels them.

Last month, at the Sree Uthradom Thirunal Academy of Medical Sciences in Thiruvananthapuram,
a panel discussion brought doctors together to talk about intimate partner violence.

The discussion did not frame violence in the language of chronic disease or disability. But its
significance lay elsewhere: in the acknowledgement that domestic violence is not external to
healthcare.

The conversation was a nod toward to shift that is now happening: moving intimate partner
violence out of the margins of emergency care and social work, and into the core of how medicine
understands illness, risk, and long-term health.

THE FUTURE OF GOVERNANCE IN POST-MAOIST INDIA

A key element missing in the dominant discourse around the evolution and growth of the Maoist
movement is governance. An overwhelming volume of empirical literature accounts the rapid
growth of the Maoist movement in the 1990s and early 2000s to underdevelopment, and
structural socio-economic issues. This is evident from the scores of official, non-official and
scholarly articles which have attempted to study the “root causes” for insurgency in central and
eastern India (popularly called the Red Corridor). These articles have argued for an accelerated
development push to address the acute material needs of an impoverished population which
includes many vulnerable tribes. As a result of these articulations, the Indian state has been
relying on a “two-pronged” approach (combining security and development) to counter the
Maoist threat.

This does not mean other factors such as governance, justice redressal and other issues have been
completely neglected in the official discourse. On several occasions, policy makers and official
reports have sought to bring attention to creating good governance frameworks and quicker
justice redressal mechanisms to address the long-standing grievances of the affected population.
But there has been little effort to understand the governance challenges that intensified the Maoist
insurgency in different cycles.

Unpacking challenges of governance

While the Maoist insurgency has evolved in different phases since the Naxalbari uprising (1967),
the movement in its current avatar has largely been concentrated around the Fifth Schedule areas
of central and eastern India — States with substantial tribal populations.

The Fifth Schedule was conceptualised and offered as a new social contract to the adivasis in these
regions, by the framers of the Constitution, taking into account the special needs of the population.
The Schedule provided a legal framework and instrumentality for governance of these tribal
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homelands. It offered special provisions such as the Tribal Advisory Council with three-fourth of
members from the adivasi population and a special financial provision via the tribal sub-plan.
Further, the Governor of each State was given discretionary powers to oversee the enforcement
of these provisions, particularly with respect to checking land alienation.

However, extensive provisions notwithstanding, the local populations were subjected to the
severest forms of discrimination and exploitation in everyday life. As recorded in the Planning
Commission’s Expert Committee Report (2008), a vast region with abundant natural resources
was reduced to penury due to state neglect and poor governance. That these special provisions
were of little use is evident from tribal populations’ persistently low social and economic status
compared to other social groups. The Oxford University Multidimensional Poverty Index in 2010
ranked the region worse than Sub-Saharan Africa. Yet, for tribal populations, the far bigger
challenge was how to exercise their rights over the land and forests. Despite legal safeguards and
constitutional protection against arbitrary land acquisition, millions of them were dispossessed
to penury. In his seminal study, writer Walter Fernades found that “more tribals have lost their
land since the commencement of economic liberalisation than any time in the post-independent
history”.

Thus, while the Constitution makersimagined a new lease of life for the adivasis under the Fifth
Schedule, successive governments failed to bring up appropriate governance structures to
transform this lofty vision into reality. The same colonial structures and administrative forms,
rules of business, and justice system were retained for Scheduled Areas, which made tribal groups,
with very low literacy, barely able to understand these rules and the modern justice system.

A lack of representation

What deepened the alienation was the complete absence of locals in the administrative units
implementing provisions enumerated in the Fifth Schedule. B.D. Sharma, the then commissioner
of the Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes Commission, succinctly put that “the personnel who are
overwhelmingly outsiders carried their attitudes, bias and lived experiences while performing
day to day tasks”. Importantly, apex bodies such as a separate Ministry of Tribal Welfare, and the
National Commission for Scheduled Tribes created to oversee the execution of special provisions
for the tribal population, as vividly observed by the Mungekar Committee (2009), did very little
to stop the exploitation.

Moreover, while the Governors are constitutionally assigned to protect the interests of adivasis in
Schedule areas, not a single Governor has acted since Independence in these regions. These
institutions have been further handicapped by weak and ineffective service delivery institutions
such as health, education, revenue, police, and the judiciary.

The lone exception was the Panchayat Extension to Schedule Areas Act (PESA), 1996. PESA was
enacted to address adivasi underrepresentation and alienation in the form of “self-governance”.
These democratic forums were envisioned to create space for adivasis to take their own decisions
on welfare issues, land, natural resources, livelihood and preservation of culture and their way of
life. While PESA made some substantial changes by improving political representation at the
lower level of governance, key provisions were routinely violated. The Expert Committee Report
(2008) found flagrant violations of PESA by the appointed officials. One of the most abused
provisions has been with regards to land acquisition.

To sum up, governance maladies and relatively low political priority accorded to the Fifth
Schedule in many ways created a fertile ground for the Maoist leadership to mobilise the
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aggrieved adivasi population against the Indian state. The growing governance deficits which
directly impacted development, welfare functions and mitigation of local grievances created an
opportunity for the Maoists to spread their ideologies of a people’s government (Janatan Sarkar).
There is a rich body of evidence that indisputably credits tribal frustrations, anger and low trust
in governance institutions as the reasons that drove many adivasis to support Maoist ideology and
revolutionary missions. Many relied on the Maoist movement as some sort of instrument to get
justice from state agencies such as the police, forest and revenue departments (which they often
viewed as corrupt and oppressive). For instance, the entire Dandakaranya region largely
characterised by extreme underdevelopment and poor governance was easily captured by the
underground Maoists in the 1990s with the promise of providing ownership to adivasis over
lands, and the forest (under the broad slogan of Jal, Jungle and Zameen). Persistent governance
and development deficits created a space for Maoists to run parallel governments (offering critical
services such as paramedics, schools, food rations and speedy justice through kangaroo courts) in
many of their strongholds.

Need for a new imagination

Going forward, India must pay close attention to governance paradoxes that continue to plague
most regions under the Fifth Schedule. In recent years, there has been visible improvement in key
service functions, particularly with respect to welfare schemes and critical infrastructure (roads,
electricity, telecom) in Maoist affected regions. Both the Centre and affected States have found
ways to improve service delivery functions via digital technology and cash transfer. However,
critical service delivery institutions such as justice, health, education, policing, and revenue
functions remain thin and unsatisfactory. Persistent structural bottlenecks (under-representation
of locals) in the existing governance system have a significant bearing in their effectiveness.

On the other side, crucial rights-based legislations like the Forest Rights Act (FRA) and PESA need
greater political push from the Centre as well affected States. The FRA which remains a key legal
tool to protect the rights of adivasis and forest dwellers to access forest resources for their
sustenance is batting for its survival today. While many core provisions have been violated by
state institutions, there have also been amendments and judicial interventions in recent years
which have diluted its original mandate and effectiveness. In addition, the enactment and
expansion of the Compensatory Afforestation Fund (CAF) Act, 2016 has grossly diluted legal
safeguards, apart from affecting the livelihoods of forest dwellers in India. Similarly, PESA despite
initial promises faces growing resistance from the States concerned. Under pressure to unlock
huge mineral deposits, most State governments in Fifth Schedule Areas have undermined the
powers granted to Gram Sabhas under PESA, particularly on the issues of granting consent for
mining/land acquisition. Incidentally, the most widespread violations of PESA has been in the
most Maoist-affected State of Chhattisgarh.

Thus, going forward priorities must include the reversal of political and administrative under-
representation of adivasis. While there are mandatory quotas at the local levels, considering these
self-governing bodies lack real autonomy and financial power, representation remains largely
performatory. The permanent bureaucracy (overwhelmingly non-tribal) still calls the shots. Given
the persistent alienation and trust deficits among the local population, the post-Maoist Fifth
Schedule Areas governance vision can benefit by borrowing some feathers from the Sixth
Schedule Areas which are governed by Autonomous Districts/Zonal Councils. In short, post-
Maoist India needs a new governance charter.
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STEPPING STONE

Nuclear power contributed only around 3% of the electricity generated in India in 2024-25. The
government has set a target to install 100 GW of nuclear capacity by 2047, including from at least
five indigenous small modular reactors by 2033. In this picture, the SHANTI Bill proposes to
change who can legally build and operate civil nuclear facilities. By allowing the Centre to permit
nuclear energy activities through licences to government entities, joint ventures and “any other
company” (subject to conditions), SHANTI indicates that the intended new class of operators is
domestic private capital rather than foreign plant owners. India being able to meet its 100 GW
target will indeed require large capital mobilisation, and allowing licensed non-government
entities expands the roster of entities that can share the construction risk. SHANTI also seeks to
keep the most sensitive fuel cycles in state control while holding room for private participation in
plant delivery and parts of the supply chain, reducing scope of commercial entry to those
segments most relevant to scale power generation and keeping functions sensitive to nuclear
proliferation with the state. The Bill could also mitigate the legal ambiguity new entrants face by
putting safety, enforcement and dispute resolution and the terms of participation in the same
statute. This could also reduce transaction costs for developers and shrink site approval and
commissioning timelines.

However, the Bill’s liability and governance provisions warrant caution. The maximum operator
liability for a nuclear incident is 3,000 crore. The Centre is liable for nuclear damage beyond the
operator’s cap and can also assume full liability for a non-government installation if in the public
interest. These choices make investment risk easier to price but also ask whether the capped
operator amount is adequate for victims and for environmental remediation. Second, SHANTI
requires operators to maintain insurance or other financial security, but exempts the Centre’s
nuclear installations, rendering clear public accounting very important. It also allows operator
recourse only when expressly provided in a written contract or when an incident is due to an act
or an omission with the intent to cause nuclear damage. This makes supplier accountability
depend largely on what the operator secures by contract, which means how much recourse the
operator has against suppliers can vary across projects. Finally, India’s nuclear governance needs
to address its regulator’s independence. While SHANTI creates a statutory framework, it also vests
significant influence in appointments with the Centre and the Atomic Energy Commission. This is
still not conducive to increasing public trust and may also deter investor confidence.

Do You Know:

— India’s current nuclear energy model is based on the state-centric framework under the Atomic
Energy Act, 1962. The Act confers the central government the exclusive authority over all nuclear
activities in India, and leaves no scope for private investment.

— India enacted The Atomic Energy Act, 1962 after repealing the Atomic Energy Act, 1948. Since
then, the Act has been amended four times, with the latest amendment being in 2015. However,
the sector was confined to the Central government.

— In 2010, the Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage Act, 2010 was enacted to provide for civil
liability for nuclear damage and prompt compensation to the victims of a nuclear incident through
a no-fault liability regime.
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— In India, nuclear energy accounts for only 3 per cent of the overall power generation today. The
country has set a short-term goal to increase its nuclear power capacity to 22.5 GW by 2032, and
along-term target to reach 100 GW by 2047.

INSIDE THE DHRUV64 MICROPROCESSOR

The story so far:

On December 15, the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MEITY) announced the
launch of DHRUV64, an indigenous microprocessor that it said would strengthen the national
indigenous processor pipeline. Its purported applications span the breadth of electronics to
industrial automation.

What is DHRUV64?

The DHRUV64 chip is a fully indigenous microprocessor developed by the Centre for Development
of Advanced Computing (C-DAC) under MEITY’s Microprocessor Development Programme.

The microprocessor is a general-purpose ‘brain’ for electronics — a 64-bit, dual-core processor
that runs at 1 GHz. These specifications could mean the processor is fast enough to run operating
systems while also being efficient enough for embedded deployment.

India is a major market for processors yet continues to depend on imported designs and supply
chains. To this end the Indian government has pitched for a “homegrown processor technology”.
Such processors sit at the base of everything from telecom networks to industrial control. So
whoever controls their design, toolchain, and update pathways will also control security
assumptions and resilience during export controls or supply shocks.

What do DHRUV64’s specs mean?

DHRUV64 is not a chip meant only for simple sensing or appliance logic. In general, 64-bit designs
are used when users want modern operating systems and contemporary software.

The specified performance is low compared to top-tier consumer standards. Today’s state-of-the-
art smartphone and laptop processors tend to combine many more CPU cores with higher peak
clock speeds. They also include specialised blocks like Graphic Processing Units (GPUs), which can
efficiently handle machine-learning workloads.

This said, a lot of contemporary computing in the modern economy doesn’t demand topline CPUs.
These applications include base station subsystems in telecommunications, industrial controllers,
routers, and many automotive modules. They prize reliability and better hardware-software
integration. At the same time, as the technology publication The Register wrote, “Those are fields
in which established chipmakers already offer mature products, and accompanying software and
hardware development ecosystems. Even the most patriotic Indian electronics manufacturer
would surely find it hard to put the DHRUV64 at the top of their bill of materials shopping list.
India therefore has plenty left to do if DHRUV64 is going to win customers.”

What processors is India working on?

According to MEITY, DHRUV64 is part of India’s ecosystem of processors, including SHAKTI from
[IT-Madras, AJIT from IIT-Bombay, VIKRAM from the ISRO-Semiconductor Lab, and THEJAS64
from C-DAC (2025). The needs these processors address include strategic operations, control
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systems in factories, spaceflight systems, and industrial automation. MEITY has also pitched
DHRUV64 as a platform on which startups, academia, and industry can build and test products on,
“without relying on foreign processors”, and can develop prototypes for new system architectures
at lower cost. This is commendable because all processors everywhere, from the Intel Core series
to the Espressif processors in DIY electronics, only succeed when they have an ecosystem around
them.

What is DIR-V?

RISC-V (pronounced “risk five”) is a set of basic instructions that a processor understands. A
processor is like a cook who can only make the dishes written down in a recipe book. This book is

» o«

the instruction set: it lists commands like “add two numbers”, “move data from memory”,

“compare two values”, “jump to another step in a program”, etc.

RISC-V is an open instruction set, which means its core rules are publicly available and anyone
can design a chip that follows them without paying a licence fee for the instruction set itself. This
is different from instruction sets that are controlled by a company and licensed to others. There
the chip designers will need to purchase licences, sign contracts, etc. This is why governments and
research groups sometimes prefer RISC-V.

RISC-V is also modular: designers can start with a small, standard core, then add extra features
like faster arithmetics or security features depending on what the chip is meant for. Put
differently, different chips can speak the same base language while still being fine-tuned for
different tasks. DHRUV64 is tied to the Digital India RISC-V (DIR-V) programme, which aims to
build a portfolio of RISC-V-based microprocessors for industry, military, and consumer
technologies. THEJAS32 was the first India-designed chip DIR-V chip to be fabricated (in Malaysia)
and THE]JAS64 was the second, made at SCL Mohali. DHRUV64 is the third on this list. However,
MEITY hasn’t said where DHRUV64 was fabricated, which leaves doubts about the supply chain.

What is not known about DHRUV64?

MEITY’s announcement of DHRUV64 is thin on the engineering information required to judge the
chip’s readiness. There are five issues in particular.

First, the claim about the chip’s performance hasn’t been contextualised in measurable terms. The
headline specs, that is, 1 GHz, 64-bit, dual-core, are not accompanied by benchmarks, details of
the memory subsystem (for example, cache sizes and memory controller features), input/output
capabilities, and the performance per watt. The MEITY statement also says the design includes
“modern architectural features” and “enhanced multitasking capability” but doesn’t specify what
they entail.

Second, the statement claims the processor’s “modern fabrication leverages technologies used for
high-performance chips” but doesn’t specify the foundry, packaging, yields or reliability targets.
Applications in the telecommunications and automotive sectors require these details because
they’re used to determine the chip’s lifecycle availability and failure rates.

Third, MEITY'’s claim that the chip is “fully indigenous” is ambiguous. The note highlights RISC-V’s
open architecture and “no licence costs”. However “indigenous” can also mean an indigenous
instruction set, indigenous core microarchitecture, indigenous system-on-chip integration,
indigenous toolchain, indigenous fabrication or indigenous ownership of critical IP blocks.
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Fourth, the announcement doesn’t address questions relevant to an Original Equipment
Manufacturer (OEM), for example, when developer boards will ship, which operating systems are
supported, what security features and audit mechanisms the chip has, and whether the
government plans to use them in anchor scenarios (where by using them it will reduce the risks
associated with adoption).

Fifth, the development roadmap is not clear. The statement says C-DAC’s next indigenous chip will
be ‘DHANUSH’ and ‘DHANUSH+’; they appear to currently be in the engineering or design stage.

The MEITY statement indicated DHANUSH will be a 1.2-GHz quad-core processor and that
DHANUSH+ will be a 2-GHz quad-core processor. One 2023 C-DAC document also reported that
DHANUSH will have a process node — a figure denoting the transistors’ size — of 28 nm. The
Register reported that DHANUSH+’s would be 14 or 16 nm.

What comes next?

India has been focusing on schemes to widen talent and the scope for start-ups. The ‘Chips to
Startup’ programme, with an outlay of X250 crore over five years; the Design Linked Incentive
scheme; and the INUP-i2i initiative are intended to improve access to nanofabrication facilities
and training. As of 2025, the India Semiconductor Mission has also approved 10 projects in six
States with investments of 31.6 lakh crore.

Against this backdrop, the government’s plan for DHRUV64 seems to be a move towards system-
on-chip families, more reference designs, better software support, and sufficient manufacturing
and testing capacity for domestic products. The end goal is for Indian consumers to choose an
Indian chip without assuming unacceptable costs or risk.

Al MUST PAY

The rapid strides being made by LLMs in terms of quality, depth of information and sophistication
of reasoning, are fuelled by two major factors. The first is iterative advancements in applied
machine learning techniques, which continuously improve the performance of LLMs. The second
is growing access to text, data and multimedia used in training these models. Al firms have argued
that information on the Internet should be freely usable for such training, even if reproduction
and similar acts of syndication by any non-Al entity would be subject to a licence fee and consent
by the content producer. This has led to a fierce debate that pits the interests of Al hyperscalers
and developers against content producers (news, entertainment and book publishing, to name a
few). In this light, the Department for Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade’s working paper
on Al and Copyright Issues’ proposal is a welcome step towards a solution where content
providers are remunerated, without having a system that could put India’s Al ecosystem at a
disadvantage.

The paper’s solution boils down to a mandatory licensing framework, which would allow Al data
scraping tools to limitlessly scrape public information from the Internet, but would ensure that a
non-profit copyright society-like body would collect payments from Al developers on the basis of
revenue accrued to them through the benefits of training their models on Indian content
producers’ data. The reasoning is partly driven by practical shrewdness on the drafting
committee’s part, which rightly reasons that opting out of data scraping, and enforcing this when
Al developers ignore their wishes, is not practical for every content producer. The other driver is
abelief in data processing as a right for Al models, seeing as they do not usually reproduce content
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they are trained on, but synthesise fresh outputs. There are issues with how the royalty amount
would be decided — small publishers who put in effort and investment in their work may chafe
at receiving as much remuneration a piece as a big media house putting out hundreds of articles
a day. But a system for remuneration is urgent, even if flawed. Lawsuits pitting Al firms against
the publishers of the content they train models on are ongoing, and no uniform judicial thinking
has materialised on the subject. The committee correctly notes that waiting for the outcome of
any given litigation is unwise. The white paper — and a dissent by tech industry representatives
— is a promising gesture towards a collaborative framework. The government needs to support
this. A flawed system can be deliberated in the courts; the absence of one is a gift to Al firms in
their ongoing disruption of the media and net landscape.

AN ANOMALY

In a statement to Parliament, the Environment Ministry said that Punjab and Haryana had
collectively reduced “fire incidences” by 90% in 2025 compared to 2022. This is in reference to
the burning of farm stubble, a traditional shortcut to quickly shed fields of paddy remnants and
prepare them for a second crop — in this case, wheat — but that has in the last decade and a half
been linked to spikes in air pollution in October-November in Delhi and surrounding cities.

As part of steps to address this, the Centre and the State governments have been employing a
carrot-and-stick approach — fining farmers but, simultaneously, also providing subsidised farm
equipment, combined harvesters and tractors as well as incentivising them to collect stubble and
sell them to thermal plants for co-firing. There is little direct evidence to show that these measures
have reduced the contribution of stubble burning to Delhi’s post-monsoon air quality. That would
require using mass-spectrograph measures to analyse the chemical make-up of pollutants over
time and trace the weightage of stubble burning. That analysis is unavailable and so the
government has been using proxies such as counting whether the number of active fires visible
by satellites have been declining to evaluate this metric. Since 2020 there has been a decline in
fires in Punjab and Haryana, prompting the government to take credit. It turns out that this was a
pyrrhic victory. When images from a different satellite were used to compute another parameter
called ‘burnt area’ — the actual land area that had been burned — the reduction was a more
gradual 30%: from about 31,500 square kilometres in 2022 to 19,700 sq.km in 2025 (as of
November 25, this year), an independent research outfit has found. Using data from another set
of satellites called Meteosat, unambiguous evidence emerged that farm fires had shifted towards
the evening. Unlike the other satellites, which orbit the poles, this one is ‘geostationary’, meaning
it continuously looks at the same spot. The Centre has been using fire count-reduction based on
polar-satellite data, which passes through India between 10 a.m. and 1.30 p.m. Since 2022, reports
had been emerging that farmers had shifted their burning towards evening precisely to avoid
detection by these satellites. The Supreme Court of India, when apprised of this in 2024, had
expressly told Environment Ministry bodies to ascertain ‘burnt area’ to gauge stubble burning
trends. Moreover, given that satellites have different resolution powers, there is no knowing what
the true count of fires is at present. The Centre, however, has still not made year-wise burnt-area
estimates public. Being disingenuous with data will only accelerate the erosion of public
confidence in the government’s claim on tackling air pollution. The Centre must immediately
move to address this.
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ARE METHANE EMISSIONS IN INDIA BEING MISSED?

What fuels landfill fires and is 84 times more potent than carbon dioxide over a 20-year period?
The answer is methane. While it is an excellent fuel for kitchen stoves, CNG vehicles, and power
plants, it is also busy burning the planet. Methane is generated naturally by decomposing organic
matter. The same prehistoric processes that created natural gas reserves are now at work within
landfills. Managing methane means not just cleaner cities but also a significant step toward our
climate ambitions.

Around 15% of India's methane emissions are from the waste sector. Unlike the agriculture or
energy sectors, which require complex, long-term reforms, waste management offers immediate
gains through targeted action. Crucially, the policy frameworks and incentives are already in place
through national programmes such as the Swachh Bharat Mission.

Targeted action is only possible if we know exactly where the hotspots are, but tracking an
invisible gas is difficult. Historically, we have relied on models that estimate emissions by tracking
incoming waste volumes and applying baseline assumptions. However, this approach depends on
accurate, recurring data, which is often scarce in developing countries. Because such data are
aggregated at the regional or national levels and updated infrequently, it makes pinpointing
individual sources nearly impossible.

The alternative is physical monitoring, which is even more challenging in the Indian context.
Ground-level detection requires expensive equipment, regular maintenance, and constant
oversight, making it logistically and technically difficult to scale.

As technology advances, satellites are stepping into this gap. This data broadly fall into two
categories: regional measurements that monitor methane over a few kilometers (frequent and
useful for national trends), and fine-resolution detection that can pinpoint hotspots down to a few
square meters (critical for targeted action).

Satellite data

India has already taken the first steps toward this opportunity. Last year, a paper published by
scientists from ISRO quantified anthropogenic methane emissions across the country using
satellite data that was acquired in 2023. Based on these measurements, the study identified major
dumpsites in Pirana (Ahmedabad), Deonar and Kanjurmarg (Mumbai), and a sewage outlet as
significant emitters. The National Green Tribunal took these findings further, establishing a
committee to conduct ground investigations at the flagged sites.

Over the past few years, multiple new satellite missions have emerged, such as CarbonMapper's
Tanager and the Space Research Organisation Netherlands (SRON) projects. These satellites
provide public data covering major landfills across the country, including Ghazipur and Okhla in
Delhi, Jawaharnagar in Hyderabad, and Dhapa in Kolkata. Platforms such as ClimateTRACE and
WasteMap collate this global monitoring data, combining it with baseline statistics for advanced
modeling. These newer models refine traditional calculations by integrating real-time satellite
observations and updating landfill-specific estimates to reflect reality.

Globally, satellite surveys estimate that actual landfill emissions can exceed model-based
predictions by around 1.8 times. In India, city-level comparisons are difficult due to a lack of
granular data on waste characteristics. Consequently, we must rely on State-level estimates from
2018 for sector-wise breakdowns, as newer public data have not yet been compiled. This
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discrepancy between advanced satellite observations and older State models highlights a critical
information gap: we currently cannot agree on the true scale of the numbers or the location of the
hotspots.

Differing data

Take Delhi as an example: its 2018 emissions inventory estimates 1.07 million tons of CO2
equivalent annually from the entire solid waste sector. Recent satellite observations, however,
estimate emissions from just Ghazipur and Bhalswa alone to be between 0.85 and 0.96 million
tons — almost as much as the sector's entire theoretical footprint. In Mumbai, the data offer a
different perspective. While calculations suggest that the Kanjurmarg landfill accounts for 11% of
the city’s waste emissions, an expected number given its engineered design. However, satellite
data show it to be emitting 1.05 million tons. This is almost 10 times the model’s estimate and
approximately half of the entire State’s solid waste emissions. A similar discrepancy emerges in
Ahmedabad: while Gujarat estimates 0.73 million tons for the entire sector, satellite observations
show the Pirana landfill alone emitting between 0.60 and 0.81 million tons.

These are not just numbers. They indicate potential leakages, accelerated methane generation, or
opportunities to refine our engineered systems.. Critically, these are hazards we never tackled
simply because we did not know they existed. Now, we can not only gauge the magnitude of the
problem but, in the case of large landfills, also pinpoint the exact source of the leaks, allowing for
precise, targeted solutions.

Of course, these observations come with limitations. Cloud interference and complex weather
dynamics mean that satellite data cannot fulfil its potential in isolation. Urban local bodies must
complement these findings with ground-level insights, a step that is especially critical for the
massive, unwieldy landfills of our metro cities. The real breakthrough lies in linking satellite
detection with ground-level action.

Feedback loop

When satellites detect a methane hotspot, ground teams can immediately investigate the cause —
whether it is poor waste coverage, a gas collection failure, or illegal dumping. This creates a
powerful feedback loop: space-based detection guides targeted ground interventions, while
ground data validate and improve satellite accuracy. Integrating other data sources beyond just
methane monitoring can further enhance the efficiency of this loop.

At open dumpsites such as Ghazipur, recording dumping and reclamation patterns provides
critical insight into how human activity drives methane generation. Meanwhile, at engineered
landfills such as Jawaharnagar and Kanjurmarg, infrastructure data on existing gas collection
systems can help pinpoint leaks and identify hidden hotspots. Cities such as Bengaluru, with their
advanced waste management systems, are well-positioned to integrate these datasets to increase
transparency.

To address this, we need coordinated action on three critical fronts: expanding satellite
monitoring to cover all major waste sites, establishing on-ground validation systems in metro
cities, and creating standardised data-sharing protocols between urban local bodies and oversight
agencies.

Currently, urban local bodies operate in silos, separate from the State Pollution Control Boards
that oversee them. This disconnect hinders coordinated action on methane reduction. However,
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the revised municipal waste guidelines already envision a centralised data portal for bulk waste
management, handling the wet waste that is the primary source of untreated methane. This portal
could be expanded to connect with a standardised nationwide dataset for tracking emissions.
Regional bodies such as the Commission for Air Quality Management (CAQM) in the NCR can
oversee this monitoring, while the Swachh Bharat Mission can integrate methane targets, aligning
them with other central schemes.

This integrated approach delivers multiple co-benefits that make the investment worthwhile.
Methane’s potential as a fuel is already recognised in policy. Just recently, Indore has utilised the
Gobardhan scheme to set up a Bio-CNG plant from its waste.

This strategy creates a powerful ecosystem: satellites detect hotspots, ground teams investigate
and fix leaks, and standardised data sharing ensures insights reach decision-makers instantly.
What is needed now is coordinated implementation across these three fronts. By making data the
backbone of our waste policy, we can turn one of our biggest environmental challenges into our
smartest climate solution.

REARGUARD ACTION

The fog season has commenced in India, kickstarting the annual cycle of adversity, accidents and
chaos in northern India. The spike in particulate matter pollution after monsoon winds, and how
it lays bare the year-round unmitigated pollution — now characteristic of not only Delhi, its
surrounding capital regions and vast swathes of the Indo-Gangetic plains but, increasingly, even
Mumbai, Kolkata and mushrooming urban clusters — is well known. Fog, which results from the
fall in temperatures and an accumulation of moisture close to the ground, is also accompanied by
air quality nose-diving. The air quality index (AQI) — that anyway hovers in the danger zones of
300-400 or ‘very poor’ air — breaks through into the worst categories of ‘severe’ and ‘severe+’
(400+) triggering extended waves of panic among citizens already besieged by poor quality air.
Fog does not necessarily increase the toxicity of the air, which is anyway beyond permissible
limits, but brings in additional catastrophes from poor visibility. So far, at least 25 people have
been killed and 59 injured in fog-linked road accidents across Uttar Pradesh, with the worst
tragedy unfolding on the Yamuna Expressway in Mathura, where a multi-vehicle pile-up turned
into an inferno. Airline operations are in disarray in Delhi as 228 flights, including 131 departures
and 97 arrivals, were cancelled and hundreds delayed on Monday.

The plummeting AQI saw emergency-level restrictions, called GRAP-4, come into effect in Delhi —
it bans construction and demolition activities, pushes schools online and restricts the kinds of
vehicles that can ply. On top of this, the Delhi government delivered a vacuous threat that vehicles
without a pollution under control certificate would be denied fuel at refuelling stations, and those
that did not comply with Bharat Stage-6 emission norms would be barred from entering city
limits. This does not account for the fact that it is the residual emissions that are unabated in the
capital region, trapped by moisture, that depresses the index. The Centre announces a spate of
‘meetings’ that do little other than regurgitate exhortations that are unheeded. This is the time
that the Commission for Air Quality Management, an empowered body, must stress its
independence and take year-round action to ensure that whatever the weather, Delhi’s AQI stays
below 350.
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INHALABLE MICROPLASTICS, A HIDDEN TOXIN WORSENING THE AIR IN OUR CITIES

On successive weekends in November, hundreds of Delhi residents gathered at India Gate holding
placards that read, “I miss breathing” and “right to live, not just survive”. Winter’s onset has once
again plunged the National Capital Region into dense smog, with the air quality index refusing to
exit ‘severe’ (301-400) or ‘very poor’ (201-300) levels.

Even now, regulators are scrambling to enforce graded action plans to mitigate the concentration
of PM2.5 and PM10 particles in the air.

Into this toxic mix, new research has introduced a previously overlooked problem known as
inhalable microplastics. According to scientists, they pose a direct and alarming risk to human
health.

Atmospheric pollution has traditionally been associated with the so-called criteria pollutants;
aside from the two size-wise groups of particulate matter, these include carbon monoxide, lead,
sulphur oxides, nitrogen oxides, and ozone. Of late, however, they’ve been joined by respirable
emerging contaminants — including inhalable microplastics — fuelled in no small part by the
production of 400 million metric tonnes of plastics every year. The world also releases 52.1
million tonnes a year of plastic waste into the environment.

A first-of-its-kind comprehensive study published in Environment International in November
examined inhalable microplastics in India. These are plastic particles smaller than 10 micrometres
(m). The researchers, led by Indian Institute of Science Education and Research Kolkata professor
Gopala Krishna Darbha, monitored ambient concentrations at human breathing height (1.5 m) in
five highly populated markets in Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, and Chennai.

Thus, the team estimated the average concentration of inhalable microplastics in all four cities to
be 8.8 g/m3.

This “means the average city resident is breathing in about 132 micrograms every single day,” Dr.
Darbha said. “This is a very high daily dose of pollution. The most critical factor is the size of these
particles. They are so tiny that they can bypass our natural defences and penetrate deep into the
lungs. This chronic exposure presents a serious, ongoing risk to public health.”

Researchers, however, said that the greater danger is these plastic particles serving as Trojan
horses that smuggle in toxic co-pollutants, including heavy metals like lead and cadmium and
hormone-disrupting chemical compounds like diethyl phthalates. The team found atmospheric
lead levels to be highest in Kolkata, followed by Delhi.

The team members also found, reportedly for the first time, that the inhalable microplastics can
also carry microbes, including harmful fungi like Aspergillus fumigatus, that contain antibiotic-
resistance genes, meaning they could spread infections that don’t respond to common antibiotics.

By comparing this information with major toxicology databases, the team found that breathing
these contaminated plastic particles was associated with a higher risk of cancer, hormone-related
diseases, breast problems, and respiratory illnesses.

He did say workers such as traffic police and labourers are especially vulnerable, since “tyre-wear
particles seem to be more carcinogenic and may be a severe threat to their lungs. Policy reform is
needed to protect such vulnerable groups.”
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The study also said the particles persist in the air due to low gravitational settling velocity.

He also said that uncontrolled waste disposal, improper waste segregation, and burning emitted
poisonous gases and smaller particulate matter, some of which could piggyback on the inhalable
microplastic particles into our lungs.

HOW IS THE ARAVALLI RANGE TO BE PROTECTED?

The story so far:

The Supreme Court (SC), in an order last month, settled on a uniform definition of the Aravalli hills
and ranges, and paused the grant of fresh mining leases inside its areas spanning Delhi, Haryana,
Rajasthan and Gujarat.

What is the range’s significance?

Apart from being nearly two billion years old and India’s oldest mountain range, they serve as an
important ecological barrier to prevent the desertification of the Indo-Gangetic plains. They help
arrest the eastward spread of the Thar Desert into Haryana, Rajasthan and western Uttar Pradesh,
and play a major role in stabilising climate, supporting biodiversity, and recharging groundwater.
Stretching from Delhi to Gujarat across 650 km, the mountains support water-recharge systems
and are the source of important rivers such as the Chambal, Sabarmati, and Luni. It is richly
endowed with sandstone, limestone, marble, granite, and minerals such as lead, zinc, copper, gold,
and tungsten. While historically mined for these resources, it has in the past four decades been
excessively quarried for stone and sand. This has contributed to deteriorating air quality as well
as plummeting groundwater recharge. A proportion of the mining has also been illegal. The Court
noted that India is bound by international commitments, under the UN Convention to Combat
Desertification, to protect vulnerable ecosystems such as the Aravalli range.

Was action taken against mining?

The Environment Ministry, since the early 1990s, has laid down rules restricting mining to only
sanctioned projects but these have been flagrantly violated. In 2009, the SC stepped in and
imposed a blanket ban on mining in the Faridabad, Gurugram, and Mewat districts of Haryana. In
May 2024, the SC prohibited granting of fresh mining leases and renewals in the range and
directed its Central Empowered Committee (CEC) to undertake a detailed examination, leading to
a set of recommendations submitted in March 2024. The CEC proposed a comprehensive
approach that included a complete scientific mapping of the Aravalli range across all States; a
macro-level environmental impact assessment of mining activities; and strict prohibition of
mining in ecologically sensitive areas such as protected habitats, water bodies, tiger corridors, key
aquifer recharge zones and areas within the National Capital Region. It urged stringent regulation
of stone-crushing units. It also recommended that no new mining leases or renewals be permitted
until proper mapping and impact assessments were completed. These recommendations were
taken up by the Court in its order of November 2025. Further, in June, 2025, the Centre started an
Aravalli ‘Green Wall’ project. The plan is to expand green cover in the five-km buffer area around
the Aravallis in 29 districts of Gujarat, Rajasthan, Haryana and Delhi. The government said this
initiative will play a crucial role in restoring 26 million hectares of degraded land by 2030.
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Why a uniform definition?

The Court found that States were using inconsistent criteria to identify Aravalli formations. There
have also been differing definitions, including by expert groups such as the Forest Survey of India
(FSI) on what makes up ‘Aravalli Hills and Ranges.’ In 2010, the FSI had said hills with “(i) slope
>3°, (ii) foothill buffer = 100m, (iii) inter hill distance or valley width= 500m and (iv) the area
enclosed by above defined hills from all sides,” would make up Aravalli hill and ranges. To resolve
this, it constituted a committee comprising representatives from the Environment Ministry, the
FSI, State Forest Departments, the Geological Survey of India and the CEC. This committee was
tasked with creating a scientifically grounded, nationwide definition of the Aravallis. The
committee submitted its findings in October 2025. The SC committee finally ruled that only hills
above 100 metres would make the cut. The amicus curae, K. Parameswar, objected that this was
too narrow a definition and potentially opened all the hills below 100 metres for mining,
compromising “..their continuity and integrity. “However, the Additional Solicitor General,
Aishwarya Bhati countered that the definition on slopes, foothill buffers etc. as proposed by the
FSI'would, on the contrary, exclude large areas from the Aravalli Hills and Ranges. The committee
recommendations of 100m was far more inclusive.

What are the SC’s other directions?

The Court directed the preparation of a detailed Management Plan for Sustainable Mining (MPSM)
covering the entire Aravalli range. The plan must demarcate areas where mining must be
absolutely prohibited, identify zones where limited and highly regulated mining may be
permitted, map sensitive habitats and wildlife corridors, evaluate cumulative ecological impacts,
determine ecological carrying capacity, and articulate restoration and rehabilitation measures.

Why was there no ban on mining?

The Court explained that past experiences show total bans often lead to the rise of illegal mining
syndicates, violent sand mafias and unregulated extraction. The Court therefore opted for a
calibrated approach: existing legal mining continues under tight regulation, new mining is paused
until a scientifically driven plan is prepared, and permanently sensitive areas remain off-limits.

WOMEN FACE GREATER HEALTH RISKS FROM RISING HEAT: STUDY

Women in districts facing extreme heat experience both unique and amplified health risks due to
rising temperatures, reporting a range of physical, mental, and financial effects that impede their
quality of life, according to a new study covering seven States.

Of the women surveyed in high heat vulnerability index (HVI) districts, 70% report symptoms
such as fatigue, dizziness, dehydration, and gastrointestinal discomfort during peak heat months.
The study, conducted by the M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) in Chennai, focused
on the gender-specific impact of heat stress, in order to evolve health preparedness strategies.
Women who were poor, from rural areas or lower castes, and involved in informal work reported
markedly higher physical symptoms, reproductive and menstrual problems, mental distress,
violence, wage loss, and care barriers.

These symptoms were reported mostly among women in the 20-45 years age category in high HVI
districts compared with those in medium (28%) and low HVI districts (24%). Reproductive and
menstrual health issues including urinary tract infections, irregular bleeding, and cycle
disruptions were widely reported, but hardly anyone sought treatment for it. Nearly all
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respondents (97%) reported wage losses exceeding X1,500 during the summer months of April,
May, and June.

The psychosocial impacts of heat were also reportedly profound. Women spoke of heightened
anxiety, anger, and restlessness during peak heat periods, often worsened by overcrowded homes,
frequent power outages, and the constant physical burden of unpaid domestic labour. Women
reported experiencing higher irritability or short temper (41%), heightened anxiety or stress
levels (33%), and sleep disruptions, insomnia, or sleep pattern changes (32%). Additionally, 38%
reported having experienced violence at least once in their lifetime and 72% reported higher
levels of violence during the April to June period, suggesting a strong association between extreme
heat, economic stress, and household tensions.

WOMEN MORE WILLING TO DONATE ORGANS POSTHUMOUSLY IN INDIA

These insights stem from an analysis of Indian driving license applications submitted in 2024,
which explicitly asked applicants if they were willing to donate their organs or tissue in the event
of death.

This trend holds true even in populous States such as Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra, where
willingness among women ranged from 17% to 21%, while men lagged behind in the 12% to 19%
range. The highest level of willingness among women was seen in Delhi (approximately 27%).
This far outstripped the male share of 16%. Meanwhile, Odisha led the charts for men with a
national high of 20%; yet even in that State, women were more willing, at 22%.

However, there are caveats. First, stated intent differs from action. Second, the data are skewed
towards a younger demographic typical of new license applicants, though they do include
renewals. Yet, the potential is undeniable: if even a fraction of these pledges translated into reality,
it would transform India’s donation landscape, where transplants from deceased donors have
only been fewer than 24,000 in the last decade.

The 2024 data across 77 countries: While India ranks a respectable 20th globally for living donors
(10.8 living donors per million), it plummets to 67th for deceased donors (0.8 deceased donors
per million).

We know that public willingness is high, and the robust figures for living transplants prove that
the medical infrastructure is capable. This suggests that the failure lies somewhere in the middle,
in the systemic disconnect between a citizen’s intent and the hospital’s ability to execute it.

Of the 21 major States for which data were considered, more women were willing to donate
organs in 17. So, higher willingness could also explain why women donate more organs than men.
In 2023, over 60% of donors were women.

In sharp contrast, when we look at organ recipients, in 2023, nearly 65% were men. This is a
lopsided ratio that reflects a long-standing and persistent skew in India’s transplant ecosystem.
In 2023, the share of male recipients was distinctly higher than that of women across every
category. In the case of liver transplants, men accounted for a staggering 70% of recipients in
2023.

Does this reflect a higher medical need? An earlier analysis by us revealed that in 2022, 4.5 times

more men than women died of liver disease — a gap that has widened over the last decade (Chart

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
45


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

4). Crucially, these deaths were concentrated among middle-aged men, pointing to alcohol-related
complications as a primary driver.

DOES INDIA NEED TO UPGRADE ITS BIOSECURITY MEASURES?

The story so far:

New age biotechnologies endow powers to understand biology better and, consequently, harness
biological agents to target humans. Thus, biosecurity measures need to be upgraded.

What is biosecurity?

Biosecurity refers to the set of practices and systems designed to deter the intentional misuse of
biological agents, toxins or technologies. In other words, it covers everything from safeguarding
labs handling dangerous pathogens, to detecting and containing an intentional outbreak of a
pathogen. Biosecurity is not only about protecting human health from pathogens, but extends to
agricultural and animal health too. Biosecurity differs slightly from biosafety, which is a set of
practices meant to prevent the accidental leakage of pathogens. A robust biosafety protocol feeds
into biosecurity.

After a few instances of bioweapons development, the Biological Weapons Convention came into
existence in 1975. It became the first international treaty that not only prohibited the use and
development of biological weapons of mass destruction, but also asked its signatories to destroy
existing stockpiles.

Why does India need biosecurity?

India’s geography and ecology make it vulnerable to cross-border bio-risks. India’s dependence
on agriculture and large population makes the threat more dangerous. While India has not had
any explicitly known biosecurity attack, there have been reports of the alleged preparation of the
toxin Ricin (derived from castor oil) for potential use in a terror attack. This incident underscores
how non-state actors are pursuing biological tools, reinforcing the urgency of robust biosecurity.
Further, the rapid spread of biotechnologies have endowed humans with increased control over
biology, increasing the chances of malicious actors experimenting with bioweapons development.

The Department of Biotechnology oversees research governance and safety frameworks for labs.
The National Centre for Disease Control manages outbreak surveillance and response. The
Department of Animal Husbandry and Dairying monitors livestock biosecurity and transboundary
diseases. The Plant Quarantine Organisation of India regulates agricultural imports and exports.
India's biosafety and biosecurity laws include the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, which
governs hazardous microorganisms and genetically modified organisms (GMOs), and the
Weapons of Mass Destruction and their Delivery Systems (Prohibition of Unlawful Activities) Act,
2005, which criminalises biological weapons. India has also developed Biosafety Rules (1989) and
specific guidelines were released in 2017 for the purposes of Recombinant DNA Research and
Biocontainment. The National Disaster Management Authority has a detailed guideline on the
management of biological disasters.

India is also part of international platforms that emphasise biosecurity, such as the Biological
Weapons Convention and Australia Group.
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Although India has multiple agencies engaged in bio-risk reduction, lab regulation, public-health
surveillance, agriculture protection, a unified national biosecurity framework is still evolving.
India is currently ranked 66 on the Global Health Security Index, and while its score for detecting
biothreats has increased, its score for being able to effectively respond to threats has reduced.

What are the risks ahead?

The risk of an inadequate biosecurity apparatus is profound. It jeopardises the lives of billions of
Indians. It is therefore necessary that a national biosecurity framework that coordinates actions
across various government agencies is developed. Such a framework would also be able to identify
infrastructure and capability gaps that need to be addressed.

— “Conversely, when public health insurance schemes are designed within a well-financed public
health system, with robust primary and secondary care working as gatekeepers, the outcomes
seem to be better. Several East Asian countries adopted UHC through an insurance approach, but
have also strengthened primary and secondary care over time.An ageing population and chronic
diseases have necessitated such changes.”

— “A commitment to public spending is an important aspect of strengthening primary and
secondary levels of care. East Asian and several Southeast Asian countries have robust public
systems with a private presence in provisioning. A strong public sector seems to act as a bulwark
to regulate the private sector in terms of quality and cost. Even in these countries, the private
sector’s power to influence policy is an unresolved issue.”

— “India has a legacy of being committed to universal healthcare as articulated by the Bhore
Committee just before Independence. In fact, the committee opined that public insurance schemes
must not be introduced until a robust primary healthcare system is in place. Despite this, chronic
underfinancing of primary healthcare has resulted in weak public sector provisioning,
contributing to increased reliance on the private sector. National Sample Survey data show
growing reliance of the poor on increasingly expensive privately provided healthcare — an
important contributor to household indebtedness.”

— “Despite initiatives such as the National Rural Health Mission (NRHM, now NHM), systemic
weaknesses remain. Some states sought to address inequity in access and the rising cost of care
through public health insurance programmes. In 2008, the Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana
insurance scheme was launched and subsequently, the Ayushman Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan
Arogya Yojana. With these initiatives, the focus on universal health coverage came to stay.”

Do You Know:

— Universal health coverage means that all people have access to the full range of quality health
services they need, when and where they need them, without financial hardship. It covers the full
continuum of essential health services, from health promotion to prevention, treatment,
rehabilitation and palliative care.

— The Ayushman Bharat insurance scheme was rolled out in 2018 with the aim of providing
universal health coverage, especially in a country where a majority of hospital-based care — 60%
in urban areas and 52% in rural areas — is provided by the private sector.

— The Ayushman Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (AB PM-JAY) is the world’s largest
public health insurance scheme. It provides free cover up to Rs 5 lakh annually to all members of
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eligible families — estimated to comprise the bottom 40% of the population economically —
irrespective of age.

NOT JUST INSURANCE, INDIANS NEED UNIVERSAL HEALTHCARE

Rama V Baru and Vikash R Keshri write- “December 12 was Universal Health Coverage (UHC) Day.
This year’s theme was “Unaffordable health costs? We're sick of it!” This draws attention to a
growing frustration with the rising financial burden of healthcare. In observing UHC Day, it is
important to distinguish between universal health coverage and universal healthcare. The latter
goes beyond coverage for illness alone and encompasses equitable access to comprehensive
primary healthcare — preventive, promotive, curative, rehabilitative, and palliative.”

— “UHC is grounded in the universal human right to health, articulated in several international
covenants and reinforced by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in the Alma-Ata Declaration,
1978. However, the WHO’s 2010 World Health Report emphasised financial reform and risk
protection as a pathway to UHC. The subsequent UN resolution on UHC reaffirmed this agenda,
and later, UHC was included in the Sustainable Development Goals.”

— “In practice, recent reforms in many countries, including India, have undermined the primary
care approach and privileged financial protection through public health insurance. These schemes
focus on covering costs for hospitalisation and often define packages for different disease
conditions. Evidence suggests that patients often have to incur out-of-pocket expenditure. Such
expenditure is due to services that are not covered or inadequately covered by packages, or due
to abuse of coverage provision by service providers.”

ASSAM’S DEMOW MODEL TO BE STUDIED IN ICMR PROJECT FOR ATTAINING ‘ZERO
SNAKEBITE DEATHS’

The Demow Model from eastern Assam’s Sivasagar has been chosen as one of the successful
systems of snakebite prevention and management to be scientifically studied and potentially
scaled up across the country, under a project sanctioned by the Indian Council of Medical Research
(ICMR).

The ICMR sanctioned the four-year research project worth X13.5 crore to “tackle the devastating
public health challenge of snakebite envenoming” in India. The project, called the Zero Snakebite
Death Initiative: Community Empowerment and Engagement for Mitigation of Snakebite
Envenoming, aims to develop a unified, replicable, and highly effective national model for
prevention and management.

The research, spearheaded by Jaideep Menon of Kerala’s Amrita Institute, will span seven States
— Assam, Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand, Kerala, Maharashtra, Odisha, and West Bengal.

Regional strategies

The project will analyse and integrate proven regional strategies, topped by the Demow Model,
which focuses on robust community engagement and referral networks, and involves community
awareness, volunteers, and participation.

For Assam, the study will focus on the Demow and Gelekey blocks of Sivasagar district. Surajit Giri
from the Demow Hospital has been appointed as the investigator for the State on this project.
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The other models are for protective equipment distribution (Maharashtra), anti-snake venom
injection during transport (Himachal Pradesh), and using digital tools for better coordination and
real-time surveillance (Kerala).

Integrated approach

“The research will be conducted under the banner of SARPA (Snakebite Awareness, Response,
Prevention, and Action). This integrated approach seeks to bridge the critical gap between
affected communities and formal health systems, ensuring victims receive life-saving treatment
within the crucial golden hour,” an ICMR spokesperson said.

The research and community study are scheduled to begin in January 2026. ICMR has already
allocated resources, including a research scientist and four technical staff members for each
participating State, to ensure rigorous implementation and data collection.

This collaborative effort seeks to produce high-quality implementation evidence to significantly
reduce snakebite mortality and morbidity, addressing India’s disproportionately high burden of
snakebite envenoming, estimated at approximately 58,000 deaths annually.

‘EARLY GESTATIONAL DIABETES AFFECTS ABOUT ONE IN FIVE PREGNANT WOMEN'’

A study conducted at seven antenatal clinics with over 3,000 women, found that early gestational
diabetes mellitus (GDM) affects about one in five pregnant women, and also indicates a distinct
higher risk for developing diabetes later in life, compared with GDM contracted later in pregnancy.

The results of the STRIDE study, conducted among 2,700-odd pregnant women who came to
clinics in Chennai, Hyderabad, and Puducherry, were published in a recent edition of Diabetes
Research and Clinical Practice. They showed that while the rates of both early and late GDM were
climbing steadily, it was 21.5% for the former and 19.5% for the latter. Women were classified as
having early GDM if they had a fasting blood sugar of 92-125 mg/dl, and late GDM if the reading
was under 92 mg/dl.

GDM is defined as glucose intolerance first diagnosed during pregnancy and affects approximately
14% of pregnancies worldwide. It is usually between 24 and 28 weeks - as late GDM. When
diagnosed before 20 weeks, it is called early GDM. This study aimed to assess the prevalence and
risk factors of early GDM compared with late GDM in Asian Indian women.

The aim of the STRiDE study was to develop a risk scoring system to predict late GDM in early
pregnancy itself. An early screening was done before 16 weeks of pregnancy using fasting plasma
glucose (FPG) and HbAlc, the three-month average. If they had higher sugar levels, they were
tested once again at 24-28 weeks.

The study was a collaboration between research institutions in India, Australia, Kuwait, and the
Great Britain. Women with early GDM had higher early-pregnancy weight, BMI, waist
circumference, blood pressure, HbAlc, and family history of GDM. Late GDM was more strongly
associated with a family history of diabetes.

STUDY AFFIRMS KERALA’S RICH BUTTERFLY DIVERSITY IN THE WESTERN GHATS REGION

Kerala hosts the highest butterfly diversity among all Indian States along the Western Ghats, with
328 species documented, including 41 species endemic to the Western Ghats, according to a new
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monograph published in ENTOMON, an open access quarterly journal by the Association for
Advancement of Entomology.

The researchers of the study ‘The Butterflies (Lepidoptera, Rhopalocera) of Kerala: Status and
Distribution’ have reported that the Western Ghats support 337 butterfly species and Kerala
accounts for nearly the entire diversity. The butterfly fauna of the State spans six families, led by
Nymphalidae (97 species), Lycaenidae (96 species), and Hesperiidae (82 species), followed by
Papilionidae, Pieridae and Riodinidae.

The study, undertaken by a team of researchers led by Kalesh Sadasivan, has also documented 36
migratory butterfly species to highlight the State’s role as a key corridor for seasonal butterfly
movements. Notably, 22 species recorded from Kerala are included in the IUCN Red List, though
most fall under the ‘Least Concern’ category, while two are listed as ‘Near Threatened.’

The monograph highlights that 70 butterfly species found in Kerala are protected under the
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. Of these, only four have the highest level of protection under
Schedule I.

One of the most significant contributions of the work is the extensive larval host plant checklist
which documents over 1,800 feeding records, including over 350 new field observations. Covering
nearly 800 plant species, the list represents one of the largest region-specific compilations in
India.

A GLOWING RECOGNITION: HOW DIWALI MADE IT TO UNESCO HERITAGE LIST

What's the ongoing story:

India's nomination for 'Deepavali, the festival of light' was Wednesday inscribed on the UNESCO's
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity for 2025. This came a year
after West Bengal's Durga Puja made it to the prestigious list. The decision was taken during a key
meeting of UNESCO being hosted at the Red Fort.

Key Takeaways:

— As opposed to tangible cultural properties — such as ancient monuments, archaeological sites
and other natural sites, UNESCO's Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) lists living traditions, skills
and expressions passed down through generations.

— It Dbroadly covers five domains: oral traditions, performing arts, social
practices/rituals/festivals, nature/universe knowledge, and traditional craftsmanship, such as
India's Garba dance, Kumbh Mela, or perhaps the other recent global example of French baguette-
making. These aren't objects but practices that strengthen identity and diversity and are
considered imperative for humanity.

— UNESCO's Intangible Cultural Heritage List now features around 700 elements corresponding
to 140 countries.

— India currently has 16 elements inscribed on UNESCO's Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity.
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— The 20th session of the panel is underway from December 8 to 13 at the Red Fort. For the next
year's cycle, India has sent a nomination dossier for Bihar's Chhat Puja for consideration of the
committee.

— To be included on the list, UNESCO says intangible cultural heritage should be inclusive,
representative and community-based. For instance, a couple of years ago, UNESCO voted to
include the "artisanal know-how and culture of baguette bread".

— Reflecting on the addition of France's staple bread to the list, UNESCO chief Audrey Azoulay
said this "celebrates the French way of life: the baguette is a daily ritual, a structuring element of
the meal, synonymous with sharing and conviviality".

— As the world becomes increasingly globalised and conflict-ridden, the need to conserve the
social histories of its diverse communities is more urgent than ever, as per UNESCO.

— India's pitch for Deepavali is also aimed at the large Indian diaspora. The Intergovernmental
Committee advances the objectives of the 2003 Convention signed by member countries and
ensures their effective implementation across member states. It offers guidance on best practices,
recommends safeguarding measures and mobilises resources for the Intangible Cultural Heritage
Fund.

Do You Know:

— The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) plays a vital
role in safeguarding cultural and natural heritage across the globe. Its primary objective is to
identify, protect, and preserve sites that hold outstanding value for humanity.

— According to unesco.org, "cultural heritage does not end at monuments and collections of
objects. It also includes traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed
on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive
events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and skills
to produce traditional crafts".

THE ENDURING TRIBAL BEATS OF BASTAR

As you enter Jagdalpur, the district headquarters of Bastar, a towering sculpture of Bison Horn
Maria dancers comes into view, welcoming visitors. It stands as a striking symbol of the region’s
cultural pride and the enduring legacy of the Dandami Madia community.

The Dandami Madia (also spelt as Maria) people have long shaped the cultural landscape of
southern Chhattisgarh. Their settlements across Darbha, Tokapal, Lohandiguda and Dantewada
continue to maintain a deep relationship with the forest, where livelihood and beliefs remain
closely intertwined.

Identifying themselves as part of the larger Gond tradition, the community carries echoes of the
ancient Gondwana region that once stretched across central India. Among their most recognisable
cultural expressions is the Bison Horn Maria dance.

Performed by both men and women, the dance turns the village clearing into a vibrant spectacle
of colour and sound. Men wear the iconic horn-shaped headgear made from bamboo, adorned
with bison horns, feathers, and bright cloth strips that sway with each movement. Layers of bead
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necklaces cover their torsos, while brass bells tied to their ankles create a rhythmic jingle as they
dance.

Women wear bright, handwoven saris, heavy silver and brass ornaments, and headgear. Coins in
the denominations of X1 to X10 are worked into their jewellery, and many also don a brass crown,
adding to the ceremonial visual appeal. Their movements flow in graceful arcs, shoulders swaying
to the beat of drums and bamboo flutes.

Celebrating hunting traditions, village rituals and the community’s bond with nature, the dance
reaches its grandest expression during the Madia festival, when families from distant hamlets
gather on nights filled with drumming and chants invoking deities such as Budhadev and
Danteshwari Mai.

Despite modern influences, the Bison Horn Maria dance endures. It is an affirmation of identity,
ancestral connection and the living cultural soul of the Dandami Madias.

HOW ‘DHURANDHAR’ IS A PRIME EXAMPLE OF GOVERNMENT-EMBEDDED FILMMAKING

The Hindi film Dhurandhar is becoming a sensation and a debate. It shows an Indian spy (Ranveer
Singh) infiltrating a Pakistani gangster/terror network through Operation Dhurandhar. But the
film, ironically, displays another kind of infiltration, putting it under a genre called “government-
embedded filmmaking’, as coined by American writer Peter Maas. If the concept refers to the
government giving special access to military/intelligence documents to induce favourable filmic
portrayals of the security apparatus, here, I use it to mean how the ideological narrative of the
government is being faithfully reproduced — a regular phenomenon now in India.

Different responses

Dhurandhar is different from many other government-embedded films in that it has combined
commercial film elements with some technical finesse in direction, screenplay, cinematography,
art direction, and acting. Besides, it has infused some realism at the expense of melodrama. This
distinguishes the director Aditya Dhar from the Sudipto Sens (Kerala Story) and the Vivek
Agnihotris (The Kashmir Files; The Bengal Files).

Dissenters of the politics of the film, like film critics, and actor Hrithik Roshan, have faced intense
online hate and harassment. There have been two kinds of responses towards the film from its
fans. One strand has proudly owned the film, whether it is propaganda or not. For it, the film
depicts real Pakistan-perpetrated terror events. It asserts there is nothing wrong in showing
patriotism in films, and that Bollywood has historically produced propaganda hiding the “real
truths” of Pakistani terrorism, and advocated for peace with Pakistan. Dhurandhar, therefore, is
“a cinematic correction,” and a “cultural counterstrike.” As a person wrote in response to Hrithik
Roshan: “You literally glorified this barbaric Akbar and today you have the audacity to call
Dhurandhar as propaganda. Shame on you,” referring to Mr. Roshan playing Akbar in Jodhaa
Akbar (2008). Notably, these sentiments, which speak to nationalism, as well as deep Hindu
victimhood, are not just restricted to the Hindu far right.

The second response denies that the film is propaganda, and asserts that it is an espionage drama
with a nationalist-perspective, similar to the likes which Hollywood regularly churns out. Even if
it selectively dramatises events, it falls within legitimate genre conventions. The latter is a
misreading for, as the biggest practitioners of political propaganda have shown, the most effective
propaganda is one which is barely noticed. Dhurandhar’s distinctive quality is that it is not in your
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face with ideological sloganeering, yet it is in sync with Hindu nationalism and, specifically,
policies of the present government.

Reinforcing the official narrative

Scenes of the film depict a Kandahar plane hijacker saying, “Hindus are cowards” (there is no
historical record of this); there are scenes interspersed with real audio footage from 26/11, which
evokes the barbarity of the terrorists; and brutal killings are celebrated by the conspirators with
chants of ‘Allah uh Akbar’. Without any scenes that show a Pakistani Muslim opposed to terrorism
or enmity with India, the film preps the viewer to adopt the Pakistani state/terrorist view of
“Muslim Pakistan” versus “Hindu India.”

The film dramatises the frustrations of a central character, intelligence chief Ajay Sanyal
(resembling National Security Advisor Ajit Doval, and played by R. Madhavan), with the Indian
State’s weak-kneed responses to Pakistani terror attacks in the 1990s/2000s. Instead of dovish
initiatives such as Aman ki Asha, an India-Pakistan peace project, Sanyal advocates for proactive
anti-terror policies like Operation Dhurandhar.

While Dhurandhar makes a moderate criticism of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government in
power during the Kandahar hijack and 2001 Parliament attacks, serious criticism is directed at
the Congress/non-BJP governments at the centre and in Uttar Pradesh. A Union Minister is
accused of having links with a Pakistani fake currency racket in 2005; slaughterhouses in U.P. are
linked to it too, with any action on them leading to riots (leaving the audience to guess the identity
of the community running slaughterhouses). It is stated that the real enemies of India are within,
not outside — a familiar Hindu nationalist trope. Another similar stereotype is of Pakistani
conspirators mocking Indian cowardliness in not responding to the 26/11 attacks of 2008.

There is a running reference in the film to still persist with diligent intelligence work hoping that
a future “nationalist CM” of U.P. can use it (an explicit nod to Yogi Adityanath). The film ends with
the slogan ‘Yeh Naya Bharat Hain, Ghar Mein Ghuske Maarta Hain’ (this is new India, it will enter
your [enemy’s] home and attack you), which is a reference to Prime Minister’s Modi’s popular
slogan. The film becomes propaganda because it lionises a powerful security figure of the present
government, and partisanly lauds the government which has made muscular military and
counterterrorism strategies as its distinguishing feature.

Moreover, Dhurandhar, despite bringing some human elements to gangsters and breaking some
stereotypes by depicting modern nightlife, still does not change an average Indian’s view of
Pakistan. Pakistan is monochromatically monstrous: it is the source of all terrorism in the world,
says a character. We largely only see gangsters, IS], politicians and the Army who concertedly want
to inflict a thousand bleeding cuts on India. Even the gangster from the dissident Baloch
community parrots this. From Dhurandhar, we would not know that there were Pakistani
newspaper articles post 26/11 urging Pakistanis to see the horrors perpetrated in the name of
Islam, and those even apologising to Indians. We would not know that the Lyari neighbourhood
in Karachi, the den of crime and terror networks in the film, is also “Mini Brazil,” famous for its hip
hop and passion for football.

Selective memory

Dhurandhar’s success is also a commentary on the abysmal nature of Bollywood filmmaking, and
the cartoonish, comic military and spy thrillers that it churns out, like the Yash Raj Films Spy
Universe. Thus, for its admirers, the male-centric Dhurandhar, in which blood curdling violence is
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aestheticised, appears more relatable than thrillers showing Indian intelligence operatives either
romancing Pakistani counterparts or turning rogue to aid the enemy.

The Dhurandhar debate also shows how public memory is selective. While many assert that this
is a cultural reclaiming of Bollywood, they ignore that since the 1990s there has been an explosion
of jingoistic Bollywood films, even before political shifts in 2014, centred on Pakistani terrorism,
Kashmir Islamist militancy, Pakistan wars, and even Indian agents infiltrating Pakistan (Roja,
Border, Sarfarosh, Mission Kashmir, Maa Tujhe Salaam, Gadar, The Hero, LOC-Kargil, Ab Tumhare
Hawale Hai Watan Saathiyon, Attacks of 26/11, D-Day, Baby, Phantom, etc.).

A vast majority of these films demonised Pakistani people and not just the Pakistani
state/terrorists. Dhurandhar says nothing new; but its deep and partisan immersion in the
present government’s avowed narratives, even when they remain in the background and couched
in a believable world, puts it as another addition to the growing camp of government-embedded
filmmaking.

2025 ICTP PRIZE AWARDED TO TITAS CHANDA, STHITADHI ROY

The 2025 ICTP Prize has been awarded to Titas Chanda of [IT-Madras and Sthitadhi Roy of the
International Centre for Theoretical Sciences, Bengaluru, the International Centre for Theoretical
Physics (ICTP) has said.

A statement said the award “recognises the winners’ exceptional and original contributions to the
theory of quantum many-body systems, at the interface of condensed matter and quantum
information science,” and that their work has “opened new directions in the understanding of non-
equilibrium dynamics of quantum systems, quantum correlations, and measurement-driven
phase transitions.”

That is, the physicists study many interacting quantum particles using ideas from both condensed
matter physics and quantum information science.

This work is relevant to problems in keeping quantum devices — like quantum computers and
sensors — under control and understanding what they do when they’re not in equilibrium.

Quantum many-body systems are those with lots of quantum ‘pieces’, e.g. electrons in a solid or
atoms in an ultracold gas, whose collective behaviour is dominated by how they interact. Because
the particles influence each other, physicists can’t usually understand the whole system by solving
for one particle at a time.

Condensed matter is the branch of physics dealing with collective behaviour in materials and
engineered matter, including magnets and superconductors. It tries to answer questions like:
what phases exist? Why do they magnetise? How do they conduct heat? What happens near a
phase transition? And so on. Likewise quantum information science treats quantum states as
information and uses quantities like entanglement and entropy to characterise and manipulate
them.

The ICTP Prize is an annual affair and has been awarded since 1982 to young scientists from
developing countries. It carries a certificate and a cash component. Past winners from India
include Mohit Kumar Jolly, Narendra Ojha, Aninda Sinha, Shiraz Minwalla, Ashoke Sen, and G.
Baskaran.
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The ICTP was founded by Pakistani physicist and Nobel laureate Abdus Salam in 1964 to support
scientists from developing countries.

WHY LOTUS REMAINS INDIA’S SIMPLEST YET MOST PROFOUND SYMBOL

The lotus today is a symbol of a leading political party in India, but for thousands of years it has
been part of Indian myth, ritual, architecture, and craft. At the village level, the lotus thrives as a
simple floor drawing made with rice flour. Such images can be traced back to prehistoric cave art,
where humans first tried to map the natural world through symbols.

The lotus does not appear in Harappan art. It entered the visual vocabulary of the subcontinent
only in the 3rd century BCE, when Ashokan pillars rose across the Mauryan Empire - each carved
from a single block of polished sandstone with a lotus capital. The flower becomes the base from
which lions, bulls, elephants, and horses proclaim royal authority. It marks the moment when the
lotus steps into Indian statecraft.

Lotus in Buddhist monuments and Hindu temples

Buddhist monuments continue the story. Between 100 BCE and 100 CE, stupas at Sanchi, Bharhut,
and Amravati display lotus medallions on their railings. Their reliefs show lotus ponds, yaksha
with potbellied abundance, and yakshi with forest grace.

The earliest known image of Lakshmi seated on a lotus, flanked by elephants, appears here, hinting
at a shared sacred vocabulary across traditions. Bodhisattvas and goddesses like Tara of later
Buddhism are all holding lotus flowers or seated on lotus flowers. Jain goddess Padmavati, yakshi
of Parsvanatha, is shown seated on a lotus.

By 500 CE, Hindu temples emerged with the lotus embedded in their design logic. Temple plans
follow lotus diagrams. Platforms rise like giant petals lifting the sanctum toward the sky, as seen
in the sun temple of Modhera in Gujarat, located on the Tropic of Cancer.

Capitals of pillars bloom upward or downward. Ceilings are often inverted lotuses. Outer walls
show gods and humans holding lotus buds. The sun god carries lotuses in both hands. Lakshmi
remains seated on her flower throne. Domes and towers evoke the cosmic lotus of Mount Meru,
as in Angkor Wat or the lotus pavilions of Hampi.

Lotus in Indo-Islamic, Sikh, and modern architecture

When Indo-Islamic architecture rises after the thirteenth century, the lotus adapts to new
aesthetics. Mosques favor geometry over naturalistic forms, yet the Indian lotus enters the
vocabulary with ease. Domes swell into lotus bud shapes. Bases of domes reveal carved petals,
while the top features inverted lotus forms.

This is visible at Humayun’s tomb and the Taj Mahal. Lotus buds line arches, a feature first seen in
the Alai Darwaza. The motif decorates balconies, walls, and floors, often through inlay work.
Gardens such as Babur’s Bagh-e-Nilufar are designed for growing lotuses and lilies. Fountains take
lotus shapes. Even Akbar’s throne at Fatehpur Sikri sits on a lotus, blending imperial might with
native symbolism.

Sikh gurudwaras adopt similar imagery. The dome of the Golden Temple evokes a half-open lotus,
and lotus patterns adorn gates and windows. In the Guru Granth Sahib, the flower becomes a
metaphor for a mind untouched by desire, just as the ancient Upanishads once described.
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Modern India continues the tradition. The Bahai House of Worship in Delhi, completed in 1986,
takes the form of a half-open lotus with twenty seven marble petals. Its nine entrances open to a
central hall that welcomes all, matching the flower’s association with purity and inclusion.

In tantrik geometry, art and anatomy

Tantrik geometry turns the lotus into a cosmic diagram. Two criss-crossing squares produce an
eight petalled lotus, while two interlocked triangles produce six petals. Each represents the womb
of creation. Human anatomy becomes a tower of lotuses known as chakras. Texts map seven
principal lotuses along the spine, from the four petal lotus at the base to the thousand petal lotus
at the crown, where matter dissolves into spirit.

Dance manuals describe lotus mudras shaped like budding or blooming flowers. Yogic practice
transforms the body into a lotus through padma-asana, a posture linked with deep meditation.
Images of Buddha, Shiva, and Jain Tirthankaras seated in this pose reinforce the link between
(physical) balance and (spiritual) awakening.

A silk panel from eastern India dated to the sixteenth century shows concentric rings of lotus
petals. Phulkari of Punjab, kantha of Bengal, ikat of Odisha, kasuti of Karnataka, and paithani of
Maharashtra each place the lotus at the heart of their designs.

Lotus also has a mark on textile arts. A silk panel from eastern India, dated to the sixteenth
century, shows concentric rings of lotus petals. Phulkari of Punjab, kantha of Bengal, ikat of
Odisha, kasuti of Karnataka, and paithani of Maharashtra - each place the lotus at the heart of their
designs.

Across centuries, the lotus remains India’s simplest yet most profound symbol, inviting every
generation to look beyond the surface and seek the hidden spring from which life unfolds.

SHORT NEWS

BARHAM SALIH

— The United Nations General Assembly has approved former Iraqi President Barham Salih as
the next head of the U.N. refugee agency, its first from the Middle East since the late 1970s.

— Salih, 65, will begin a five-year term as the chief of one of the major UN agen-cies, the UN High
Com-mis-sion for Refugees, in Janu-ary.

— Formally known as the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, UNHCR was established
by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1950 in the aftermath of the Second World War
to help the millions of people who had lost their homes. It is guided by and acts as the guardian of
the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.

— Under the 1951 UN Convention on the Status of Refugees and the subsequent 1967 Protocol,
the word refugee pertains to any person who is outside their country of origin and unable or
unwilling to return owing to well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion.

— Notably, India is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention or the 1967 Protocol. Nor does
India have a refugee policy or a refugee law of its own.
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| ERASMUS STUDENT-EXCHANGE PROGRAMME

— Britain has announced that it will rejoin the European Union’s flagship Erasmus student-
exchange programme.

— British university and college students and apprentices will be able to study or train in EU
countries under the programme without paying extra foreign-student fees from January 2027. In
turn, students from EU countries will be able to study in Britain.

— Started in 1987, the EU’s Erasmus exchange programme (short for European Region Action
Scheme for the Mobility of University Students), provides scholarships to students studying in
Europe.

— The eligibility of individuals and organisations to participate in Erasmus depends on where
they are based. The scheme divides eligible countries into two groups: the first being ‘Programme
countries’- which include all EU members and some non-EU countries such as Turkey and Iceland.
These countries can take part in the scheme in its entirety.

— The other group ‘Partner countries’~which includes India- can only take part in some parts of
the Erasmus programme, and are subject to specific conditions.

SC NOTICE ON PLEA BY JUSTICE VARMA AGAINST PARLIAMENTARY PROBE

The Supreme Court Tuesday issued notice on a writ petition challenging the legal validity of the
committee set up by Lok Sabha Speaker to probe the charges of corruption against Allahabad High
Court judge Justice Yashwant Varma, following the discovery of unaccounted cash at his official
residence during a fire incident in March this year. Justice Varma contended that, though the
notices for his impeachment were given in Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha, the Speaker set up the
committee even before the Upper House chairman admitted it, and without holding joint
consultation. He contended that the Speaker acted in derogation of the proviso to Section 3(2) of
the Judges (Inquiry) Act, 1968, by unilaterally constituting a committee on August 12 this year
after admitting a motion given before Lok Sabha on July 21, as on the very same day, a separate
motion was given in Rajya Sabha which had not been admitted.

‘NOT SUSTAINABLE IN THE EYES OF LAW’: SC SAYS FOREST LAND CAN’T BE LEASED OR
USED EVEN FOR AGRICULTURE WITHOUT CENTRE’S PRIOR APPROVAL

The Supreme Court said Thursday that leasing forest land for non-forestry purposes would be a
violation of the Forest (Conservation) Act, which says it cannot be done without prior approval of
the Centre, as it upheld the Karnataka Government’s decision to take back forest land given to a
co-operative society for agricultural purposes.

The court also noted that the Karnataka Forest Department took possession of the forest land on
January 23, 2007. The SC also directed the Karnataka Forest Department “to restore the forest on
the 134 acres of released land by planting indigenous plants, trees in due consultation with the
experts.”
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NO GRANT-GIVING POWERS TO REGULATORY COUNCIL IN BILL SET TO REPLACE UGC
ACT

The Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan Bill, 2025, which seeks to set up an umbrella body with
three councils to perform regulatory, standard-setting and accreditation functions for higher
education, does not provide any grant-giving powers to its regulatory council. The Bill, likely to be
introduced in Parliament in the ongoing session, also does not give the regulatory council the
power to regulate fees in higher education institutions while tasking it with developing a policy
to “prevent commercialisation of higher education.” The regulatory body that the bill will create
subsumes the functions of the University Grants Commission (UGC), the All India Council for
Technical Education (AICTE), and the National Council for Teacher Education (NCTE). The Bill
provides for the repeal of the UGC Act, 1956, the AICTE Act, 1987, and the NCTE Act, 1993, and
the dissolution of these bodies.

Amid objections from the Opposition, the government agreed to send the Bill to a Joint Committee
of Parliament.

‘INDIA ENGAGED WITH MEXICO OVER TARIFF HIKE’

India is engaged with Mexico over the South American nation’s decision to unilaterally raise tariffs
on a number of products to find mutually beneficial solutions, even as New Delhi reserves the right
to take appropriate measures to safeguard the interests of its exporters, an official said on
Saturday. These duties are announced against countries that do not have free trade agreements
with Mexico, including India, China, South Korea, Thailand and Indonesia. The official said that
India, in fact, was engaged with Mexico during the initial tabling of a bill in this regard. The
Embassy of India in Mexico raised the issue with the Ministry of Economy on September 30, 2025,
itself, seeking special concessions to shield Indian exports from the new tariffs. Further, both the
countries are looking to start negotiations for a free trade agreement, and terms of reference
(ToR) to initiate the talks formally are expected to be finalised soon.

RS 466 CRORE KIIFB MASALA BOND CASE: INSIDE ED’S FOREX VIOLATION CASE AGAINST
PINARAYI VIJAYAN, FORMER KERALA MINISTER THOMAS ISAAC

In a show-cause notice to Kerala CM Pinarayi Vijayan and former Finance Minister T M Thomas
Isaac, among others, last month, the Enforcement Directorate (ED) accused the two of forex
violations to the tune of Rs 466 crore. The agency has noted that Vijayan chaired the meetings
where the purchase of land from borrowed foreign funds was approved in violation of RBI rules.
It has accused Thomas of diversion of the funds.

The case pertains to masala bonds issued by the Kerala Infrastructure Investment Fund Board
(KIIFB) in 2019 to raise funds through external commercial borrowing to finance infrastructure
projects in Kerala. Vijayan is KIIFB chairman and Isaac its vice-chairman.

Masala Bonds are the rupee-denominated bonds issued to overseas buyers for raising money by
the Indian corporates. The price of the bond is denominated in Indian currency. The International
Finance Corporation (IFC), the investment arm of the World Bank, named them ‘masala’, literally
meaning ‘blend of spices’, to reflect Indian culture.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
58


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

LAW SAYS ONLY LOCAL OFFICIAL CAN ISSUE NOTICE TO ELECTORS; IN BIHAR, EC SENT
PRE-FILLED NOTICES

As notices begin going out on Tuesday to electors with the publication of draft rolls in five states
and UTs under the Special Intensive Revision (SIR), a procedural red flag from Bihar has set off
concern within the election machinery. In the closing fortnight of the Bihar SIR in September, The
Indian Express has learnt, Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) across the state found “pre-filled
notices” appearing on their individual log-ins on the Election Commission of India’s (ECI)
centralised portal. These notices, estimated to be in lakhs but no number has been provided by
the EC, were addressed to Bihar electors who had already submitted their forms and supporting
documents and whose names figured in the draft rolls published in August. Significantly, while the
notices bore the names of the EROs, they had not been generated by them. This departure matters
because the law is clear. Under the Representation of the People Act, 1950, it is the ERO of the
Assembly constituency, and only the ERO, who is empowered to doubt an elector’s eligibility and
issue a notice calling fora hearing.

LS CLEARS BILL TO REPEAL 71 ACTS; 1,562 ARCHAIC LAWS REVOKED SINCE 2014

Lok Sabha Tuesday passed The Repealing and Amending Bill, 2025, aimed at repealing 71 laws on
Day 12 of Parliament’s Winter Session. While introducing the Bill, Minister of Law and Justice
Arjun Ram Meghwal said that it repeals outdated and obsolete laws. He said that 1,562 such Acts
have been repealed since Narendra Modi came to power, and 15 have been amended. These
changes are aimed at reversing the effects of colonisation, he said.

HOW Al TOOL DEVELOPED WITH MICROSOFT IS HELPING MAHARASHTRA POLICE SOLVE
CRIME

Microsoft Chairman and CEO Satya Nadella, on Friday, announced the statewide rollout of its Al-
powered investigation platform for the Maharashtra Police, extending next-generation
cybercrime tools to all 1,100 police stations across the state. The platform, called MahaCrimeOS
Al, was developed jointly with the Maharashtra Government and its specialised Al policing
initiative, MARVEL (Maharashtra Research and Vigilance for Enhanced Law Enforcement).
Moving beyond traditional models, state police and judiciary have embraced frontier thinking,
deploying Al as a transformative force.

BS (BHARAT STAGE) VI

— The Delhi government has announced that no non-BS VI private vehicle registered outside
Delhi is allowed to enter the Capital from 18th December, 2025. Cars found not to be compliant
are to be stopped from entering Delhi and fined Rs 20,000. Even cars that are BS-VI compliant can
be fined Rs 10,000 if found without a valid Pollution Under Control Certificate (PUCC).

— Bharat Stage emission norms are India’s standards for regulating pollution from motor
vehicles. They set legal limits on exhaust emissions of pollutants such as carbon monoxide,
hydrocarbons, nitrogen oxides and particulate matter. The norms are based on European
emission standards and apply to all new vehicles sold in the country.

— Each successive BS tightens these limits, pushing manufacturers to adopt cleaner engine
technologies, better exhaust treatment systems and cleaner fuel.
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— BS Il norms were introduced in the Capital in 2001, BS Il in 2005 and BS IV in 2010 - all several
years before the nationwide rollout, as per the Central Pollution Control Board.

— BS VI norms were implemented in Delhi-NCR ahead of the rest of India and became mandatory
across the country in April 2020.

Benefits of BS VI norms

Under the BS-VI regime, full modern exhaust after-treatment systems (technologies fitted to a
vehicle’s exhaust), such as diesel particulate filters (DPFs) and selective catalytic reduction (SCR)
units are mandatory. These systems function as filters and chemical reactors within the exhaust
stream, breaking down or trapping harmful gases and particles before they are released into the
air.

For instance, catalytic converters convert toxic gases such as carbon monoxide and nitrogen
oxides into less harmful substances like carbon dioxide, nitrogen and water vapour, while DPFs
physically trap fine soot particles emitted by diesel engines, cutting particulate matter emissions
by over 90%. Hence, BS VI vehicles can cut down particulate matter emissions, as well as other
emissions significantly.

WHY CURBING VEHICULAR POLLUTION IS KEY TO THE FIGHT AGAINST FOUL AIR

The Delhi government’s decision to bar non-BS VI private vehicles registered outside the capital
from entering the city has come after three days of ‘severe’ air quality and as evidence mounts
that vehicular emissions is one of the biggest and most stubborn contributors to air pollution in
the NCR. According to the Commission for Air Quality Management (CAQM), as many as 93% of
the 2.88 crore vehicles on the road in Delhi-NCR are light motor vehicles (LMVs; essentially cars)
and two-wheelers. More than a third - around 37% - of this fleet comprises Bharat Stage (BS) III
or even older vehicles, which have a significantly higher emissions potential.

THE NIGHT’S WATCH OF LAGHAT:

On November 15, Chief Minister Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu launched a ‘Chitta-Free Himachal’
campaign, urging gram panchayats and other bodies to come forward to fight the drug problem.
Under the campaign, police teams have been conducting inspections of deserted, isolated and
semi-public locations vulnerable to drug-related activities, including forest patches, abandoned
buildings, parking areas, riverbanks, old bus stands and garage sheds.

Laghat village falls under the Barmana gram panchayat bordering Punjab, which is one of the 234
panchayats identified as highly affected by the chitta (an intoxicant) menace in Himachal Pradesh
by the government. Recently, the 22-member Laghat Mahila Mandal took the task of controlling it
in its hands, starting with patrolling the newly constructed link road that the women believe has
brought the problem to their doorsteps, between 9 pm and 1 am. The step taken by the women of
Laghat village shows that everything cannot be left to the authorities alone.

GHOSTPAIRING

— The Indian Computer Emergency Response Team (CERT-In) has issued an advisory about an
active threat campaign targeting WhatsApp users. The attack uses a new technique called
GhostPairing, which malicious actors exploit to hijack WhatsApp accounts.
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— GhostPairing allows cybercriminals to take complete control of WhatsApp accounts without
needing passwords or SIM swaps.

MH 60R HELICOPTER SQUADRON- INAS 335 — THE ‘OSPREYS’

— The Indian Navy has commissioned its second MH 60R helicopter squadron, INAS 335, at INS
Hansa in Goa on 17 December 2025. The squadron has been nicknamed ‘Ospreys’ after the fish-
hunting bird of prey.

— The first squadron of these submarine-hunting helicopters, Indian Naval Air Squadron 334, was
inducted at INS Garuda in Kochi in March 2024.

— The helicopter is designed for a wide range of operations, including anti-submarine warfare
(ASW), anti-surface warfare (ASuW), search and rescue (SAR) missions, and medical evacuation
(MEDEVAQC).

— It can be used for vertical replenishment (VERTREP), a naval logistics operation in which
supplies are transferred by helicopter between ships at sea or from shore to ship without the ships
having to dock or come next to each other.

— The induction coincides with an important milestone as the year 2025 marks 75 years since
the Government of India approved the formation of a Fleet Air Arm for the Navy.

ISRO RELEASES RESPOND BASKET, INVITES PROPOSALS

On Tuesday, ISRO Chairperson V. Narayanan released the RESPOND Basket 2025 at the
inauguration of the ISRO-Academia Day. It comprises research problem statements aligned with
ISRO’s current and future mission requirements.

As part of the programme, ISRO scientists delivered detailed technical talks on the research topics
listed in the RESPOND Basket 2025, providing academic participants with deeper insights into
mission-driven requirements, expected outcomes, and potential areas of collaboration.

The RESPOND Basket comprises the most urgent and important research problems identified by
ISRO and Department of Space Centre/Units on the basis of ISRO’s upcoming programmatic R&D
requirements.

The RESPOND Basket 2025 invites submission of research proposals from various premier
universities, and other recognised academic and R&D institutions in areas relevant to ISRO’s
upcoming missions and national priorities. The last date for submission is January 31, 2026.

SHIP TO SET SAIL, RETRACE ANCIENT SEA ROUTE TO OMAN

The ‘stitched ship’ — Indian Naval Sailing Vessel (INSV) Kaundinya — sailed from the Naval Base
in Karwar to Porbandar on Saturday. The vessel, with a 16-member Indian Navy crew aboard, will
cast off from Porbandar for Oman on December 29 on a historic voyage retracing ancient maritime
trading routes, as part of an initiative to revive and honour India’s traditional maritime heritage.
The ‘ancient’ ship, modelled on a fifth-century vessel depicted in a painting in the Ajanta caves,
has been recreated using traditional stitching techniques. The project — part of an initiative to
revive India’s rich maritime heritage — is being executed through a tripartite agreement between

the Indian Navy, the Ministry of Culture and Goa-based shipbuilding company Hodi Innovations
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(OPC) Private Ltd. The sails of the stitched ship display motifs of the ‘Gandabherunda’ — a two-
headed eagle that was the royal insignia of the Kadamba dynasty, which ruled the Konkan coast
— and the Sun.

WHO GLOBAL SUMMIT ON TRADITIONAL MEDICINE

— The second World Health Organization (WHO) Global Summit on Traditional Medicine was
jointly organised by the WHO and the Ministry of Ayush, Government of India, from 17 to 19
December 2025 under the theme “Restoring balance: The science and practice of health and well-
being” at the Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi.

— The summit witnessed intensive deliberations among global leaders, policymakers, scientists,
practitioners, Indigenous knowledge holders and civil society representatives on advancing
equitable, sustainable, and evidence-driven health systems.

— The WHO Traditional Medicine Global Library was announced at the summit. It constitutes a
new global information resource aimed at strengthening traditional, complementary and
integrative medicine (TCIM) within health systems. It is grounded in the Gujarat Declaration
(2023) and aligned with WHO'’s Global Traditional Medicine Strategy 2025-2034.

THALASSEMIA

— The Madhya Pradesh government has constituted a state-level inquiry team to probe how five
children with thalassemia contracted HIV during blood transfusions has found major lapses, right
from maintaining a record of donors to failing to conduct HIV tests properly. According to the
preliminary report submitted by the inquiry team, serious irregularities were found at the blood
centre.

— Thalassemia is an inherited genetic hemoglobinopathy, a group of disorders that lead to
defective production of haemoglobin synthesis in the body. This results in low production of red
blood cells and a lack of oxygenated blood supply to the body parts.

— Thalassemia is mainly classified into two types: Alpha-thalassemia and Beta-thalassemia. The
main difference between these two is the involvement of alpha chain and beta chain production
(of haemoglobin), respectively, and clinical presentation.

THALASSAEMIA PATIENTS HAIL NEW TRANSFUSION BILL

Thalassaemia patients have welcomed the introduction of the National Blood Transfusion Bill,
2025, in Parliament on Friday.

The proposed legislation seeks to create a dedicated National Blood Transfusion Authority, set
uniform national standards for the collection, testing, processing, storage, distribution, issuance
and transfusion of blood and blood components, mandate registration of all blood centres,
promote voluntary blood donation, and introduce strict penalties for unsafe or non-compliant
practices.

“These provisions directly address long standing concerns faced by patients, caregivers, and
clinicians due to fragmented regulation and inconsistent quality,” the Thalassemia Patients
Advocacy Group (TPAG) said.
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It added that the reform offers hope for a safer, more accountable and more efficient blood
ecosystem. N.K. Ganguly, former Director-General of the Indian Council of Medical Research, said,
“Strengthening the governance of blood transfusion services is essential for ensuring safety and
public trust.”

The proposed Bill provides a science-based framework to streamline standards and improve
patient outcomes, he added.

Anubha Taneja Mukherjee, member secretary, TPAG, said, “For thousands of thalassaemia
patients, blood is not a treatment. It is a lifeline. The Bill recognise the urgency of building a strong
and unified national framework to ensure safe and equitable access to quality blood.”

1066TH JAYANTHI CELEBRATIONS OF ADI JAGADGURU SRI SHIVARATHREESHWARA
SHIVAYOGI MAHASWAMUI

— The President Droupadi Murmu, inaugurated the 1066th Jayanthi celebrations of Adi
Jagadguru Sri Shivarathreeshwara Shivayogi Mahaswamiji at Malavalli Mandya district,
Karnataka

— According to Sutturmath’s website, “Adi Jagadguru Sri Shivarathreeshwara Shivayogi
Mahaswamiji was a great saint of the 10th century A D. He came into fame while restoring peace
between two warring kings, Rachamalla IV of Gangas of Talakadu and Rajaraja Chola I of the Chola
dynasty.”

— “Adi Jagadguru Shivayogi Swamiji advised both kings to abandon war and choose peace. As a
result, both the kings reached out to each other to extend a hand of friendship.”

— “After this incident, King Rajaraja Chola requested Shivayogi Swamiji to set up a Math to
celebrate this event. On his request, Adi Jagadguru Shivayogiji established the Math on the banks
of the River Kapila at Suttur, near Nanjangud Taluk of the Mysuru district.”

RAJ KUMAR GOYAL

— Former Indian Administrative Service (IAS) officer Raj Kumar Goyal was sworn in as Chief
Information Commissioner (CIC) in the Central Information Commission by President Droupadi
Murmu.

— The Central Information Commission is headed by the CIC and can have a maximum of 10
Information Commissioners. At present, Anandi Ramalingam and Vinod Kumar Tiwari are the
Information Commissioners.

RAM VANIJI SUTAR

— Internationally renowned sculptor Ram V Sutar passed away on 18th December, leaving behind
a distinguished body of work, from the Statue of Unity to Mahatma Gandhi’s statue at Parliament.
He was 100.

— Sutar designed the Statue of Unity in Gujarat-the world’s tallest statue at 182 metres—and also
won acclaim for his Mahatma Gandhi bust, which was replicated and sent to 450 cities across India
and outside.
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— Among his other notable works are the 45-foot-tall Chambal monument, the seated Mahatma
Gandhi statue installed outside the old Parliament building in New Delhi, and its larger replica at
the Vidhana Soudha in Karnataka. He also created the 108-foot-tall Kempe Gowda statue at
Bengaluru airport.

— Sutar was awarded Padma Shri in 1999 and the Padma Bhushan in 2016. In October 2018, he
was honoured with the Tagore Award for Cultural Harmony, and in November 2025, he was
conferred with the Maharashtra Bhushan, the state’s highest civilian honour, in recognition of his
lifetime of artistic achievement.

EVEN PREMODERN HUMANS MAY HAVE LIT FIRES

Researchers excavated a 4-lakh-year-old soil layer containing shattered axes and a patch of
reddish sediment in Barnham, England. The sediment had been repeatedly heated and its
chemical traces didn’t match natural fires. The layer also yielded some iron pyrite, a mineral that
can be struck against flint to create sparks and is otherwise very rare in the area. The researchers
interpreted all this to mean premodern humans could have lit fires, reshaping their diets and
social lives.

SQUASH WORLD CUP

— India scripted history, clinching its maiden Squash World Cup title to become the first Asian
country to achieve the feat after overwhelming Hong Kong 3-0 in the summit clash.

— The historic win at the Express Avenue Mall here marked an improvement on India’s previous
best finish of a bronze medal at the 2023 edition.

— The triumph also made India only the fourth country after Australia, England, and Egypt to win
the Squash World Cup title.

BWF WORLD TOUR FINALS

— South Korea’s An Seyoung won the BWF World Tour Finals title, winning her 11th international
title of 2025. She defeated Wang Zhiyi in Hangzhou, People’s Republic of China.

— She became the first badminton player to earn over USD 1 million in prize money in a season.
She clinched the BWF World Tour Finals title which had a reward of USD 240,000, that took her
total prize money for the year to US $ 1,003,175.

— France’s Christo Popov beat world champion Shi Yuqi 21-19 21-9 to win the men’s title and
became the first French player to win the year-ending championships.

SNICKO TECHNOLOGY

—During the Ashes test between England and Australia, Snickometer technology, commonly
known as ‘Snicko’, has been the point of controversy. The Snickometer is a decision-making
technology system used to determine whether a batter has hit the ball during a video review.

— The technology shows replays in frame-by-frame pictures with a waveform created to display
if there has been contact between bat and ball.
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|WORLD RAPID CHAMPIONSHIP

— The World Rapid and Blitz Chess Championship 2025 is taking place in Doha, Qatar, from
December 26 to 30. The five-day event, which started with the Rapid Championship, ran for the
first three days till December 28 and is followed by the Blitz Championship for the last two days
on December 29 and 30.

— The 2025 FIDE World Rapid Chess Championship is a 13-round Swiss tournament that crowns
this year’s World Rapid Chess Champion.

— Magnus Carlsen won the World Rapid Championship 2025, making his sixth World Rapid
Championship title. GM Vladislav Artemiev won the Silver medal. India’s Arjun Erigaisi claimed a
bronze medal at the FIDE World Rapid Championship in Doha, finishing on 9.5 points.

— Arjun thus became the only male player from India to end up with a podium finish at a World
Rapid Championship since five-time world champion Viswanathan Anand.

— In the women’s section, the veteran Koneru Humpy also won a bronze medal. Aleksandra
Goryachkina defeated Zhu Jiner to win her maiden world rapid championship.

BUSINESS AND ECONOMY

WHY ARE NVIDIA CHIPS BEING SOLD TO CHINA AGAIN?

The story so far:

On December 8, U.S. President Donald Trump announced that Chinese firms will be able to import
Nvidia’s H200 graphics processing units, provided the company pays the U.S. government a 25%
revenue surcharge.

What are the chips used for?

Nvidia designs and develops graphics processing units, or GPUs. While GPUs are what drive digital
displays and help with advanced workloads like video games, some are designed to help with Al
development, such as by training large language models (LLMs), and performing other resource-
intensive tasks. H200 is one generation behind the Blackwell architecture, which is the cutting
edge of Nvidia’s product lineup. A key differentiator that Nvidia has is its proprietary CUDA
software architecture, which it uses to improve the performance of its GPUs.

For geostrategic reasons, the U.S. has restricted or banned the export of highly advanced chips
and the know-how to manufacture them since 2018. The U.S. has been joined in doing this by other
countries whose firms hold critical leads in GPU and semiconductor technology, like South Korea,
Japan and the Netherlands. One reason why the U.S. is wary of China having access to cutting edge
technology is the dual-use implications. The U.S. wants to prevent China from arriving at
technology breakthroughs first, especially in sensitive fields like defence. Maintaining a
technological lead is also beneficial from a commercial point of view for U.S. firms, which would
enjoy an advantage from having access to equipment and gear that their Chinese competitors
don't.

Why is export of H200 chips being allowed?

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
65


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

China has already faced a massive backlash to its semiconductor and Al industry from the U.S.
Even previous generation H20 chips were subject to an export quantity quota, and reports
indicate that the U.S. wanted visibility and control over who the end user for these technologies
were. These restrictions spanned both the Joe Biden presidency and Mr. Trump’s terms. These
limitations have driven China to invest enormous amounts of resources in research and
development, fed by the country’s proceeds from its export-driven economy and generous
support of industry champions like Huawei. The firm has been able to develop indigenous
chipsets, and even an operating system for its new phones, that don’t rely on Android, which
drives most smartphones other than Apple’s. Huawei’s indigenous phones use chips that use older
processes, but boast decent performance. While tech restrictions arguably provide the U.S. with
some breathing room to maintain its technological edge, firms like Nvidia have nevertheless
sought to access the vast Chinese market. The firm successfully lobbied the White House to allow
its previous generation chips to be sold in China.

Will China allow their purchase?

Nvidia and the U.S. government’s rationale is as follows: by allowing advanced GPUs to be sold to
Chinese firms, the U.S. would take some momentum out of China’s efforts to develop and grow its
own alternatives, such as those under development at Huawei. If Chinese firms are able to achieve
their ends with H200 chips, the appetite for the more advanced B200 chips may not be pressing.
The argument rests on the prospect that Nvidia can make money from Chinese sales, without
disturbing the U.S.’s tech lead, while also not speeding up China’s research and development for
foundational technologies. China knows of these strategies, and has in the past taken both paths
before it: allowing firms to buy advanced chips from abroad, and in other cases mandating firms
to use home-grown alternatives.

Reports indicate that the H200 chips that China will allow its firms to buy will be limited. That
way, the country presumably hopes, the short-term needs of firms dependent on this technology
will go on unimpeded, while a larger industry-level push for Chinese chip capabilities will reach
U.S. levels. There remains a significant gap between the frontier of chip technologies and China’s
answer to them.

China has been known to close technological gaps with far more limited access to technology in
record time. Its DeepSeek LLM, developed by a relatively small firm at a lower cost than U.S. firms
and with older chips, highlighted this to global policymakers. However, the U.S. and allied
countries with a technological edge in different parts of the Al and chip ecosystem continue to see
value in prolonging their pole position for as long as possible, perhaps until artificial general
intelligence (AGI) is achieved.

HOW CHINA BUILT ‘MANHATTAN PROJECT’ TO RIVAL THE WEST IN Al CHIPS

In a high-security Shenzhen laboratory, Chinese scientists have built what Washington has spent
years trying to prevent: a prototype of a machine capable of producing the cutting-edge
semiconductor chips that power artificial intelligence, smartphones and weapons central to
Western military dominance, Reuters has learned.

Completed in early 2025 and now undergoing testing, the prototype fills nearly an entire factory
floor. It was built by a team of former engineers from Dutch semiconductor giant ASML who
reverse-engineered the company’s extreme ultraviolet lithography machines or EUVs, according
to two people with knowledge of the project.
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UV beams

EUV machines sit at the heart of a technological Cold War. They use beams of extreme ultraviolet
light to etch circuits thousands of times thinner than a human hair onto silicon wafers, currently
a capability monopolised by the West. The smaller the circuits, the more powerful the chips.
China’s machine is operational and successfully generating extreme ultraviolet light, but has not
yet produced working chips, the people said.

In April, ASML CEO Christophe Fouquet said that China would need “many, many years” to develop
such technology. But the existence of this prototype, reported by Reuters for the first time,
suggests China may be years closer to achieving semiconductor independence than analysts
anticipated.

Nevertheless, China still faces major technical challenges, particularly in replicating the precision
optical systems that Western suppliers produce.

Chinese electronics giant Huawei plays a key role coordinating a web of companies and state
research institutes across the country involving thousands of engineers, according to the two
people and a third source.

The people described it as China’s version of the Manhattan Project, the U.S. wartime effort to
develop the atomic bomb.

“The aim is for China to eventually be able to make advanced chips on machines that are entirely
China-made,” one of the people said. China wants the United States 100% kicked out of its supply
chains.”

Huawei, the State Council of China, the Chinese Embassy in Washington, and China’s Ministry of
Industry and Information Technology did not respond to requests for comment. Until now, only
one company has mastered EUV technology: ASML, headquartered in Veldhoven, Netherlands.

Its machines, which cost around $250 million, are indispensable for manufacturing the most
advanced chips designed by companies like Nvidia and AMD—and produced by chip makers such
as TSMC, Intel, and Samsung.

ASML built its first working prototype of EUV technology in 2001, and told Reuters it took nearly
two decades and billions of euros in R&D spending before it produced its first commercially-
available chips in 2019.

“It makes sense companies would want to replicate our technology, but doing so is no small feat,”
ASML told Reuters.

ASML’s EUV systems are currently available to U.S. allies including Taiwan, South Korea, and
Japan.

Starting in 2018, the United States began pressuring the Netherlands to block ASML from selling
EUV systems to China. The restrictions expanded in 2022, when the Biden administration imposed
sweeping export controls designed to cut off China’s access to advanced semiconductor
technology.
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The controls targeted not just EUV systems but also older deep ultraviolet (DUV) lithography
machines that produce less-advanced chips like Huawei’s, aiming to keep China at least a
generation behind in chip making capabilities.

The U.S. State Department said the Trump Administration has strengthened enforcement of
export controls on advanced semiconductor manufacturing equipment and is working with
partners “to close loopholes as technology advances.”

Extensive espionage

Dutch intelligence warned in an April report that China “used extensive espionage programmes
in its attempts to obtain advanced technology and knowledge from Western countries,” including
recruiting “Western scientists and employees of high-tech companies.”

The ASML veterans made the breakthrough in Shenzhen possible, the people said. Without their
intimate knowledge of the technology, reverse-engineering the machines would have been nearly
impossible.

Their recruitment was part of an aggressive drive China launched in 2019 for semiconductor
experts working abroad, offering signing bonuses that started at 3 million to 5 million yuan
($4,20,000 to $7,00,000) and home-purchase subsidies, according to a Reuters review of
government policy documents.

China officially prohibits dual citizenship and did not answer questions on issuing passports.
Chinese authorities did not respond to requests for comment.

Inside the fab

ASML’s most advanced EUV systems are roughly the size of a school bus, and weigh 180 tonne.
After failed attempts to replicate its size, the prototype inside the Shenzhen lab became many
times larger to improve its power, according to the two people. The Chinese prototype is crude
compared to ASML’s machines but operational enough for testing.

China’s prototype lags ASML’s machines largely because researchers have struggled to obtain
optical systems like those from Germany’s Carl Zeiss AG, one of ASML’s key suppliers, the two
people said.

LOOKING TO EXPAND MARKET ACCESS, INDIA INKS FREE TRADE PACT WITH OMAN

India Thursday signed a free trade agreement (FTA) with Oman, the second trade deal with a Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) country after the UAE, in an effort to expand market access for its
exporters in the West Asian market at a time when steep tariffs in the US market are hurting trade
and investments.

— Under the deal, Oman has offered zero-duty access on 98 per cent of its tariff lines that could
result in $2 billion worth of exports in the near term, according to official estimates, benefitting
gems and jewellery, textiles, leather, footwear, sports goods, plastics, furniture, agricultural
products and engineering products, among others.

— India, on its part, has liberalised tariffs on 77.79 per cent of its total tariff lines, protecting
sensitive sectors such as agricultural products including dairy, tea, coffee, rubber, and tobacco
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products; gold and silver bullion, and jewellery. As part of the services sector deal, Oman has
increased the quota for Intra-Corporate Transferees from 20 per cent to 50 per cent.

— According to the Ministry, the agreement also provides for more liberal entry and stay
conditions for skilled professionals in key sectors such as accountancy, taxation, architecture,
medical and allied services, thereby supporting deeper and more seamless professional
engagement.

— Oman’s total annual imports are around $40 billion, but nearly two-thirds of its imports are
machinery goods where India could gain market access. Indian exports, largely driven by
machinery and parts exports, have doubled in the last five years from $2 billion to $6 billion. New
Delhi’s top exports include machinery, aircraft, rice, iron and steel articles, beauty and personal
care products and ceramic products.

— The CEPA, according to the government, is expected to have three outcomes: “Strengthen and
further develop closer economic and commercial integration, increase trade between the two
countries by reducing trade barriers and creating a stable framework, and unlock opportunities
in all major sectors of the economy, enhance economic growth, create jobs and boost investment
flows between both countries.”

— Oman’s gains are concentrated in energy and industrial inputs. India has offered tariff
liberalisation on about 78 per cent of its tariff lines, largely through tariff-rate quotas to protect
sensitive sectors.

— India imported roughly $6.6 billion of goods from Oman in fiscal 2025, dominated by crude oil,
liquefied natural gas and fertilisers, alongside chemical inputs such as methanol and ammonia,
Srivastava said.

— S C Ralhan, president of Federation of Indian Export Organisations (FIEO), said Oman’s
strategic location makes it a vital gateway to the Gulf and Africa, and the CEPA will enable Indian
exporters to integrate more effectively into regional value chains, diversify markets, and expand
India’s export footprint.

— Besides CEPA, the two sides signed five pacts on maritime heritage and museums, agriculture,
higher education, food innovation and maritime cooperation.

— Amid increasing trade restrictions in the US due to tariffs and the European Union on account
of the carbon tax, India has signed a trade deal with Oman on Thursday (December 18) to expand
the footprint for its exports in West Asia.

— This fits into New Delhi'’s strategy of rapidly pushing for more and more free trade agreements
(FTAs), thereby securing new markets amid continued uncertainty around the trade deal with the
Us.

— Indian exporters have also been pushing for better market access in the Arab region due to less
stringent standards compared with the European Union (EU). This not only raises the cost of
compliance for exporters, but also often acts as a non-tariff barrier (NTB).

— While Oman is much less diversified and a much smaller market for India compared with the
UAE, its strategic location serves as a hub from where Indian products can find other markets in
the region and in Africa.
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Do You Know:

— The Cooperation Council for the Arab Gulf States, often called the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), is one of the most important regional organisations in the Gulf and the wider Middle East
region.

— The six member states of the GCC, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the
UAE, came together in 1981 to form the regional grouping in the light of the tumultuous politics
at the time to develop collective mechanisms to deal with political, security and economic
challenges facing the member states.

NOV EXPORTS TO US SURGE, BUT A TRADE DEAL IS STILL KEY

A combination of factors led to a 22 per cent surge in India’s exports to the US market in November
after two consecutive months of decline in September and October. This made November one of
the strongest months on record despite the 50 per cent US tariffs that have left a broad range of
products uncompetitive in the American market. While exporters seem resilient, data suggest that
it could be short-term factors and a trade deal could still be necessary for sustained growth.

— Exports in November surged to the US as well as other markets, particularly China and Hong
Kong, and to several European markets. Exports indicate strong signs of diversification, but
exporters may have also benefited from the recent tensions between China and Japan.

— Indian exports, particularly seafood, have surged to China as Beijing has begun restricting
imports from Japan. Indian exports to China jumped 90 per cent and to Hong Kong by 35 per cent
last month.

— Exports to European countries have also been on the rise ahead of the implementation of the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) from January 1. The new tax will raise duty on
Indian engineering products from next year. In what typically triggers stocking, Indian exporters
of engineering goods grew by 30 per cent, and exports to Germany, Spain, and Belgium surged 25
per cent, 180 per cent and 30 per cent, respectively.

— One of the prime reasons for the surge in Indian exports to the US is that exporters are hoping
for a deal soon and are bearing the tariffs-related cost to maintain market access in anticipation
of atrade deal. The first part of the deal, where the US would revoke 25 per cent tariffs, is expected,
as India has stepped up crude imports from the US, signed an energy deal agreeing to source 10
per cent of its LPG imports from the US and is set to open its nuclear sector, which has been among
the key US demands.

— However, exporters have said that they are no longer receiving fresh orders and most orders
will end by December. This could have a long-term impact, as Indian competitors such as Vietnam
and Bangladesh have begun receiving orders that are moving away from India. Exporters from
Tiruppur, for instance, said that they have lost nearly Rs 7,000 crore worth of winter orders from
the US that will have a long-term impact on the manufacturing hub.

— The sharp rise in exports in November also comes amid a rapid weakening of the rupee against
the US dollar, with the 90-dollar mark being breached earlier this month in December. A weaker
rupee is good for exporters as it makes Indian goods and services cheaper for foreign buyers.
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— The rupee, which hit a fresh all-time low on Monday after it fell to 90.79 per dollar during the
day, was 5.6 per cent lower in November against the US dollar compared with the same month
last year. This is despite the greenback having weakened sharply by almost 8 per cent over the
last 12 months.

TIME TO PAUSE

Retail inflation in November 2025 came in at its second-lowest level, of 0.7%, ever recorded in
this series of data, following up on October, which saw the lowest-ever rate of inflation. There are
a few different takeaways from this data. The first is that the statistical base effects resulting in
such abnormally low inflation levels will soon wane. For example, inflation in October and
November 2024 was 6.2% and 5.5%, respectively. Since then, however, it slid steadily every
month to reach 1.6% in July 2025. This, in essence, means that the statistical high base effect
keeping inflation down will wear off between now and July 2026. The other factor to keep in mind
is how skewed the current Consumer Price Index (CPI) is. The food and beverages category
accounts for nearly 46% of the weightage in the index, which means that whatever happens to
that category has an inordinately high impact on the overall inflation rate. For example, food
prices contracted 2.8% in November 2025, dragging down the entire index. However, this
contraction in food prices was statistical, since it was on a high base of 8.2% in November last
year. The next year is likely to see a radically different inflation number. The government is
expected to release the new series of the CPI in the first quarter of 2026-27. This new series will
update the base year to 2024 from the earlier highly outdated 2012. The weightages will also be
rejigged to better represent the consumption behaviour of Indians, which means food will not play
such an overwhelming role in determining the inflation rate. Finally, the new base year will also
mean statistical base effects will be addressed.

UNPACKING INFLATION: MISLEADING CORE, WEAK DEMAND, FOOD PRICES

India’s headline retail inflation rate rose to 0.71 per cent in November from October’s all-time low
of 0.25 per cent. However, to understand what the latest inflation data tells us about the Indian
economy, the Consumer Price Index (CPI) data must be looked at in three different ways.

— The primary reason behind headline retail inflation being as low as it has been is food prices,
which were down on a year-on-year basis for the sixth month in a row. In November, food inflation
was a negative 3.91 per cent, slightly higher than a negative 5.02 per cent in October.

However, these are price changes compared to the same month last year. When compared to
October, food prices were 0.5 per cent higher in November.

— Then there is core inflation, or inflation excluding items whose prices are volatile, such as food
and fuel. This measure of inflation is important because it is seen as a sign of underlying price
pressures in the economy; people will buy food and fuel to an extent irrespective of their prices
because they are required for survival - food for nourishment and fuel for mobility.

— As such, inflation excluding food and fuel tells us how prices are moving when we consider only
those items whose demand is impacted by changes in prices.

— Removing gold, silver, petrol, and diesel from core inflation gives us what economists call ‘core-
core’ or ‘super core’ inflation. And calculations show this measure of inflation fell to a new record
low of 2.4 per cent in November, indicating price pressures are very weak. This may be for a
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variety of reasons, including the September 22 Goods and Services Tax cuts, some weakness in
demand, and some statistical issues with how the statistics ministry compiles CPI data.

Do You Know:

— Inflation refers to the rate at which the general price level for goods and services increases over
a period of time, causing a decrease in purchasing power of money or real income. In other words,
as inflation rises, each unit of currency can buy fewer goods and services than before.

— Rising inflation affects the financial well-being of households, especially those with lower
incomes or fixed incomes. As the cost of goods and services increases, it reduces the quantity of
goods and services that can be purchased with the same nominal income, thereby affecting
households’ cost of living.

CHANGE FOR THE WORSE

The Viksit Bharat - Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin), or VB-G RAM G Bill,
tabled in the Lok Sabha on Tuesday to replace the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), deserves to be rejected for more than one reason. What is sought to
be changed is not only the nomenclature but also the fundamental character of the existing
Scheme (MGNREGS). This marks yet another attempt by the BJP-led government at the Centre to
reduce the size of the development space to States. The only plausible reason for the name change
is the fact that the BJP’s ideological master, the RSS, had strong differences with Gandhi. The use
of Gandhi’s name in the 20-year-old scheme signifies the link to his Gram Swaraj concept that
gives importance to democratic decentralisation. But the new Bill, by making the Union
government virtually the sole decision maker in the proposed law, will not make any positive
contribution in this direction. Supporters of the government point out that the increase in the days
of work to 125 in a year is a major benefit for people in rural India. But, the data, on employment
given to households under the MGNREGS, reveal that it was only during 2020-21, the COVID-19
pandemic year, that 9.5% (nearly 7.2 million) of households actually worked for 100 days. Over
the last two years, only around 7% of families could get the full quota.

By calling the VB-G RAM G “a centrally sponsored scheme”, the Union government has done away
with the special status that the MGNREGS had enjoyed, wherein it had been absorbing the entire
cost of wages payment for unskilled manual labour. In the proposed scheme, the fund-sharing
pattern between the Centre and States generally would be 60:40. A benefit of the existing scheme
was that rural wages have gone up sharply. The finances of States are not in a robust condition
and there are apprehensions about the likely impact of the restructuring of the GST. Besides, when
direct cash transfer schemes are increasingly being viewed as a political game changer, it is an
open secret that not many States will be keen on participating in the fresh scheme. More
importantly, the soul of the current law — a bottom up demand-based scheme — has been taken
away. What has been proposed is a supply-driven framework wherein allocations will be capped,
as decided by the Union government. Also, States will have to bear any excess expenditure, which
is a new feature. Tamil Nadu and Kerala have opposed the Bill citing an undermining of States’
interests. A feature of the Bill, which is meant to ensure that work does not clash with farm work
during sowing/harvesting, may be included explicitly in the MGNREGS, after consultations with
States. Howsoever passionately Minister for Rural Development Shivraj Singh Chouhan may say
that the new law is in line with Gandhi’s sentiments, good governance, which is the goal of the idea
of Ram Rajya, does not become a reality without diffused grassroots democracy — a condition
neither sought to be promoted nor nourished by the proposed legislation.
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DISMANTLING MGNREGA WILL BE A HISTORIC ERROR: LEADING GLOBAL ACADEMICS

A group ofleading international economists and social scientists have called upon the government
to reverse the imminent repeal of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA), warning that dismantling the scheme will be a “historic error”.

The signatories have written an open letter addressed to the Centre. They include Nobel laureate
Joseph E. Stiglitz; Pavlina R. Tcherneva, President, The Levy Economics Institute (U.S.); Thomas
Piketty, Professor, Paris School of Economics (France); Isabelle Ferreras, Professor, University of
Louvain (Belgium); Darrick Hamilton, Professor, New School for Social Research (U.S.); Randall
Wray, Senior Scholar, The Levy Economics Institute (U.S.); and James Galbraith, Professor, The
University of Texas at Austin (U.S.).

Describing the MGNREGA as “the world’s most significant policy operationalising a demand-
driven, legal right to employment”, the academics said that it reaffirmed “economic dignity as a
fundamental right”. And there is empirical evidence to underscore its impact. “The early years of
the Act coincided with unprecedented rural wage growth and studies confirmed the programme’s
positive effects on economic output and efficiency, dispelling myths of unproductivity.”

The signatories said that “chronic underfunding and payment delays” had long hampered the
scheme. But with the new Bill bringing in a shift to devolve the scheme to States and without
commensurate fiscal support, it threatened its existence. Under the new funding pattern, the
States could bear up to 100% of material costs, compared with 25% earlier. “This creates a
catastrophic Catch-22: States are legally liable to provide employment, while central financing is
withdrawn,” the letter warned, arguing that poorer States will be forced to curb project approvals,
stifling work demand.

They flagged provisions allowing discretionary suspension of the scheme, citing the unexplained
defunding of West Bengal over the past three years as an example of political misuse. Such
measures, they said, render the employment guarantee “meaningless”. The MGNREGA'’s design
not only provides wages but also creates rural assets such as wells, roads, and ponds, stimulating
local economies. “To dismantle it now would abandon a proven instrument for poverty alleviation,
social justice, and environmental care,” the scholars wrote, calling for assured Central funding,
timely wage payments, and restoration of the Act’s foundational guarantee.

CAG ON GAPS IN PRADHAN MANTRI KAUSHAL VIKAS YOJANA SCHEME

The use of “11111111111” as the bank account number; the same photograph used for multiple
beneficiaries; payouts pending for more than 34 lakh candidates; and shuttered training centres.

— These are some of the glaring irregularities identified by the Comptroller and Auditor General
of India (CAG) in the implementation of the Centre’s flagship skills training initiative, Pradhan
Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), in three phases from 2015-2022.

— The CAG findings were detailed in an audit report tabled in the Lok Sabha on Thursday. They
are significant because PMKVY has been one of the major interventions by the Government to
provide skills training to combat joblessness among youth — according to available data, the
unemployment rate was 15 per cent in the age group of 15-29 years in May 2025.

— The skills scheme was launched in July 2015 to enable a large number of youth to take up

industry-relevant skill training and certification.
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— The anomalies in bank account numbers recorded on the Skill India Portal (SIP) were found
during the CAG’s audit of candidates’ electronic identities and contact details.

— The CAG noted that its “analysis of account number field in PMKVY 2.0 and 3.0 data did not
provide adequate assurance about the identity of participants of this scheme”.

— The report also detailed the ministry’s explanation in May 2023 “that initially account details
was a mandatory field on SIP, but it was made non-mandatory later due to problems at ground
level implementation”.

— The CAG also found instances of skill certification by employers who do not merit classification
as ‘Best-in-Class’, the report said. It also noted discrepancies in photographic evidence of training
conducted as the same photos were provided for multiple beneficiaries in UP, Bihar, Maharashtra
and Rajasthan.

— According to the Ministry, “Face-authentication and geo-tagged attendance have been
mandated; a live attendance dashboard has been operationalised; and Central Communication
Layer (CCL)-based candidate feedback mechanisms are being used for ongoing course
correction.”

Do You Know:

— The Skill India Mission today supports all flagship schemes of the government, such as PM
Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), PM Vishwakarma, PM JANMAN Yojana, Lakhpati Didi, Solar
Mission, Green Hydrogen Mission and Al for India.

— Since its inception in 2015, the Mission has equipped millions of young Indians with the skills
needed to thrive in a rapidly evolving job market.

— PMKVY is focused on short-term skill development training. It focuses on the rural youth and
has trained over 1.49 crore candidates.

— The Skill India Digital Hub (SIDH) — a platform for all skilling requirements— has been
envisaged as an information repository for all government initiatives related to skilling and
entrepreneurship.

RS PASSES BILL FOR 100% FDI IN INSURANCE SECTOR

A day after the Lok Sabha passed the Sabka Bima Sabki Raksha (Amendment of Insurance Laws)
Bill, the Rajya Sabha on Wednesday passed the legislation which allows 100% foreign direct
investment in the insurance sector. It seeks to reform India’s insurance framework through
changes in three Acts: The Insurance Act of 1938, the Life Insurance Corporation Act of 1956, and
the Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) Act of 1999. The move is
expected to be a step towards achieving the IRDAI’s goal of “Insurance for All by 2047”.

Key Takeaways:
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— The Bill seeks to revamp India’s insurance framework, proposing sweeping changes to the
Insurance Act, 1938, the Life Insurance Corporation Act, 1956, and the IRDAI Act, 1999, with the
stated aim of modernisation, wider coverage and stronger regulatory oversight.

— However, the final draft reflects a mix of hits and misses. While several long-awaited changes
like 100% FDI have been incorporated, other crucial industry demands like composite licence
have been left out or diluted, leaving stakeholders divided on the overall impact. The Bill, which
is expected to be taken up in the ongoing Winter Session of Parliament, is likely to trigger debate
as it attempts to balance industry expectations, consumer protection and the government’s
broader financial sector reform agenda.

— 100% FDI: The amendment will raise the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) limit in Indian
insurance companies from 74% to 100%. This will help in attracting stable and sustainable
investment, facilitate technology transfer, enhance insurance penetration & social protection and
aid achieve the goal of ‘Insurance for All by 2047’. India has about 70 insurers, while the world
has close to 10,000. Even if a small share of these chooses to enter India, the capital coming in is
expected to be very large.

— There is little doubt that raising the FDI limit to 100% marks a decisive step toward globalising
India’s insurance sector. The reform is expected to draw larger pools of foreign capital, spur
product innovation, and intensify competition in underwriting, risk management, and customer
experience. Crucially, it will also bring access to global best practices — from sophisticated
underwriting models and digital claims platforms to advanced risk-assessment tools — enhancing
the industry’s resilience and service quality. Together, these shifts lay the groundwork for a more
customer-centric and technologically robust insurance ecosystem.

— Sops for foreign reinsurers: The requirement of Net Owned Funds (includes equity capital, free
reserves, balance in share premium account and capital reserves representing surplus) for foreign
reinsurers is proposed to be reduced from Rs 5,000 crore to Rs 1,000 crore to facilitate entry of
more re-insurers, building greater reinsurance capacities in the country. This has been a long-
standing demand of global reinsurance companies. This easing of norms is intended to draw
smaller and new-age reinsurers to India, broadening competition in a segment currently
dominated by public sector GIC Re.

— More powers for IRDAI: In a significant step toward strengthening policyholder protection,
IRDAI is set to receive enhanced enforcement powers, including the authority to disgorge
wrongful gains made by insurers or intermediaries. This brings IRDAI's punitive capabilities
closer to that of SEBI, which already has the power to recover illegally earned profits from
violators.

— To further streamline industry operations and ensure uninterrupted service for policyholders,
the Bill proposes a one-time registration system for insurance intermediaries, removing the need
for repeated approvals and simplifying compliance. In another move aimed at easing business
processes, the threshold for requiring IRDAI’s approval for the transfer of paid-up equity capital
in insurance companies will be raised from 1% to 5%, allowing for smoother share transfers and
reducing regulatory bottlenecks.

— More powers for LIC: Life Insurance Corporation of India (LIC) is being given greater
operational freedom under the new amendments, allowing it to function with more agility and
independence. The Bill proposes to empower LIC to set up new zonal offices without requiring

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
75


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

prior government approvals, enabling faster expansion, improved administrative efficiency, and
better regional oversight.

Do You Know:

— Of the world’s top 25 insurance companies, nearly 20 do not yet operate in India. The new
framework could encourage global firms to enter the market, while foreign partners in existing
joint ventures may choose either to exit or to acquire their Indian partners and establish fully
owned subsidiaries.

The structure of insurance regulation is very clearly laid out in the Bill, and the premium collected
from Indians by foreign insurance companies will be kept in the country, Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman said, replying to a debate on the Bill. Private sector insurance companies
were participating in all welfare schemes of the Union government, and the Bill would ensure that
foreign companies would also participate in social sector-related activities and government
schemes, Ms. Sitharaman said. “We are not giving them any room to get away from that
responsibility,” she said.

The increase in the FDI limit to 100% would ensure more foreign companies invest in India as, in
many cases, they did not find joint venture partners for various reasons, she said. With more
companies, the competition would increase, and premiums should drop, she said.

Earlier, during the debate, the Opposition demanded that the Bill be sent to a Select Committee of
Parliament given the far-reaching impact it has on the insurance sector.

‘Threat to data privacy’

Initiating the debate, senior Congress MP Shaktisinh Gohil said the Bill posed a threat to data
privacy as foreign companies would demand PAN and Aadhaar of their customers, which may lead
to digital frauds. The Centre should learn from the experience of privatising the civil aviation
sector, Mr. Gohil said. He demanded that the Bill be sent to a Select Committee.

Questioning the use of both Hindi and English in the name of the Bill, Saket Gokhale of the All India
Trinamool Congress said the Bill opened the door to profit extraction by foreign companies.

A market share of $600 billion would go to foreign investors once the Bill was implemented,
Kanimozhi N.V.N. Somu of the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam said.

Note:

India has seen an improvement in insurance metrics over the past decade. For instance, the
number of insurers has increased from 54 in 2014-15 to 74 now. Similarly, insurance density —
the average insurance premium paid per person in a year — has gone up from $55 to $97 over the
same period. Insurance penetration — measured as the percentage of insurance premiums to GDP
— has gone up from 3.3 per cent of GDP to 3.7 per cent. However, the country is still a deeply
underserved insurance market. India’s insurance density, primarily driven by life insurance, is 0.6
per cent of the world average. Most of the world’s top 25 insurance companies do not operate in
India. This Bill is an attempt to address these gaps.

The bill also bolsters the IRDAI’s role. The punitive powers it provides to the agency are akin to
those of the SEBI (the securities regulator). For instance, the regulator will now have the authority
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to disgorge wrongful gains made by insurers or intermediaries. These steps are welcome. The key
will be to ensure that the regulator’s increased powers do not stifle the sector’s growth.

HOW AVIATION SECTOR IS TACKLING RISE IN GPS JAMMING AND SPOOFING INCIDENTS

Incidents of GPS or GNSS interference, primarily jamming and spoofing of the signals, have seen a
surge in recent years, raising concerns regarding safe and efficient flight operations globally.
While rather common and even expected in airspace over and around active and latent conflict
zones and tense international borders, such incidents are also increasingly being witnessed in
other regions.

— On Monday, the Ministry of Civil Aviation (MoCA) informed the Parliament that such incidents
were reported in the vicinity of the Delhi airport, and reports are also being received from major
other Indian airports like Mumbai, Bengaluru. Hyderabad, Chennai, Kolkata, and Amritsar.

— According to aviation sector insiders, such incidents have been on the rise in recent months in
India, and the country’s largest and busiest airport in Delhi has been a significant target.
November particularly saw a number of GPS spoofing incidents around the Delhi airport, it is
learnt.

— India is not alone though, as GNSS interference is one of the key challenges that the global
aviation industry has been grappling with over recent years in various parts of the world. While
there are mitigation measures, fallbacks, and redundancies to prevent significant harm to flight
safety from GPS jamming and spoofing, it is a risk that is clear and present, and also evolving.

— Spoofing and jamming of these crucial signals could potentially disrupt navigation, lead to
misrouting of aircraft, and reduce the distance between aircraft. As per Europe’s aviation
regulator EASA, GNSS interference has become a significant safety risk, particularly in
geographical areas surrounding conflict zones and the eastern Mediterranean, West Asia, Baltic
Sea, and the Arctic area, where it can increase pilots’ and air traffic controllers’ workload.

— Aircraft depend on global navigation satellite systems (GNSS) for position, navigation, and
timing (PNT) information, which is key to aircraft and air traffic management operations. The
American Global Positioning System (GPS) is the most popular GNSS, and the terms are often used
interchangeably. But there are other GNSSs as well, like Europe’s Galileo, Russia’s GLONASS, and
China’s BeiDou.

— In the context of aircraft, GNSS interference can broadly be classified into two categories—
jamming and spoofing. Put simply, jamming involves overpowering GNSS receivers with strong
radio interference, making the equipment GNSS-based navigation unusable for some time. While
this type of interference can be accidental and unintended, or a result of natural causes like solar
storms interrupting signals, a bulk of instances experienced by aircraft are deliberate.

— Spoofing is a lot more serious than jamming, or a disruption in signals. GNSS or GPS spoofing is
adeliberate act that involves transmitting counterfeit lookalike signals to deceive the receiver into
believing that the aircraft position or time, or both, are not what they are supposed to be. This
could cause abnormal behaviour by certain aircraft systems, and unwarranted warnings—Ilike
that of terrain or low altitude—being sounded in the cockpit regarding. Spoofing essentially tells
the aircraft that it is where it is not supposed to be, and can create confusion in the cockpit.
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— While theoretically, such interference could pose a credible threat to flight safety, pilots are
adequately trained to identify the jamming or spoofing, and react calmly and methodically,
essentially by cross-referencing the faulty GNSS data with independent data from other systems
on the aircraft and on the ground, and air traffic control inputs. They can then switch to other
navigational aids and systems that are independent of the GNSS or GPS. In some extreme cases,
though, such interference has resulted in rerouting and even diversion of flights.

— As aircraft use of GNSS is subjected to increasing levels of interference, airlines and the broader
aviation ecosystem are becoming increasingly dependent on conventional ground-based
navigation aids (GBNAs) as a back-up to the loss of GNSS capabilities. According to IATA, these
Minimum Operating Networks (MON) will be a necessary mitigation until reliable system
capabilities can be developed to suitably protect against GNSS interference.

— India, too, is ensuring that MONs are being retained to counter the threat from GNSS spoofing
and jamming.

Do You Know:

— NavlC, or Navigation with Indian Constellation, is an independent stand-alone navigation
satellite system developed by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO).

— As per the Indian Cybercrime Coordination Centre, there are several types of rackets — digital
arrest, trading scam, investment scam and romance/dating scam.

— Under the provisions of section 70B of the Information Technology (IT) Act, 2000, the CERT-In
is designated as the national agency for responding to cyber security incidents. The CERT-In plays
a vital role in controlling cybersecurity incidents and coordinating incident response activities. It
acts as the central agency for incident response, vulnerability handling, and security management
in India’s cyberspace.

WHY WERE INDIGO OPERATIONS DISRUPTED?

The story so far:

In the first few days of December, IndiGo saw a near-total meltdown of its operations, with over
5,000 flights cancelled in the first 10 days, carrying on from delays and nearly 900 flights cancelled
in November.

What happened?

The flight disruption at IndiGo was so severe that crew ended up at the wrong stations,
passengers’ bags reached destinations even after their flights were cancelled, pilots waited at
airports without duty assignments, call centres crashed, and tempers flared at boarding gates as
passengers shouted slogans against IndiGo and even held protest marches inside terminals. The
airline informed India’s aviation regulator, the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), that
there were “planning gaps” in rostering pilots and misjudgement in assessing pilot availability, as
per the new DGCA rules for pilot rest and duty hours that came into effect from November 1. These
issues combined with minor technical glitches, winter schedule changes, adverse weather, and
aviation system congestion. The airline informed the regulator that they were short of 65 pilots-
in command and requested for exemptions from the new rules to restore flight operations. Given
the massive flight disruptions affecting lakhs of passengers, the DGCA granted exemptions until
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February 10 for the new rules. As many as 12.5 lakh passengers were impacted due to the
cancellations until December 9, with the airline releasing X1,100 crore in refunds. It has also
offered X10k vouchers to severely impacted passengers from December 3 to 5.

What was the backdrop of new rules?

IndiGo’s recent meltdown revives a decades-old clash between airlines and pilots over Flight Duty
Time Limitations (FDTL) that govern their rest and duty hours. This latest tiff goes back to April
2019, when the DGCA brought new rules that reversed some of the pilot-friendly provisions in the
2011 rules, especially those governing night duties. The 2011 rules followed the May 22, 2010
Mangalore crash, where the probe report cited cockpit snoring and deep breathing for 1h40m of
the 2h5m flight and noted that the pilot-in-command would have been affected due to flying in the
‘Window of Circadian Low’ or the period between 2 am to 6 am when the ability to stay awake
reduces. The flight took off from Dubai at 2.30 am IST.

They were also an outcome of the 2011 report of the Nasim Zaidi Committee on FDTL, which was
necessitated as Air India for the first time started non-stop services in August 1, 2007 from
Mumbai to New York. The report cited evidence from a NASA study and delved in great detail into
the impact of fatigue and night flying on one’s body and how sleep debt accumulates and impacts
fatigue levels. The 2011 rules specifically barred utilising pilots for night duties on consecutive
nights as well as stated in unambiguous language that night landings were capped at 2 hours and
that maximum duty hours (which is flight duty combined with and pre and post flight duties)
could not exceed nine hours.

But these were reversed in the 2019 rules, which allowed upto two consecutive nights of duty,
and used vague language to define maximum flying hours and duty hours for night shift. After pilot
bodies went to Delhi High Court, DGCA notified revised norms in January 2024. These were widely
welcomed as it raised weekly rest from 36 to 48 hours, and restricted night flying by capping
landings to two hours, as well as maximum flying time to eight hours and duty time to 10 hours.
But their rollout was paused amid airline warnings of cancellations and the need to recruit more
pilots. Pilot bodies once again returned to the Delhi High Court, which in April 2025 ordered
phased enforcement from July 1 for most clauses, while those governing night duties were to be
implemented from November 1. It is the latter that IndiGo has obtained exemptions on. Airlines
like Air India, Akasa, and SpiceJet didn’t face cancellations due to excess pilots as a result of
groundings, delayed aircraft deliveries or unavailability of aircraft. IndiGo’s tight cost controls and
hyper-efficiency squeeze their pilots the hardest — leaving razor-thin margins.

What next?

Data indicates that though IndiGo’s market share has consistently increased from 47% pre
pandemic to 65% now, its employee cost have dropped from 11% to 8%. So, bridging the
leadership-employee disconnect and rebuilding employee morale is crucial, not just with pilots
but also cabin crew and ground staff that faced angry passengers.

From the regulator’s side there is a need to expand the understanding of human factors
responsible for aviation safety and not dismiss labour issues as employee-employer issues. A
deeper malaise is pilot training, where the training programmes of IndiGo and Air India which
cost X1.2 crore and X1.5 crore respectively — 50% higher than market prices and often on par
with fees at foreign schools — trap young pilots in decade-long debt bondage often pressuring
them to skip incident reports or give up rest for duty.
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The government must seize this crisis to strengthen the Passenger Charter of Rights on
entitlements for air travellers during flight cancellations and delays. The regulator’s website
should transparently list delay, cancellation, and baggage policies in simple formats — like the
U.S. Federal Aviation Administration’s airline-specific tables — for informed booking. Finally,
fostering market competition and tackling drivers of operational costs for airlines is essential.
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LIFE AND SCIENCES

LUNARCRETE: CONCRETE FOR THE MOON

Lunarcrete is an umbrella term for ‘concrete made on the moon’. As the US and China race to
establish long-term lunar settlements, scientists are looking for a suitable building material to
protect people from hazardous radiation and drastic temperature swings.

Lunarcrete is one promising candidate: instead of sand and gravel, it uses lunar regolith, the grey
soil that covers the moon, as its main aggregate. One challenge however is the binder: while
Portland cement uses lots of water on the earth, water is a precious resource on the moon. So
researchers are exploring options that minimise or eliminate the need for water.

One option is to ship some cement (or another binder) from the earth and combine it with regolith
using minimal water and curing inside sealed habitats. Another is sulphur lunarcrete, where
scientists melt sulphur, mix it with regolith, and let it cool into a solid.

Sulphur can act like cement without water, but it softens if it gets too hot. A third idea is to heat
regolith with microwaves or concentrated sunlight, so the grains partly melt and fuse, creating
bricks.

Recently, Louisiana State University researchers led by Arup Bhattacharya simulated a dome-
shaped lunar habitat with lunarcrete walls. When they subjected it to temperatures from 120 C to
-130 C, they found the walls could preserve the temperature inside at 22 C. Walls made of two
layers of lunarcrete with a layer of empty space in between were also found to be excellent
insulators.

POSSIBLE DISCOVERY OF DARK MATTER SPARKS DEBATE, EXPERTS URGE CAUTION

Is it a false alarm or a discovery that solves one of the greatest mysteries in cosmology? This is the
question weighing on astronomers as they examine a study published recently in the Journal of
Cosmology and Astroparticle Physics, which claims to have finally detected the elusive “dark
matter”.

Dark matter is believed to have been around for most of the 14-billion-year history of the universe.
Astronomers began searching for it in the early 1930s after the Swiss astronomer Fritz Zwicky
observed that galaxies in the Coma Cluster were moving too quickly for the amount of ordinary
matter it contained. He realised the speed of their rotation was so great that they should have
flown apart as they didn’t have enough matter to generate the gravity needed to hold them
together. He deduced that some hidden mass could be providing the “extra gravity” required for
the galaxies to stay intact. He named this dark matter.

Invisible WIMPs

According to the Standard Model of particle physics, ordinary (baryonic) matter that makes up
the world around us consists of elementary particles such as baryons (protons and neutrons) and
electrons, along with massless photons of electromagnetic radiation such as light. Baryons
themselves are made up of even smaller particles called quarks and gluons. But all these
fundamental particles form just 5% of all mass in the known universe. Dark matter accounts for
27%, while a mysterious force called “dark energy” makes up the rest.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
81


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

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

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

Physicists don’t know what dark matter is made up of, but one hypothesis they have is a hitherto
unknown type of subatomic particle called WIMPs. The name is short for ‘weakly interacting
massive particles’. According to physicists, WIMPs barely interact with normal matter and not at
all with any form of electromagnetic radiation. Since dark matter doesn’t emit, absorb or reflect
light, astronomers can only study its gravitational effect on visible matter, such as stars and
galaxies.

The trick to finding it is then to spot its tell-tale signature: high-energy particles, such as gamma-
ray photons that are released when two WIMPs collide and annihilate each other.

New claim

Tomonori Totani of the University of Tokyo has now claimed to have identified just such a gamma-
ray signal in his study, using data from the Fermi Gamma-ray Space Telescope.

“We detected gamma rays with a photon energy of 20 giga-electron-volts (or 20 billion electron-
volts, an extremely large amount of energy) extending in a halo-like structure towards the centre
of the Milky Way galaxy”, Prof. Totani said. “The gamma-ray emission component closely matches
the shape expected from the dark matter halo.”

He added that the measured gamma ray energy spectrum “closely matches model predictions for
the annihilation of hypothetical WIMPs with masses roughly 500-times that of a proton.”

Astronomers always knew dark matter must be virtually hiding in plain sight and that they’d find
it sooner or later. Has Prof. Totani found it, however? Not quite, say experts, as the research data
have to survive rigorous scrutiny and critical evaluation by more independent researchers.

THE SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND PITFALLS OF USING NUCLEAR POWER IN SPACE

The US recently announced plans under its Lunar Fission Surface Power Project to deploy a small
nuclear reactor on the moon by the early 2030s. It could be the first attempt to establish a
permanent nuclear power source beyond earth orbit, signalling the start of a new era in space.

While solar energy can power some simple moon-based activities, it's constrained by the two-
week-long lunar nights and the scarcity of sunlight at the poles. For a sustained moon and Mars
presence, humans’ energy independence thus becomes a critical enabler. This is also why the U.S.’s
lunar nuclear programme is notable.

Promise of nuclear power

In conversations on this topic on the earth, nuclear power often features as an alternative that is
compact, dense, and reliable.

Devices called radioisotope thermoelectric generators (RTGs) have powered the Voyager
spacecrafts’ odyssey through the solar system. They convert heat released by the slow decay of
plutonium-238 nuclei into electricity, and are immune to dust and darkness. But RTGs only
produce a few hundred watts of electric power, enough for instruments but insufficient for human
habitats or industrial operations.

Compact fission reactors are the next leap. About the size of a shipping container, these reactors
can generate tens to hundreds of kilowatts, and can power life support, laboratories, and
manufacturing units.
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The next leap on the demand side will be industrial operations like in-situ resource utilisation,
which can convert Martian water ice into rocket fuel and oxygen, which need over 1 MW of
continuous power. Sunlight alone can’t reliably supply this magnitude beyond the earth’s orbit.
This is where nuclear power reactors are attractive.

On Mars, reactors buried beneath the regolith could take advantage of the natural shielding to
protect equipment and inhabitants from cosmic radiation while producing large amounts of
energy. The idea of deploying such reactors on the moon itself is lucrative, where they can help
maintain warm habitats for explorers, process ice for water and rocket fuel, and recharge batteries
for surface mobility vehicles.

Incremental advances in nuclear power have enabled new technologies that were once confined
to science fiction. Beyond RTGs, there is now nuclear thermal propulsion, where a propellant is
heated by nuclear decay and expelled from nozzles. The DRACO programme in the U.S. will test
this technology in lunar orbit by 2026.

If it works, the trips to Mars could become several months shorter, slashing crew exposure to
galactic cosmic rays. In nuclear electric propulsion, reactor-generated electricity ionises a
propellant, offering years of efficient thrust for deep-space probes and cargo missions.

SUNCATCHER: GOOGLE MOONSHOT TO MOVE DATA CENTRES TO SPACE

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.

Key Takeaways:

— According to a policy note released last week, 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.

— To this end, Google will attempt to achieve data centre-level computation linkages between
satellites using laser beams to create the satellite constellation. Google claims it has successfully
tested its computer chips for tolerance to radiation and that they can survive the harsh space
environments.

— Google plans to launch two prototype satellites as part of a learning mission in partnership with
Planet Labs, an Earth imaging company, by early 2027.

— With the rapid expansion of terrestrial data centres to fuel the ongoing Al boom, tech CEOs
have begun to look to space as a viable alternative. Complaints about the negative externalities
arising from the burgeoning presence of Al data centres have been known for a while now, from
the excessive water depletion to the vast amounts of fossil fuel-driven electricity needed.

— Additionally, tremendous advances in rocket technology have significantly reduced the cost of
space missions, and thus the cost of sending experimental payloads.

— However, there are downsides to such a move as well. Building and maintaining a full-scale
data centre will be expensive, guaranteeing high establishment costs. This would also make
repairs difficult and necessitate the presence of network experts on-site. Moreover, the speed of
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data from the moon would be delayed given its distance from the Earth, making real-time
computation tricky, as things currently stand. There is also concern about ensuring cybersecurity
on the moon.

WHY WAS ELON MUSK’S X PLATFORM FINED $140 MILLION BY THE EU?

The story so far:

On December 6, Tesla CEO Elon Musk used his social media platform X to call for an end to the
European Union, posting, “The EU should be abolished and sovereignty returned to individual
countries, so that governments can better represent their people”. His outburst was trigged by a
120 million euro (around $140 million) fine slapped by the European Commission against X a day
earlier, marking the first non-compliance decision under the bloc’s landmark tech regulation.

Why was Elon Musk’s X fined?

X, formerly Twitter, was fined by the European Commission for breaching its transparency
obligations under the Digital Services Act (DSA). The EU regulator opened formal proceedings on
December 18, 2023 in order to evaluate whether X disseminated illegal information and whether
it could effectively combat the manipulation of information. The investigation is ongoing, but the
European Commission has fined X over platform-specific features and policies that violate its DSA.

“Deceiving users with blue checkmarks, obscuring information on ads and shutting out
researchers have no place online in the EU. The DSA protects users. The DSA gives researchers the
way to uncover potential threats. The DSA restores trust in the online environment,” said Henna
Virkkunen, Executive Vice-President for Tech Sovereignty, Security and Democracy, in an official
press release. She added this was the DSA’s first non-compliance decision, with X being held
responsible for undermining users’ rights and evading accountability.

What did the EU investigation find?

At the heart of the matter is X’s controversial blue check mark system. Before Elon Musk bought
Twitter in 2022, the social media platform assigned blue check marks to notable individuals such
as government officials, celebrities, and journalists after inspecting their account credentials, to
help others verify these vetted account handles on sight.

However, Mr. Musk has always criticised this legacy check mark system. After he bought Twitter
in October 2022 for $44 billion, the billionaire made the iconic verification symbol a product that
anyone could buy. This led to a surge in account impersonation, as users ranging from pranksters
to crypto scammers bought the blue tick mark to make themselves look more legitimate. In fact,
even members of the Taliban temporarily had blue check marks. As confusion spread, X began
deploying a mix of check marks — gold, blue, grey, and company logo-based ones — to
differentiate verified users from unverified ones. These categories tended to overlap.

However, this resulted in even more confusion, a view which the European Commission shared.
It stated that X’s blue check mark for so-called verified accounts “deceives users”.

Apart from the blue verification check mark issue, the European Commission pointed to X’s
advertisement repository, which it said did not meet the transparency and accessibility
requirements of the DSA. Furthermore, the regulator said that X failed to meet its DSA obligations
to give researchers access to the platform’s public data.
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These two points are linked, as the regulator pointed out that X’'s design made it difficult for
researchers to identify who was paying for certain advertisements running on X, and whether
there were any risks associated with the ads. The regulator also cited excessive processing delays.
“The fine issued today was calculated taking into account the nature of these infringements, their
gravity in terms of affected EU users, and their duration,” said the European Commission.

The regulator added X had 60 working days to inform it about measures it was taking to fix the
deceptive use of blue checkmarks, and 90 working days to submit an action plan to handle issues
relating to its advertising repository and researchers’ access to public data.

What was Elon Musk’s reaction?

Since December 6, Elon Musk has both posted and re-shared multiple comments, memes, and
infographics insulting the European Union and calling for it to be broken up. “The EU Commission
should be disbanded in favour of an elected body and the EU President should be directly elected.
The current system is rule by bureaucracy, not democracy,” he posted on December 10. Mr. Musk
also reshared a post criticising the EU for not fining Meta on similar grounds, since the WhatsApp,
Instagram, and Facebook-parent also has a paid blue check mark verification system.
Furthermore, X executive Nikita Bier claimed that the regulator had violated platform rules while
announcing its fine against X, and said that its ad account was terminated as a result.

U.S. President Donald Trump also reacted to the news of the X fine, calling it “nasty” and noting
that “Europe is going in some bad directions”. He added that it had to be “careful” but clarified that
Mr. Musk did not ask him to intervene in the matter. Trump administration officials including
Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Vice President J.D. Vance both criticised the move as well. U.S.
Ambassador to the EU, Andrew Puzder, slammed “EU regulatory overreach targeting American
innovation” and said that the Trump administration would “challenge burdensome regulations
that target US companies abroad.”

Mr. Musk claimed that the EU imposed the “crazy fine” on both X and him personally, suggesting
that he might in turn respond not just to the EU but also individual regulators.

It is not yet clear if he intends to formally pursue legal action.
NETFLIX-WARNER DEAL

The news of Netflix acquiring Warner Bros. for a staggering $82.7 billion has sent shockwaves
through global entertainment circles . This landmark deal, announced on December 5, 2025,
represents not merely a corporate transaction but a fundamental reshaping of how content will
be created, distributed, and consumed in the decades ahead. While Netflix co-CEO Ted Sarandos
speaks eloquently about "defining the next century of storytelling," one must question whether
this consolidation heralds a golden age or a monopoly-driven dystopia.

Let us first examine the strategic logic, which appears sound on paper. Netflix, despite its
pioneering status, faces fierce competition. Disney's combined streaming services already surpass
Netflix in US subscribers (134 million versus 81 million), while Amazon looms large with 75
million . By absorbing Warner Bros.' iconic franchises—DC Universe, Harry Potter, Game of
Thrones—and HBO's prestigious catalogue, Netflix surges ahead with 139 million US subscribers
and a commanding 430 million globally . This is classic bulk-up strategy: eliminate licensing costs,
control premium IP, and achieve unprecedented scale.
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However, the entertainment industry has witnessed Warner assets change hands twice before—
from Time Warner to AT&T, then to Discovery—destroying over $90 billion in shareholder value
collectively . The track record suggests that bigger is not always better. More concerning are
legitimate fears voiced by the Writers Guild of America, which has urged regulators to block the
merger as "what antitrust laws were designed to prevent" . When a single entity controls both the
world's largest streaming platform and one of Hollywood's most storied studios, the balance of
power shifts dangerously.

For India's burgeoning creative community, this deal presents a paradox. On one hand, Netflix's
enhanced library and financial muscle could mean more opportunities for Indian storytellers to
reach global audiences. The platform has already invested heavily in Indian content, and Warner's
production expertise might amplify this trend. On the other hand, consolidation inevitably leads
to job losses and reduced competition—already, Hollywood has seen massive layoffs this year .
Indian production houses and streaming platforms may find it harder to compete for both talent
and international audiences.

Theatrical exhibition, too, hangs in balance. Netflix's commitment to "traditional windows" for
Warner Bros. films sounds reassuring, but the company's streaming-first DNA raises doubts . As
industry figures have warned, this could place "a noose around the theatrical marketplace”.

Ultimately, the deal's success hinges on regulatory wisdom. US Senator Elizabeth Warren has
flagged it as an "anti-monopoly nightmare" . Indian policymakers should watch closely—not with
protectionist fear, but with strategic foresight. The question is not whether Netflix can afford
Warner Bros., but whether global audiences can afford the consequences of such concentration.
Entertainment thrives on diversity, competition, and creative risk-taking. Let us hope this merger
enhances rather than extinguishes those very qualities that make storytelling magical.

SUDDEN BOIL

Why do microwave ovens sometimes overheat water?

Water has a property called surface tension: its surface behaves like a stretched skin that tries to
shrink. When a vapour bubble forms inside hot water, surface tension tends to squeeze it. For a
bubble to grow instead of collapsing, the water must be hot enough for the vapour inside to resist
this squeezing.

At normal air pressure, water boils at 1002C. However, stable bubbles need extra energy to
overcome surface tension, so water can be heated a few degrees above 1002C without properly
boiling. This condition is called superheating. On a stove, the vessel’s base and rough spots heat
first and bubbles form here. In an oven, the microwaves heat the water more evenly through its
volume. Most microwavable containers also have clean, smooth surfaces. As a result, water can
sometimes sit in a superheated state without obvious bubbling. If you then jolt the container or
drop something like sugar or instant coffee into it, you suddenly disturb it enough for the
superheated water to form lots of vapour.

WORK FROM MANDAP: HUSTLE’S NEW MANTRA

Being “married to one’s work” is a cliché best avoided in writing; working while getting married
is so startlingly literal that it could be literary. It could be a punchline, parody or deeper, absurd
subversion. However, in a time when the world is too busy hustling for reflection, and jokes have
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become facts, it can also be none of these. A photo of a US-based, Indian-origin start-up co-founder
working on her laptop in full bridal regalia at her own wedding, apparently just 10 minutes after
the ceremony, has gone viral. Her brother and co-founder shared the photo on X, pointing out that
“people romanticise start-ups but it is a lot of work”.

Predictably, this drew mixed reactions, with polarisation setting in between the hustlers and the
hustle-nots, those who see the necessity of the 72-hour work week and advocates of the right to
disconnect. It comes amid serious global debates about the nature and future of work, and in this
case, the ideology and reality of entrepreneurship: It is, undeniably, “a lot of work”. For those in
the driving seat, or on the wedding sofa, it may be a matter of personal priorities, cost-benefit
calculus and beliefs about the good life. For their employees, who may be expected to follow their
example, it’s less about philosophy and more about 2 am phone calls from the boss.

Coming back to the sofa, there’s someone else on it: The groom, turban and all. The brother, in a
later post, referred to the husband not being happy about his bride taking meetings during their
honeymoon. But in the photo, he appears happy enough to do what 90-hour zealots deride: Stare
at his wife. When it comes to marriage, perhaps that’s all that matters.

LITTLE FOOT TELLS A BIG EVOLUTION STORY

A new study on “Little Foot”, one of the world’s most complete early human fossils, could reshape
the understanding of human evolution as it stands. First discovered in 1994-1998 in the cave
system of Sterkfontein, South Africa, and unveiled to the public in 2017, “Little Foot” was long
thought to be either a member of the Australopithecus prometheus or of the Australopithecus
africanus. The new study, published in the American Journal of Biological Anthropology, posits
that the skeleton belongs to neither family. It may actually be part of a new species of human
ancestors entirely.

This is the latest addition to the ever-changing picture of evolution. Initially thought to be linear,
evolution is increasingly being seen as a more diffuse process. Just as the discoveries with “Little
Foot” point to the existence of another branch in the human family tree, another discovery earlier
this year challenges the very timeline of human evolution. A skull discovered by a team of
researchers in China was thought to belong to the Homo erectus, given that it was a million years
old. However, genetic studies on the remnant uncovered that it likely belonged to Homo longi, a
species with similar levels of cerebral development as Homo sapiens and Neanderthals.

That the evolution of Homo sapiens —in fact, the species’ very existence —has been shaped by
more factors than previously imagined makes for a richer story, one that should deepen humans’
appreciation for their own ability to adapt and survive. In a time of great existential threats —
climate change, wars, Al —this ever-complicating picture of evolution offers both solace and
upliftment. There may be much that humans are up against —but prehistory shows that they are
up to the challenge.

PAMIR ICE CORES COULD PROVIDE ANSWERS TO THE LOSS OF GLACIERS

Dressed in an orange puffer jacket, Japanese scientist Yoshinori lizuka stepped into a storage
freezer to retrieve an ice core he hopes will help experts protect the world’s disappearing glaciers.

The fist-sized sample drilled from a mountaintop is part of an international effort to understand
why glaciers in Tajikistan have resisted the rapid melting seen almost everywhere else.
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“If we could learn the mechanism behind the increased volume of ice there, then we may be able
to apply that to all the other glaciers around the world,” potentially even helping revive them, said
lizuka, a professor at Hokkaido University.

Thousands of glaciers will vanish each year in the coming decades, leaving only a fraction standing
by the end of the century unless global warming is curbed, a study published in Nature Climate
Change reported on December 15.

Earlier this year, lizuka and other scientists braved harsh conditions to a site at an altitude of
5,810 m on the Kon-Chukurbashi ice cap in the Pamir Mountains.

The area is the only mountainous region on the planet where glaciers have not only resisted
melting, but have even grown slightly, a phenomenon called the Pamir-Karakoram anomaly.

The team drilled two ice columns approximately 105 m long out of the glacier.

One is being stored in an underground sanctuary in Antarctica; the other was shipped to lizuka’s
facility, the Institute of Low Temperature Science at Hokkaido University in Sapporo, where the
team is hunting clues on why precipitation in the region increased over the last century and how
the glacier has resisted melting.

Some link the anomaly to the area’s cold climate or even increased use of agricultural water in
Pakistan that creates more vapour. But the ice cores are the first opportunity to examine the
anomaly scientifically.

“By understanding the causes behind the continuous build-up of snow from the past to the
present, we can clarify what will happen going forward and why the ice has grown,” lizuka said.

Since the samples arrived in November, his team has worked in freezing storage facilities to log
the density, alignment of snow grains, and the structure of ice layers.

The scientists hope that the samples contain material dating back 10,000 years or more, though
much of the glacier melted during a warm spell around 6,000 years ago.

Ancient ice would help scientists answer questions such as “what kind of snow was falling in this
region 10,000 years ago? What was in it?” lizuka said.

CLIMATE CHANGE, DEFORESTATION WORSENED IMPACT OF SE ASIA CYCLONES

Rising global temperatures, rapid urbanisation, and deforestation exacerbated the impact of
floods triggered by cyclonic storms in Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand last month,
leading to the death of at least 1,600 people in the four countries, according to a new study. While
Cyclone Ditwah struck Sri Lanka on November 27, Cyclone Senyar made landfall first on
November 26 in Indonesia and then in Malaysia on November 27.

— The study, ‘Increasing heavy rainfall and extreme flood heights in a warming climate threaten
densely populated regions across Sri Lanka and the Malacca Strait’, was published on Thursday
(December 11). It was carried out by a team of researchers with the World Weather Attribution
(WWA) group.

— The analysis highlighted that although the affected countries experience annual floods during
the monsoon season, this year, the proportions of the flood reached unprecedented levels.
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— Role of global warming: The researchers found that extreme rainfall events, such as those
triggered by Cyclones Ditwah and Senyar, had become more intense in the affected regions in
recent years.

— This has primarily happened due to rising global temperatures — the world has become about
1.3 degrees Celsius warmer since the mid-1800s. Higher temperatures cause evaporation of water
not only from land but also from oceans and other water bodies, meaning a warmer atmosphere
holds more moisture. For every 1 degree Celsius rise in average temperature, the atmosphere can
hold about 7% more moisture. This makes storms more dangerous as it leads to an increase in
precipitation intensity, duration and/or frequency, which ultimately can cause severe flooding.

— Note that the researchers could not estimate the precise contribution of climate change to the
extreme weather events that occurred in Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand last month.
This happened as there were other factors at play, such as the El Nifio-Southern Oscillation, and
there was a lack of data on some of the key features of the climate in the region.

— Role of deforestation: The study found that the impact of extreme rainfall was exacerbated in
the affected regions due to anincrease in deforestation.

— The key drivers of decline were encroachments for plantation crops, such as tea, rubber, and
coconut, cinnamon cultivation, at the forest fringes, infrastructure development projects, as well
as illicit timber felling, according to the WWA study.

— Loss of forest cover accelerated runoff, which occurs when there is more water than land can
absorb, exacerbating flood peaks.

— Role of rapid urbanisation: The study revealed that rapid urbanisation was also a key player in
the large-scale devastation triggered by extreme rainfall in the affected regions.

— It found that Sri Lanka and Indonesia had seen an increase in the number of people living in
high-intensity flood-risk zones. Critical infrastructures such as roads, railways, and cropland have
also increased in these areas.

— That’s why when Cyclone Senyar hit Indonesia, it not only killed hundreds of people but also
led to economic losses worth $4.13 billion. Reports suggest around 1,21,000 houses were
destroyed, along with 405 bridges, 270 health facilities, 509 educational facilities, and 1,100
public facilities.

WISDOM TEETH: EVOLUTIONARY RELIC

Q: Why do we have wisdom teeth?

A: The wisdom teeth are the third molars that sit at the very back of the jaw. They usually start
forming in the teens and try to erupt in the late teens to the mid-20s, hence the name “wisdom”.

We have wisdom teeth because of our ancestors, whose lives demanded more chewing to get
through.

For most stretches of their evolution, humans’ diets were tougher and grittier, including uncooked
plants, fibrous roots, meat unsoftened by modern tools, and nuts and seeds. So chewing them led
to more cavities and cracks (relative to today) and wore teeth down faster. Having an ‘extra set’
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of grinding teeth could help adult humans keep eating well into midlife before experiencing
discomfort.

These human ancestors also tended to have larger jaws. Over thousands of years, however, human
diets and technologies changed and cooking and other forms of processing foods reduced the daily
chewing load.

At the same time, the average jaw size declined in many populations, leaving less room at the back
for the third molars to erupt cleanly. This is an example of ‘evolutionary mismatch’, where our
genes build teeth suited to older diets but our modern jaws and foods don’t match those
conditions.

The wisdom teeth are the last adult teeth to erupt, so they compete for space after the jaw has
already settled. Sometimes they emerge at awkward angles, if they emerge at all, and require
dental care if they become a source of discomfort.

THE SNAIL AS A MODEL FOR RESTORING VISION IN HUMANS

Ever wondered if there’s a hidden switch that could unlock something just as extraordinary as the
ability to regrow our own eyes? A camera-type eye, like that of humans and many other species,
has a lens that focuses light onto a retina. Regeneration would be the ability of the eye to regrow
itself after being completely removed or damaged. Recent work by Alice Accorsi and Alejandro
Sanchez Alvarado’s team (Nature Communications 16, 2025) has shown how such regeneration
of the eye occurs in a golden apple snail. The snail is a mollusc: a backboneless, shell-covered
animal that can live equally well in land and water.

This miracle of regeneration isn’t magic but beautiful molecular choreography. When the snail
loses an eye, thousands of genes flip like switches: first those guiding wound healing, then those
for cell growth and division, followed by diverse networks for new retinal cells, photoreceptors,
and lenses. Among them, the PAX6 gene plays a critical role in the early development of the eye.
In snails, this process is carefully coordinated by several other genes. These include genes
responsible for forming new nerve cells, guiding nerve fibres to their correct targets, and detecting
light, each becoming active at the right stage to ensure proper development. We as humans can’t
do the same yet but decoding these genetic triggers may one day help us awaken our own silent
regenerative programs.

Just as snails can regrow their eyes, other animals such as frogs, planaria, and the African spiny
mouse also possess strong regenerative powers. In axolotls, a type of salamander, damaged tissue
can revert to a flexible stem cell-like state and rebuild bones, muscles, and other body parts.
CRISPR is a gene-editing technology that enables us to redesign, remodel, and regenerate the
genome structure we desire. At the L.V. Prasad Eye Institute at Hyderabad, scientists have used
the CRISPR method to correct genetic eye diseases such as Leber congenital amaurosis (LCA) and
Stargardt disease, using zebrafish as the animal model.

Animals to humans

Clinically, early trials have already targeted genetic disorders in humans — such as sickle cell
disease; -thalassemia, a birth-related blood deficiency disorder; and LCA, a type of congenital
blindness — using CRISPR editing.
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Recently, a first-of-its-kind clinical trial outcome for the treatment of LCA in human patients using
CRISPR technology has come from a team at Harvard University (N Engl ] Med 2024;390:1972-
1984), who showed improved vision in people with inherited blindness. These initiatives mark a
shift from understanding regeneration in animal models to reactivating repair programs in human
cells, establishing a framework for gene-guided regenerative medicine.

These examples remind us that regeneration isn’t a rare miracle.

Instead it’s an ancient biological program still written into the DNA of many species, and one that
science is gradually learning to decode and revive. The new study, on the golden apple snail, has
revealed how its genome remembers to rebuild what seems irreparable, and in decoding that
memory, science moves closer to restoring human vision: not through divine intervention but
through molecular understanding.

HOW IS ASIA-LIKE ARTEMISININ RESISTANCE EMERGING IN AFRICA?

In the late 1960s, at the height of the Vietnam War, the Vietnamese government was facing a
serious crisis. It was losing more soldiers to malaria than to the war itself. Chloroquine, the
antimalarial drug used for decades, had lost its effectiveness because Plasmodium falciparum, the
malaria parasite, had become resistant to it. Desperate for a solution, Vietnam appealed to China
for assistance. The Chinese government thus launched Project 523, a national effort to screen for
new antimalarial compounds that could combat this parasite.

As part of Project 523, hundreds of scientists from across China were brought together to search
for a new drug. They screened thousands of substances including synthetic compounds, minerals,
and extracts from traditional medicinal plants in the hope of finding something that might work.
During this massive effort, one detail kept resurfacing in the old medical texts that researchers
consulted: repeated references to a plant called ginghao (Artemisia annua). However, while
extracts from this plant did show some ability to mitigate malaria symptoms, the results were
weak and inconsistent. And yet, there was the fact that qinghao appeared again and again in
traditional remedies.

The breakthrough

The breakthrough came when a researcher named Tu Youyou, a pharmaceutical chemist at the
Academy of Traditional Chinese Medicine in Beijing, was asked to lead the team studying herbal
remedies. Tu did not have a PhD or a medical degree, which was unusual for a scientist leading
such an important project, but she had deep training in both modern pharmacology and classical
Chinese medicine.

While reviewing the medical texts, she came across a prescription in an ancient, 1,630-year-old
Chinese text titled Zhouhou Beiji Fang (Emergency Prescriptions Kept Up One’s Sleeve): “Take a
handful of qinghao, soak it in water, wring out the juice and drink it.” This was striking because
most traditional extraction methods relied on boiling herbs. Tu realised that if ancient physicians
specifically used cold water, it might be because heat destroyed the plant’s active ingredient. This
could also explain why earlier hot-water extracts had had such inconsistent results.

Acting on this insight, she switched to a low-temperature extraction process using a cold organic
solvent, ether. For the first time, the team obtained a clear, highly active extract containing the
compound that would later be named artemisinin.
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Artemisinin showed astonishing results in laboratory tests and early clinical use. It cleared
malaria parasites from the blood with unprecedented speed, often within a day. It was far more
potent than existing drugs and worked even against the chloroquine-resistant strains that were
devastating Vietnam.

Rising tide

For several years, however, China kept the discovery largely secret because Project 523 was a
military programme. It was only in 1981, at a World Health Organisation meeting in Beijing, that
Chinese scientists finally presented their data to the international community. Once other
researchers confirmed its effectiveness, the compound, later refined into modern artemisinin-
based combination therapies, became the cornerstone of global antimalarial efforts, and Tu
Youyou etched her name into the annals of history by becoming the first Chinese woman to be
awarded the medicine Nobel Prize in 2015.

However, in the late 2000s, the world began to notice the same problem with artemisinin that
Vietnam had once faced with chloroquine. After years of repeated and widespread use, especially
in regions where malaria transmission was relatively low, frequent use of the drug had allowed
resistant parasites to develop, and the first signs of treatment failure began to appear.

Around 2007-2010, clinicians in western Cambodia noticed that patients treated with
artemisinin-based therapies were no longer clearing their parasites by the third day of treatment.
Soon, medical workers were documenting similar cases across Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and
Myanmar. Scientists eventually traced this decline in responsiveness to specific genetic mutations
in the parasite, most commonly in a gene called kelch13. Artemisinin normally works by
generating reactive molecules inside the parasite’s cells that damage essential proteins, but
kelch13 mutations allowed the parasite to temporarily enter a kind of slow-growing survival
mode, buying time until the short-lived artemisinin component had gone.

Fortunately, the countries affected responded rapidly: they intensified surveillance, changed
treatment policies when drug combinations began to fail, strengthened community-level
diagnosis and treatment, and launched targeted malaria elimination campaigns. While these
coordinated efforts didn’t eliminate artemisinin resistance, they did succeed in containing its
spread and preventing the crisis from escalating further or spreading globally. As a result,
artemisinin-based combination therapies have remained effective in most regions, buying the
world valuable time to respond to resistance emerging elsewhere.

Gene mutations

Now, however, a new study published in the journal eLife has documented the rise of artemisinin
resistance in Africa, showing early warning signs strikingly similar to what Southeast Asia
experienced 10-15 years ago. In this large analysis, researchers compiled the kelch13 gene
sequences from a total of 1.1 lakh malaria parasite samples from 73 countries and across 43 years
from various databases. To identify geographic spread patterns, the team classified these
countries into 13 population groups: South America, West Africa, Central Africa, North Africa,
Northeast Africa, East Africa, Southern Africa, Western Asia, Eastern South Asia, Far-Eastern South
Asia, Western Southeast Asia, Eastern Southeast Asia, and Oceania. The group then analysed
genetic information, treatment outcomes across time and geographic locations to identify which
regions in the world were beginning to show the mutations linked to artemisinin resistance and
how these mutations were spreading.
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The story of artemisinin’s is the stuff of legend: a piece of ancient wisdom that rescued the world
from the chloroquine crisis. But if that story teaches us anything, it is how complacency can erode
progress. Today, the world stands at a similar crossroads with artemisinin, and this time it would
be foolish to hope for another miracle and not act.

NEW ORAL DRUGS EXPAND OPTIONS FOR GONORRHOEA TREATMENT

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has approved two new oral medicines to treat
gonorrhoea, a common sexually transmitted infection, prone to resistance against drugs. Indian
pharma major Dr. Reddy’s is taking steps to obtain market authorisation for one of these drugs in
Thailand and South Africa, and its unit, Aurigene Pharmaceutical Services, will manufacture the
drug.

The two drugs, Nuzolvence (zoliflodacin), which comprises granules that dissolve in water, and
Blujepa (gepotidacin) oral tablets, add a critical element to the armamentarium in a world where
the tools to treat gonorrhoea are fast shrinking. The FDA approval for Nuzolvence was granted to
Entasis Therapeutics, and the approval for Blujepa was granted to GSK.

The World Health Organization (WHO) maintains a list of critical pathogens, with a focus on
antibiotic-resistant bacteria; the 2024 list includes the gonorrhoea-causing bacteria Neisseria
gonorrhoeae, classified as “high priority”. The reason is that it is prone to evasive drug action and
is growing increasingly resistant to the one drug/drug combination that is being used globally as
treatment.

Gonorrhoea is spread through sexual contact and usually affects the throat, rectum, genitals, and
eyes, and can lead to painful urination, bleeding and discharge in the genital area. It often goes
untreated because several people who have contracted the infection, particularly women, show
no symptoms, but it can potentially cause infertility or complications if not treated.

In 2020, the WHO estimated 82.4 million new infections among adults aged 15 to 49. One reason
this might be increasing, explains Pierre Damar, R&D Drug and treatment project leader at GARDP,
is because of the revolution in the field of treatment for HIV/AIDS.

“The younger generations have stopped using condoms because the fear of HIV is not there
anymore. They are using Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP), which is a medicine people at risk for
HIV take to prevent getting HIV from sex or injecting drug use. However, PrEP cannot protect you
against contracting STIs. It has already been shown that the cases of gonorrhoea are increasing.
There were almost no new cases during the pandemic lockdown, but [it] seems to have exploded
soon after.” Dr. Daram says zoliflodacin remains the only drug to treat gonorrhoea (Blujepa is also
used to treat urinary tract infections) as a key part of GARDP’s STI strategy.

The drug, which is given orally in a single dose, and, therefore, convenient for the patient, will first
be available in Thailand and in South Africa, where clinical trials were conducted.
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