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On February 5, 2026, the ‘New’ Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) expired. A symbol of an
older era in global geopolitics, where the U.S. and the then Union of Soviet Socialist Republics were
engaged in an escalating spiral of one-upmanship such as ‘testing’ mammoth nuclear weapons and
space races, START represented a pivotal shift in how they approached nuclear competition —
from unlimited accumulation towards negotiated reduction. It emerged from decades of arms
control efforts and altered the trajectory of the Cold War’s final years. The nuclear arms race that
dominated the Cold War saw both superpowers accumulate massive arsenals. By the 1980s, they
each possessed over 10,000 strategic nuclear warheads — the U.S. with a lopsided advantage.
Earlier arms control measures such as the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks, in the 1970s,
attempted to limit the growth of these arsenals, but were focused on capping numbers rather than
reducing them.

START I negotiations began in 1982 and proved complex. The treaty was not signed until July
1991, just months before the Soviet Union’s collapse. It represented the first agreement between
the superpowers to actually reduce strategic nuclear arsenals rather than merely limit their
growth. The treaty required each side to cut strategic warheads to 6,000 and reduce delivery
systems proportionally. This was a significant symbolic and practical achievement — each
country would have roughly 30% fewer warheads than existing agreements permitted. Later
agreements built on START’s framework and reduced deployable warheads to 1,700-2,200 a side,
and the New START Treaty (2010) limited each side to 1,550 deployed strategic warheads. Each
represented further progress down from Cold War peaks. The New START, with its 15-year
lifespan, ought to have been replaced with more ambitious outcomes. But given that global
geopolitics seems to be receding into imperialist structures — mercantilist tariff systems and a
craving for territories — it is unsurprising that arms-race doctrines too will be resuscitated. U.S.
President Donald Trump has stated that any future arms control must include China, given its
growing nuclear stockpile, signalling that the U.S. will not be bound by limits if other major powers
(such as China) are free to build up theirs. The end of START may have serious consequences for
global agreements, such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty and the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-
Ban Treaty. They are both noble in theory but the first is discriminatory in the way it seeks to rid
the world of nuclear weapons. The end of START is an opportunity to restart discussion on more
equal terms.

FOR KEIR STARMER’S LABOUR, EPSTEIN FILES FORCE A RECKONING

A song from the Labour Party’s 1997 general election campaign in the UK, which would see Tony
Blair storm to power with 418 seats out of 659, is still widely remembered: “Things can only get
better”. It captured a mood of optimism, a decisive departure from a scandal-ridden, 18-year-old
Conservative government. One of the architects of the New Labour project was Peter Mandelson,
who came with his own scandals that would force him to resign from the cabinet twice in the next
four years. Fourteen years after New Labour’s fall — after Brexit, a series of prime ministers fell
like dominoes, there was economic stagnation, public services in crisis, and the return of “Tory
sleaze” — Keir Starmer led Labour back to power on a promise of national renewal. In February
2025, Starmer appointed Mandelson ambassador to the US, even though it was known that he was
close to the late child sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein. As a fuller picture of Mandelson’s association

with Epstein began to emerge, he was dismissed in September 2025. And now, further revelations
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— including that Mandelson shared sensitive government information with Epstein — have
shaken Starmer’s government to its core and led to calls for his resignation.

The crisis comes amid global turmoil and possibly the biggest realignment in British politics since
Labour rose to topple the Liberals 100 years ago. Now, the system’s other pole, the Conservatives,
face the prospect of being eclipsed by Reform UK. Starmer’s own efforts to appease the right on
issues like immigration have only succeeded in alienating the left, already marginalised by
factional warfare within Labour. While Starmer insists he will lead the party into the next election,
the latest YouGov data shows Labour polling at just 18 per cent, compared to Reform’s 27 per
cent; 48 per cent of British adults want the PM to stand down — less than two years after he won
400-plus seats.

The silver lining is that it shows a country where accountability still appears to exist, where
powerful men — from Mandelson to the former prince, Andrew — face consequences for one of
the world’s most shocking scandals. There is no sign of a similar reckoning in the US, for instance.
While the promised renewal seems a distant prospect, Labour still has that huge majority and
much that might be achieved, if only it can find a better politics.

TAKAICHI’S TRIUMPH

Sanae Takaichi’s landslide victory in Japan’s February 8 snap election marks one of the most
striking political comebacks in its recent history. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) won 316 of
465 seats in Parliament’s lower house, delivering its strongest post-war performance. When Ms.
Takaichi became Japan’s first woman Prime Minister in October 2025, the LDP, which has led
Japan for all but four years since 1955, was reeling from back-to-back electoral setbacks and
internal scandals. The party had just lost its majority in the House of Councillors, the upper house,
raising doubts about its ability to govern. Her immediate challenge was to quickly reverse the
LDP’s declining fortunes and secure a clear mandate for herself. A conservative nationalist closely
aligned with the late former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, she advanced a distinctly Trumpian
agenda with Japanese characteristics. She pledged to crack down on immigration and stand up to
China’s military and economic influence in the region. Her government proposed to make it
tougher for foreigners to become citizens and also encourage prospective residents to learn
Japanese. She withdrew an unpopular fuel tax and promised more tax cuts. Ms. Takaichi stated
that Japan could militarily intervene in the event of a Chinese attack on Taiwan, provoking Beijing
to impose restrictions on Japanese seafood imports and limits on critical minerals exports to
Japan.

While her victory as the first woman Prime Minister is historic, it is shaped by a paradox: the
conservative ideology that defines her politics. She has made repeated visits to the controversial
Yasukuni shrine. She opposes same-sex marriage, and many supporters have urged her to amend
the Constitution to remove the pacifist clauses. Although Ms. Takaichi enjoys warm ties with U.S.
President Donald Trump, she also faces pressure from Washington to move towards a more
militarised security posture. But if Ms. Takaichi uses the huge mandate to remilitarise Japan and
adopt a more muscular foreign policy, she risks placing herself on the wrong side of history. Post-
war peace helped Japan rebuild an economy devastated by conflict and dramatically improve
living standards. Rather than issuing provocative statements that risk imperilling Japan’s
economic ties with its largest trading partner, she should return to the country’s long-standing
position of studied ambiguity over Taiwan and prioritise regional stability. Her focus should be
on revitalising the economy and addressing social challenges, including an ageing population,
stagnant wages and persistent gender inequality. The supermajority that she now commands
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offers her an opportunity to move beyond rigid conservatism and pursue a more pragmatic and
inclusive agenda rooted in pacifism.

JIMMY LAI’S SENTENCE, CHINA’S CHILLING MESSAGE

The sentencing of Jimmy Lai to 20 years in prison under a draconian national security law mirrors
the political trajectory of the city that made him a hero. A Hong Kong court described the 78-year-
old media tycoon’s offences — conspiracy to collude with foreign forces and publication of
seditious materials — as “grave” and “premeditated”. Yet, by all accounts, his real crime has been
the relentless championing of democracy. Lai, already in prison for the past five years after being
convicted for “fraud” and organising “illegal” protests, has along record of advocacy. Media outlets
founded and run by him, notably Next Magazine and Apple Daily, retained their forthright pro-
democracy line for three decades until they were forcibly shut down in 2021. Both were at the
forefront of major protests in 2003, 2014, and again in 2019, when opposition to a proposed
extradition bill grew into a pro-democracy uprising. That was all the pretext Beijing needed to
unleash the 2020 national security law that sealed Lai’s fate.

The extraordinarily harsh sentence for Lai is the final nail in the coffin of the “One Country, Two
Systems” promise to Hong Kong for atleast 50 years when it was transferred from Britain to China
in 1997. Hong Kong’s autonomy, with its free-market economy, legal system, and civil liberties,
was to be protected from the Communist Party. This autonomy has been under constant strain, as
Beijing has repeatedly moved to criminalise dissent, overhaul the electoral system to prop up
friendly leaders, suppress the press, and exert control over the justice system. Lai’s own trial was
conducted without a jury, and he was denied a lawyer of his choosing . The treatment meted out
to him is Beijing’s warning to those still willing to fight for freedom that they do so at their own
peril.

As the nearly 80-year-old Lai prepares to spend what is likely the remainder of his life behind
bars, it would seem that the embers of Hong Kong’s democracy are fading. The Communist Party’s
hostile takeover is unlikely to end at the city. If it is Hong Kong today, it could be Taiwan tomorrow.
With Xi Jinping tightening his grip on power, illustrated by his sweeping purge of the military,
China’s authoritarianism is on the march.

ELECTIONS IN BANGLADESH: LOOKING TOWARDS THE FUTURE

The story so far:

The fate of the ‘Second Liberation’ of Bangladesh shall be decided on February 12, the day of its
general elections.

Who is contesting in this election?

A total of 2,034 candidates, including 275 independents, are contesting this election. There are 80
candidates from the minority Hindu community and 85 women candidates. There were 17 Hindu
MPs in the 2024 Jatiya Sangsad. Currently, there are 59 registered political parties in Bangladesh,
of which 51 are participating in the elections. There are two major blocs — the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), and a 11 party alliance which includes Jamaat-e-Islami and the National
Citizen Party (NCP) among others. The BNP is contesting for 292 seats out of the 300, leaving the
remaining seats for its coalition partners. Jamaat is contesting in 224 seats; they have no women
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candidates, and only one Hindu candidate. The NCP, a youth party that emerged after the July
Revolution, is contesting in 30 seats.

What is the Awami League’s status?

The Awami League (AL), which was the party of the ousted former Prime Minister of Bangladesh
Sheikh Hasina, has had its registration suspended by the Bangladesh election commission. In May
2025, the interim government headed by Mohd. Yunus banned all activities of Awami League
under the Anti-Terrorism Act. According to Transparency International Bangladesh, 1,785 cases
had been filed nationwide against AL activists and supporters as of November 19, 2025. AFM
Bahauddin Nasim, joint general secretary of the Awami League, told The Hindu on February 8,
that the party has boycotted the election and instructed its supporters not to vote. Ms. Hasina has
maintained that the elections are undemocratic, and that a large section of the population will
boycott the polls.

What is the national referendum?

Apart from the general elections, citizens are also required to vote “Yes” or “No” on the July
charter. After the ouster of Ms. Hasina, following mass protests against her government, in 2024,
faith was reposed in Nobel Laureate Mohd. Yunus. Mr. Yunus was appointed Chief Adviser to the
interim government and also made chair of the National Consensus Commission (NSS). The NSS
was to suggest structural reforms to the state which include constitutional, electoral, and judicial
amendments. Of the 166 recommendations of the NCC, 84 were taken up forming the “National
Charter of July 2025”. Major reforms in the charter are centred around making constitutional
bodies more independent, proposing a bicameral legislature, and increasing women'’s
representation in parliament. If the “Yes” vote prevails then the newly formed parliament will be
bound to implement the charter’s provisions within 180 days. Ifits “No”, then the risk of one-party
rule and weak institutions will loom over Bangladesh’s future.

What have been India’s observations?

India was invited by Mr. Yunus as an observer for the elections. More than 330 international
observers, double that of the previous controversial 2024 elections, have been invited as
observers. India is yet to confirm this invitation.

India remains the largest trading partner of Bangladesh in South Asia. Many infrastructure and
connectivity projects like the Kolkata-Khulna, Agartala-Akhaura, Haldibari-Chilahati as well as
the 1,000 MW electricity export to Bangladesh and the Tripura-Comilla power link are the
strategic pillars of this bilateral relationship. However, since the 2024 regime change, there has
been a degree of ambivalence between the two nations. Only time will tell how the relationship
will progress between the two neighbours.

BANGLADESH VOTERS CHOOSE CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

Bangladesh voters, who cast their ballots on February 12 in the first national election since the
fall of Sheikh Hasina's government in August 2024, have delivered a decisive mandate to the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and also endorsed the July National Charter in a referendum
to amend the Constitution. A BNP-led alliance has won 216 seats in the 300-member Parliament,
while an 11-party coalition led by the Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami has secured 76 seats, with final
results still pending. Tarique Rahman, the 60-year-old BNP chairman, is expected to become the
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next Prime Minister. The outcome could significantly reshape Bangladesh’s political trajectory in
the years ahead. Here are five takeaways from the vote.

Decisive mandate

After Ms. Hasina’s fall in August 2024, Bangladesh entered a phase of uncertainty. The Awami
League, Ms. Hasina’s party, and its student wing were banned. There were repeated incidents of
violence targeting minorities and Awami League supporters. The key challenge before the interim
administration was to steer the country through this turbulence towards an orderly political
transition.

With nearly 60% turnout in the election, the electorate has sent a clear message: it wants a stable
democratic government. The strong approval of the July National Charter reflects a genuine
appetite for structural reform, including judicial independence, a two-term limit for Prime
Ministers, a bicameral legislature and stronger representation for women and youth. Yet, when it
came to choosing who should carry out this agenda, voters turned to the BNP — an establishment
party with deep roots in the old order. While Bangladeshis seek change, they prefer it to be
delivered by familiar political hands, rather than old Islamist guards or untested revolutionary
forces.

Rise of Jamaat

During the 1971 Liberation movement, Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami viewed secular Bengali
nationalism as a threat to Islamic unity and sided with the Pakistani military. After independence,
the party was banned in 1972, but the ban was lifted in 1976 following the assassination of Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman. For years, Jamaat remained on the margins of national politics. After the 2001
election, it joined the BNP-led government, moving into the political mainstream. In 2013, the
Supreme Court of Bangladesh cancelled the party’s registration.

But after Ms. Hasina’s fall, Jamaat emerged as a major force seeking to consolidate Islamist and
conservative constituencies. With the Awami League barred, Jamaat became the principal
electoral challenger to the BNP. The party sought to capitalise on the student-led movement by
stitching together a broad coalition. While Jamaat did not secure a majority in the 2026 election,
it emerged as the second-largest party with 74 seats, its strongest showing to date. This means
that Jamaat will continue to shape the political churn in ‘Naya Bangladesh’.

NCP’s poor show

The National Citizen Party (NCP), founded by student leaders who spearheaded the anti-Hasina
agitation in 2024, entered the election claiming the legacy of the “revolution”. Yet, voters delivered
a humbling verdict. The NCP won just six of the 30 seats it contested, according to local media.

The NCP appears to have recognised well before the election that it stood little chance on its own.
But the partner it chose was Jamaat-e-Islami, which created internal tensions and sowed suspicion
among centrist and progressive voters. Several leaders broke ranks over the alliance and quit the
party. NCP convener Nahid Islam defended the tie-up saying it was driven by “brutal arithmetic”,
not by ideology. But the arithmetic did not work in the NCP’s favour.
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Rahman'’s challenge

The BNP previous record in office casts a long shadow over its future administration. The BNP’s
last stint in power, from 2001 to 2006, was marked by political violence, the rise of armed cadres,
and the creation of the controversial Rapid Action Battalion.

Mr. Rahman’s ascent signals a generational shift both within the party and in Bangladesh’s politics,
giving him an opportunity to pursue reform. But he faces a demanding agenda: healing the deep
internal wounds after years of upheaval, managing the expectations of a restless electorate, and
stabilising Bangladesh’s relationships with its neighbours. He also has to deal with a resurgent
Islamist opposition led by Jamaat.

India’s reset

The election offers India an opportunity to repair ties with Bangladesh, which took a hit in the
post-Hasina months. The structural logic for close bilateral ties remains unchanged: geography,
trade, water sharing, connectivity, and regional security all require sustained cooperation. Yet,
New Delhi now faces three headwinds.

First, domestic politics in India has increasingly turned immigration from Bangladesh into a
flashpoint, generating rhetoric that has hurt public sentiment in Dhaka. Second, anti-India
sentiment in Bangladesh has deepened since the uprising. Ms. Hasina’s continued stay in India
risks damaging the mood further. Third, Pakistan — historically marginalised in Dhaka’s strategic
calculus — has moved quickly to rebuild and expand ties with Bangladesh.

The return of the BNP, a familiar actor, opens a window for a reset. Prime Minister Narendra Modi
was quick to congratulate Mr. Rahman and his party. The next step will be to navigate these three
pressures, while building a workable partnership with the new government.
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Speaking in the Rajya Sabha, Prime Minister Narendra Modi formally acknowledged the new
world order. The hard part is to formulate a new national identity and approach to international
relations.

Eroding multilateralism

India’s leadership of the Global South at the United Nations General Assembly was the foundation
of its long-standing foreign policy of ‘strategic autonomy’. The global rules agreed in the UN
established by former colonial powers led by the U.S. served their interests in the post-colonial
world. India’s Oxbridge-educated diplomats had unquestioned leadership in the UN negotiating
text on principles and rules, successfully diverting pressure on poor countries. Climate
negotiations ending in 1992 were left entirely to India by the Global South.

However, China’s rise around 2010, through the creation of alternative funding, economic and
security institutions, impacted the intellectual leadership position of India and also changed the
UN irreversibly. China heads four principal UN agencies, and its aid volumes exceed those of the
West. The U.S., now unable to manage the UN process, has withdrawn from 31 UN institutions.

In 1986, the U.S. launched the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations, leading to the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 1995, where developing countries’ interests became more differentiated,
and India struggled to secure its interests. In a more equal world, since 2019, the U.S. has rejected
the dispute settlement mechanism of the WTO, making it dysfunctional and reverting to unilateral
tariffs. China, in contrast, has diversified its exports away from the U.S. and is now the largest
trading partner of 120 countries.

The problem India faces is not from the rise of China. While the EU and Canada acknowledge the
collapse of the multilateral structures, developing countries are wondering how to revive them.
With the potential to become the world’s third-largest economy, India is particularly impacted in
the U.S.-dominated world of transactional relationships, even willing to discard NATO.

The evolution of strategic autonomy

First, leadership of the Global South gave India outsized influence and now where do you speak
for developing countries when international institutions and law have withered away? The U.S.
and China are competing for technological dominance, not votes in the UN.

Second, ‘strategic autonomy’ applied to the Cold War when India led the Non-Aligned Movement.
It lost relevance after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and gradually became a self-
declared identity used to rationalise foreign policy choices. India joined the U.S.-led rejuvenated
Quad in 2017 and then chose the Russian S-400 missile system over the U.S. Patriot system in
2018.

The reality is that India gravitated towards the Soviet Union after its 1951 veto prevented
discussion of Kashmir in the UN Security Council. Russia remains India’s only long-trusted partner
giving cutting-edge military technology, which the U.S. is chipping away at testing India’s resolve
to remain a third pole in a multipolar world.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

Third, with China’s rise, U.S. analysts began describing India not as strategically autonomous but
as a “swing state.” The current U.S. military strategy rejects containment of China.

Power politics

The major scope of international relations, outside of alliances, was within multilateral
institutions which has now returned to asymmetric relations. Reciprocity in tariffs is redefined as
“America first”, implying others are in a subordinate relationship. Under the India-U.S. Framework
Agreement, India has agreed to double imports, largely industrial products, while the U.S.
continues an 18% tariff, unilaterally deciding reductions clearly after further concessions. The EU
trade agreement eliminated 70% tariff lines with phased reciprocal reductions.

The real question for India is why it was targeted by the U.S. tariffs and how to grow in a world
marked by flux.

The U.S. is determined to prevent the rise of another China and India alone has the potential to
overtake the U.S. China exploited multilateral rules to become a fiercely independent global
manufacturing power and that opportunity no longer exists. The long-term U.S. policy of keeping
India apart from Russia and China has now gained greater force and blunting it will test Indian
diplomacy.

Reframing foreign policy

India’s comparative advantage lies in its young population; nearly half of Silicon Valley’s
workforce traces its roots to India. Building and attracting that talent can develop the capability
to become a ‘cyber superpower’, spreading Al across security, manufacturing and services to
secure development space.

To achieve this, India needs good economic and technological relations with the U.S., Russia, and
China, Free Trade Agreements (FTA), and, importantly foreign policy replacing ‘strategic
autonomy’ with ‘Viksit Bharat 2047’

First, taking a leaf from China and the U.S. in the early 1900s, India should bide its time, maintain
a low international profile and develop endogenous capabilities, requiring a diplomatic posture
to accelerate the Asian Century and a passive role in all other regions.

Second, India must prioritise trade diplomacy by diversifying exports away from the U.S., even as
vulnerabilities remain in bilateral relationships. Now that India is open to industrial imports, the
push for FTAs must continue with Asia, soon to have two-thirds of global wealth, and Africa, the
fastest-growing continent.

Third, India should create new technological, cyber and space relations with Russia, its steadfast
and tested partner, now more an Asian than European power. It should also enable China to invest
in infrastructure and partner manufacturing, with safeguards, to take advantage of trade
opportunities and accelerate growth.

Fourth, India should treat relations with Pakistan as a foreign policy issue rather than a security
challenge. A new water-sharing arrangement incorporating the needs of the Kashmir Valley,
revival of the Iran-Pakistan-India Peace Pipeline with Pakistan benefiting from transit fees, and
even a trade agreement could create economic incentives.
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Lastly, as chair of BRICS, India has an opportunity to articulate its new foreign policy by building
consensus on repositioning BRICS as an economic cooperation community, not a political
multilateral body. Linking official digital currencies to make cross-border trade, repatriation and
tourism payments smoother will be a good first step.

20 HEADS OF STATES TO ATTEND Al IMPACT SUMMIT NEXT WEEK

AS MANY as 20 heads of states will be attending the Al Impact Summit to be hosted in New Delhi
next week. They include the Prime Ministers of Bhutan, Croatia, Finland, Greece, Kazakhstan,
Mauritius and the Netherlands, besides Presidents of Sri Lanka, Serbia, Slovakia and Estonia,
among others, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) announced on Friday.

Key Takeaways:

— Besides, there will be ministerial delegations from around 45 countries. United Nations chief
Antonio Guterres has also confirmed his presence in New Delhi for the summit being chaired by
India.

— The state visits of French President Emmanuel Macron and Brazilian President Lula da Silva
have already been announced by the MEA earlier, for participation in the Summit and later,
bilateral talks with Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

— “India is hosting the India-Al Impact Summit 2026 in New Delhi from 16-20 February 2026,”
said the MEA statement.

— The summit, hosted at the invitation of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, is being positioned as
the first major global Al gathering in the Global South. It will be held from February 16 to 20, with
global CEOs and representatives of international organisations also expected to deliberate on the
future of artificial intelligence, its economic impact and governance frameworks. PM Modi is
scheduled to address the main plenary on February 19.

Do You Know:

— Bhaskar Chakravorti writes: India is hosting a high-profile Al Impact Summit next week — the
fourth in a series of global summits. When the first of these launched in Bletchley Park in the UK
in 2023, the focus was all on Al safety; today, many of those worries have been tossed out as we
witness a US-China race, with the EU vying to play referee.

— The Al Summit should avoid being co-opted into a platform for chest-thumping. India’s
leadership will be demonstrated not just by engineering a Ferrari but by rebuilding the rutted
road underneath it. We must build the Ferrari while fixing the dirt road. Consider 10 potholes:

— Close the internet connectivity gap: Only 24 per cent of rural households have internet access
vs 66 per cent in urban areas. Of the 125 countries we study at my Digital Planet research centre,
India is close to the bottom in digital gender parity.

— Harmonise energy, climate and Al goals: The inadequate energy infrastructure, grid
unreliability and weak transmission capacity will be stressed further by the growing demands
from Al use.

— Make the workforce work-ready: For every 10 Al roles in India, there is only one qualified
engineer. Talent is a constraint.
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— Cut the dependence on foreign supply chains: India imports over 90 per cent of its
semiconductor chips along with high-purity chemicals, gases, and silicon wafers.

— Make the data more usable: India generates vast amounts of data, but lacks high-quality, well-
annotated datasets, particularly for regional languages.

— Streamline Al governance: Regulatory uncertainty with complex customs clearance and
documentation requirements that vary across states slow innovation.

— Engineer “good enough” Al: Al-for-purpose designs need to be versatile.

— Secure the infrastructure: Indian Al can accomplish its scale and reach through DPI that can be
extended to Al-powered services. This must be secured.

— Bridge the capital chasm for late-stage start-ups: Seed funding for Al startups exceeds Series A
through C investments, when companies need resources to scale. While early-stage funding has
improved, start-ups still rely heavily on foreign capital beyond Series B.

— Fix the actual dirt road: Inadequate infrastructure, traffic congestion, and fragmented
operations add costs.

BACK ON TRACK

Making amends was at the top of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 24-hour visit to Kuala Lumpur
over the weekend after he had cancelled a planned trip to Malaysia last year, at short notice, to
attend the ASEAN summit in October 2025. As a result, Mr. Modi said that he made Malaysia his
first destination abroad in the new year. His talks with Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim,
who had visited India in 2024, resulted in MoUs, with plans to strengthen ties. There was some
strain in India-Malaysia ties in 2025 too — although Malaysia condemned the Pahalgam terror
attacks, Mr. Ibrahim had called for a “full and thorough enquiry” into the perpetrators and also for
“de-escalation and meaningful dialogue between India and Pakistan”, which ruffled feathers in
New Delhi. He had even offered his services to mediate if required, and in October 2025, had
hosted Pakistan Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif for an official visit. It is, therefore, significant that
Mr. Modi set aside these concerns, and that the joint statement said India and Malaysia condemned
terrorism unequivocally “... including cross-border terrorism”. India and Malaysia also discussed
counter-terrorism cooperation, intelligence and information sharing and coordinating positions
at the United Nations and the Financial Action Task Force on the issue. Other important decisions
were an MoU on semiconductors, building on cooperation between IIT Madras Global and the
Advanced Semiconductor Academy of Malaysia. Building ties in trade, defence, energy and digital
technologies were highlighted by the two sides, that took care not to discuss contentious issues
publicly, such as the continued stay of preacher Zakir Naik, wanted in India on UAPA charges.

The two sides also side-stepped their differences over multilateral issues. Mr. Modi’s decision to
skip the ASEAN summit despite accepting the invitation had also dealt a blow to negotiations on
reviewing the ASEAN-India Trade in Goods Agreement (AITIGA). Critical comments by Commerce
Minister Piyush Goyal about the FTA, as “badly negotiated” and “silly”, and his reference to ASEAN
countries as “B-teams” to China still rankled. Mr. Modi’s visit was an important reminder of India’s
commitment even as New Delhi moves ahead with FTAs with Europe and the U.S. India will chair
the BRICS Summit later this year — in the joint statement, India merely “noted” Malaysia’s
aspirations to become a member. Mr. Ibrahim will be invited as Malaysia is a BRICS partner
country, while Indonesia has become a member. Mr. Modi’s visit, which was welcomed warmly by
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Mr. Ibrahim, may thus lead to closer coordination but also lay the ground for closer ties between
India and the ASEAN region, in terms of their shared geographies, and in dealing with the larger
changes in the world.

CJI’S OFFICE RECEIVED 8,630 COMPLAINTS AGAINST JUDGES FROM 2016 TO 2025:
MINISTER

The office of the Chief Justice of India (C]I) received 8,630 complaints against sitting judges in the
last decade, Law Minister Arjun Ram Meghwal informed the Lok Sabha on Friday.

The information came in response to a question raised in the House by Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam MP V.S. Matheswaran who had sought the database of complaints regarding
corruption, sexual misconduct, or other serious impropriety received against judges of the High
Courts or the Supreme Court.

Responding to the query, Mr. Meghwal submitted that 8,360 complaints against judges were
recorded between 2016 and 2025.

As per the data shared by the Minister, the CJI's office got 729 complaints against judges in 2016,
followed by 682 in2017,717 in 2018, and 1,037 in 2019.1n 2020 and 2021, such complaints stood
at 518 and 686 respectively. In 2022, 1,012 complaints were received, followed by 977 in 2023,
1,170 in 2024, and 1,102 in 2025.

Though Mr. Matheswaran asked if any action had been taken on the complaints, the Minister did
not address the query.

To another question by the MP on whether the Centre was aware of any system maintained by the
apex court to track complaints related to corruption, sexual misconduct, or other serious
impropriety against judges of the higher judiciary, the Minister said that under the existing “in-
house procedure”, the Chief Justice of India and the ChiefJustices of the High Courts are authorised
to receive and handle such complaints.

The Minister further noted that complaints submitted through the Centralised Public Grievance
Redress and Monitoring System (CPGRAMS) or other channels are forwarded to the CJI or the
respective High Court Chief Justices.

The MP also enquired if the government intended to introduce guidelines to ensure proper
documentation, monitoring, and accountability in dealing with complaints against members of the
higher judiciary. However, the Minister did not address it.

WHAT IS THE CURRENT CONTROVERSY AROUND FORM 7?

The story so far:

In the ongoing Special Intensive Revision (SIR), bulk applications are being filed for the deletion
of names from the draft electoral rolls. On January 29, the Congress, in a letter to the Election
Commission of India (EC), alleged that the form was being misused through “systemic and
coordinated efforts” to delete names of eligible voters and embolden BJP’s efforts to wrongfully
gain electoral advantage. The Hindu’s reporting from Rajasthan and Gujarat also found individuals
who said they had not submitted the Form 7 applications purportedly signed by them.
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What is Form 7?

Form 7 is used for objecting to the inclusion of another person’s or one’s own name on the
electoral roll on specific grounds such as death, duplication or shifting of residence. It can also be
used to object to voters who are ineligible due to age, citizenship or misrepresentation. As per
Section 13(2) of the Registration of Electors Rules, 1960, framed under the Representation of the
People Act, 1950, “every objection to the inclusion of a name in the roll shall be (a) in Form 7 and
(b) preferred only by a person whose name is already included in that roll”. Booth Level Agents
(BLAs) can also file objections. Earlier, only persons from the same booth/station were allowed
to file an objection but in 2022, the EC amended Form 7 to allow any voter in a constituency to
object, widening its ambit. However, to prevent misuse, the Electoral Registration Officer (ERO)
is required to mandatorily verify all claims if an individual files more than five objections.

Once a Form 7 application is received, Booth Level Officers (BLO) are required to conduct physical
verification of the voter’s address and eligibility. In cases of death, verification involves
confirmation signatures by three neighbours and a death certificate. If the voter is found absent,
the BLO must make three physical visits to confirm whether the person has shifted. The concerned
voter is then issued a notice for a hearing. Appeals against the ERO’s decision can be made to the
district magistrate within 15 days of publication of the updated list.

How extensive is the ongoing SIR?

According to the EC, more than 50.94 crore enumeration forms have been distributed since the
launch of Phase II of the SIR, covering 99.94% of the nearly 51 crore voters included in this phase.
The SIR is currently underway in Chhattisgarh, Goa, Gujarat, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan,
Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Puducherry, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and
Lakshadweep. The revision follows a tight schedule, and against this compressed timeline, the
scale of objections and deletions sought through Form 7 has raised concerns about procedural
fairness and administrative capacity. According to the draft electoral rolls published by the EC, the
names of 6.5 crore electors were removed from the draft rolls of nine States and three Union
Territories (UTs) as part of the ongoing SIR. Before the revision, these States and UTs had 51 crore
voters; after publication of the draft rolls, the number fell to 44.4 crore. EC officials said those
removed were placed in the ‘ASD’ category — Absent, Shifted and Dead/Duplicate. The highest
deletions were reported from Uttar Pradesh (2.89 crore), followed by Tamil Nadu (97 lakh), and
Gujarat (74 lakh).

What is the way ahead?

At the heart of the controversy is the bulk submission of Form 7 applications by anonymous or
fraudulent actors seeking mass deletion of voters from electoral rolls in the ongoing SIR. Filing a
false declaration is a punishable offence under Section 32 of the Representation of the People Act,
1950, attracting imprisonment of up to one year or a fine or both. Critics argue that ‘if remained
unchecked this will lead to the disenfranchisement of lakhs of voters, especially those belonging
to the backward, marginalised communities’.

EC: ONLY ERO, NOT MICRO OBSERVERS, CAN ACCEPT OR REJECT ELIGIBILITY OF ELECTORS
With the role of the “micro observers” during the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls

in West Bengal under scrutiny, the Election Commission last week told the Supreme Court that

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
12


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

+91 9334622397

&DreamlAS e

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

they have been deputed only to facilitate the officials on the ground, while Electoral Registration
Officers (EROs) continue to decide on additions and deletions of names from the rolls.

Key Takeaways:

— Replying to an application filed by one of the petitioners, TMC member of Parliament Dola Sen,
against the SIR on January 24, the EC said in its affidavit on February 4: “It is false to suggest that
statutory powers have been vested in the micro observers.”

— Incidentally, on February 4, West Bengal CM Mamata Banerjee, who is also one of the
petitioners, argued in person in the SC, saying that her state was being targeted as 8,100 Central
government employees had been appointed as micro observers. The EC had not appointed micro
observers in the other eight states and three Union Territories where the SIR is also underway.

— Inits affidavit in response to Sen, the EC said it was a fact that the micro observers were Central
government or Public Sector Undertaking officers who were on “deputation” and under “control”
of the Bengal Chief Electoral Officer. “Their functions are purely facilitative, and the final decision
qua acceptance or rejection of eligibility of any elector remains with the ERO/AERO. Therefore,
merely because some micro observers have also been appointed from public sector organisations
does not mean that they lack competence...” it said.

— With over 1 crore electors, out of a total of 7.08 crore, in Bengal being asked to submit
additional documents to establish their eligibility, including citizenship, the EC said the family
registers maintained at Anganwadi centres “cannot be accepted as a valid document” for the SIR.

Do You Know:

— According to the Representation of the People Act, 1950, only the Electoral Registration Officers
(ERO) or Assistant ERO of an Assembly constituency can add or delete names from the rolls.

— Article 324(1) of the Constitution gives the ECI the power of “superintendence, direction and
control of the preparation of the electoral rolls for, and the conduct of” elections to Parliament and
state legislatures.

— Under Section 21(3) of The Representation of the People Act, 1950, the ECI “may at any time...
direct a special revision of the electoral roll for any constituency or part of a constituency in such
manner as it may think fit”.

— The Registration of Electors’ Rules, 1960, says the revision of rolls can be carried out “either
intensively or summarily or partly intensively and partly summarily, as the [ECI] may direct”. In
an intensive revision, the electoral roll is prepared afresh; in a summary revision, the roll is
amended.

— Section 13B of the Representation of the People Act, 1950, empowers the Electoral Registration
Officer (ERO) for each constituency to prepare and revise the electoral roll. In discharging this
function, the ERO can employ persons deemed fit for the preparation and revision of the electoral
roll. This statutory provision enables the appointment of BLOs.

— A BLO serves as a representative of the Election Commission of India (ECI) at the grassroots
level and is responsible for collecting authentic field information about the electoral roll. BLOs,
who are familiar with local electors, act as guides for voters at their doorstep in matters of
electoral enrolment, correction, and verification.
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JUDICIAL DRIFT IN THE SPECIAL INTENSIVE REVISION HEARINGS

In the first week of February 2026, in an unprecedented event, the Chief Minister of West Bengal,
Mamata Banerjee, appeared before the Supreme Court of India in the ongoing hearings around
the conduct of the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of the electoral rolls, which has been taking
place in multiple States across India.

The Chief Minister’s arguments were focused on certain procedural infirmities that were causing
hardship to the residents of her State. Her intervention led to the Court passing a slew of directions
on February 9, ostensibly seeking to mitigate some of these hardships. However, in the course of
the hearing, the Court also made a statement: that no impediment to the SIR would be allowed
across any of the States.

Core constitutional challenge not decided

This statement is baffling, because in making it, the Court appears to have pre-judged the most
fundamental issue before it — an issue that goes to the heart of the Court’s own role as the primary
organ of constitutional adjudication. Challenges to the SIR were first filed before the Court in July,
when it was announced for the State of Bihar.

Among other things, these petitions questioned the constitutionality of the SIR itself. Months have
passed, with SIRs announced in multiple States, and the challenges have multiplied. The Bihar
election has come and gone (November 2025), with the Bihar SIR effectively having become a fait
accompli. The Court has held multiple hearings, where it has, in effect, played the role of an
administrator, passing directions on issues such as whether or not the Aadhaar card can be used
as an identification document. However, the core constitutional challenge has not been decided,
and as the Court’s observations now show, the fait accompli seems to have become permanently
enshrined, with any future judgment serving only to act as a retrospective validation of existing
facts on the ground.

It is worth remembering that in a constitutional democracy, the Court’s primary role is to ensure
that other state organs comply with the Constitution, and not to transform itself into an
administrator. However, the Court’s conduct in the SIR case is not new: while the constitutionality
of the Aadhaar programme was challenged in 2012, it was only in 2018 that a final judgment was
passed, by which time Aadhaar had effectively become a fait accompli, too big to be undone. In the
intervening six years, the Court had passed various orders about where and how Aadhaar could
be used or demanded, but had not touched the constitutional challenge before it. The repetition
of this pattern in the SIR case reveals a normalisation of the Court moving away from its role as a
constitutional court, and adopting the role of the administrator. This is unfortunate.

There are significant issues

Indeed, the SIR process has raised certain significant constitutional issues. Many of these issues
turned upon the question of power: while the Representation of the People Act (India’s umbrella
election law) authorises the Election Commission of India (ECI) to conduct a special revision for
“any constituency or any part of a constituency”, and for reasons to be recorded, there is a
fundamental question about whether this very specific power is also a carte blanche authorisation
to conduct State and nation-wide SIRs. The wording of the section seems to imply that its purpose
is a targeted and focused exercise meant to correct for distortions that might creep in in certain
specific places. By contrast, the present SIRs are dragnet, large-scale revisions of the rolls that, in
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effect, turn them into citizenship determining exercises. Added to this is the fact that electoral rolls
already exist. Thus the ongoing SIRs amount to an exercise where the entire populations of States
are called upon to freshly establish their citizenship and their right to vote, without any pre-
existing cause for suspicion. The constitutional question then turns upon whether the ECI can
simply operate on this mass presumption of non-citizenship, and force people to prove their rights
from scratch.

In 1995, in Lal Babu Hussein and Others vs Electoral Registration Officer and Others, the Court
had held that it could not. There again, the ECI had sought to effect large-scale removal of names
from the voter rolls, acting on the suspicion that in certain constituencies there were many non-
voters on the rolls. The Court struck down this exercise, and in the directions that it passed, made
it clear that notices for removal from the rolls would have to be directed at specific individuals,
and also a disclosure of the reason for suspicion that the individual in question was not a citizen
of India.

As noted above, the present SIRs completely invert that basic process. Instead of issuing notices
to specific people that it reasonably suspects are non-voters, the ECI now requires everyone to
come and prove that they are voters.

It is crucial to note that multiple reports have come in from various States about arbitrary
deletions and of individuals having to run from pillar to post to prove that their citizenship does
not exist in a vacuum. They are the product of this fundamental inversion of the state-citizen
relationship. The other troubling impact of the SIR exercise is that the wholesale revision of voter
rolls has brought into play the notorious Form 7, which allows any person to “object” to the
inclusion of any other person in the electoral roll. There have already been widespread reports
about the misuse of Form 7 to have people struck off the rolls, en masse, from multiple States.

An accentuation of disparities

Finally — and this was something highlighted by the West Bengal Chief Minister as well — in a
country with vast material inequalities, and disparities in access to the State, documentation
requirements operate asymmetrically, and, in particular, impact the vulnerable and the
marginalised (people at the intersection of the axes of caste, poverty and gender). Indian Courts
have long articulated an equality jurisprudence that is cognisant of material and socio-political
discrimination: a process that accentuates, rather than mitigates, these disparities, violates basic
constitutional principles.

It should be obvious that these are not mere “administrative” glitches that can be corrected by
administrative tweaks, in the manner in which the Court has been doing for the past eight months.
Rather, the specific problems of voter deletions and disenfranchisement that are being brought to
the Court on a regular basis are symptoms. They are downstream from the actual issue, which is
the manner in which the ongoing SIRs invert the relationship between the state and the individual,
and leave the latter effectively at the mercy of the former. This is a question that goes to the heart
of the constitutional order. It cannot be remedied through a mere administrative fix. Rather, it
must be addressed from the perspective of a constitutional framework that genuinely affirms the
dignity and participatory rights of every individual, refusing to reduce persons to mere cogs in the
machine of state and administrative efficiency.
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SC SEEKS CENTRE’S REPORT ON ACTION TAKEN ON ITS SC/ST SUB-CLASSIFICATION
VERDICT

The Supreme Court on Tuesday sought a report from the Centre on what action had been taken in
pursuance of its Constitution bench judgment, which allowed sub-classification of Scheduled
Castes for the purpose of reservation and said that creamy layer principle be extended to the
category.

Key Takeaways:

— The direction came on an application seeking a direction to the Centre “to comply with the
judgment...dated 01.08.2024, wherein it has been held that sub-classification within the
Scheduled Castes for equitable distribution of reservation is constitutionally permissible and
necessary to achieve substantive equality”

— On Tuesday, the petitioners told the bench that after the 2024 judgment, what remained was
the execution by the government. The court then decided to seek the action-taken report.

— A seven-judge Constitution bench of the SC presided by then Chief Justice of India D Y
Chandrachud had in a 6:1 majority ruling on August 1, 2024, overruled the SC’s 2004 judgment in
E V Chinnaiah vs State of Andhra Pradesh, which had held that SCs constituted a homogeneous
group and cannot be sub-categorised.

— Allowing the sub-classification, the majority ruling said “empirical evidence indicates that there
is inequality even within the Scheduled Castes. The Scheduled Castes are not a homogeneous
integrated class”.

— Justice Bela M Trivedi (since retired) was the lone dissenter who, in her verdict, said Scheduled
Castes constituted a homogeneous class and “cannot be tinkered with by the states”.

— It rejected the argument that once enumerated in the Presidential List under Article 341 of the
Constitution, the Scheduled Castes constitute a homogeneous class, which is incapable of further
subdivision/sub-classification and that any attempt to sub-categorise them would amount to
tinkering with the Presidential List, in violation of Article 341 (2) and Article 14 of the
Constitution.

— The majority also backed the exclusion of creamy layer from SCs and STs. Justice B R Gavai
(since retired), in his concurring judgment, said he is “of the view that the State must evolve a
policy for identifying the creamy layer even from the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes so
as exclude them from the benefit of affirmative action. In my view, only this and this alone can
achieve the real equality as enshrined under the Constitution”.

- On September 24, 2024, the SC also dismissed review petitions challenging the seven-judge
bench order.

CITING RULES, PMO TELLS LS SECTT: NO QUESTIONS ON PM CARES, RELIEF AND DEFENCE
FUNDS

The Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) has told the Lok Sabha Secretariat that Parliament questions
and matters related to PM CARES Fund, the Prime Minister’s National Relief Fund (PMNRF) and
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the National Defence Fund (NDF) are not admissible under rules related to the conduct of business
in Lok Sabha, The Indian Express has learnt.

Key Takeaways:

— It is learnt that on January 30, the PMO told the Lok Sabha Secretariat that questions and
matters related to the three funds are not permissible under Rule 41(2) (viii) and 41(2)(xvii) of
the Rules of Procedure and Conduct of Business in Lok Sabha.

— Under the stipulated conditions that govern the right to ask questions in the Lok Sabha, Rule
41(2) (viii) states that “it shall not relate to a matter which is not primarily the concern of the
Government of India”. Rule 41(2) (xvii) states “it shall not raise matters that are under the control
of bodies or persons not primarily responsible to the Government of India”.

— The reasoning for questions and matters not being admissible in Lok Sabha given by the PMO,
it is learnt, was that the corpus of these funds is constituted entirely with voluntary public
contribution and not from any allocation out of the Consolidated Fund of India.

— The PMO told the Lok Sabha Secretariat that in case a situation arises to determine the
admissibility of a question or notice of zero hour or special mention seeking information on the
three funds arises, the conditions in the provisions may be exercised, it is learnt.

— The PM CARES fund was set up on March 27, 2020, following the Covid outbreak. “Keeping in
mind the need for having a dedicated fund with the primary objective of dealing with any kind of
emergency or distress situation, like posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, and to provide relief to the
affected, a public charitable trust under the name of ‘Prime Minister’s Citizen Assistance and Relief
in Emergency Situations Fund (PM CARES Fund)’ has been set up,” the official website of PM
CARES fund states.

— The fund was registered as a Public Charitable Trust and its trust deed has been registered
under the Registration Act, 1908, at New Delhi on March 27, 2020.

— In January 2023, the Centre had informed the Delhi High Court that PM CARES Fund has been
set up as a public charitable trust and is not created under the Constitution or any law made by
the Parliament or the state. The Centre had made the submission during the hearing of a plea
seeking to declare the fund a “state” under Article 12 of the Constitution to ensure transparency
in its functioning.

— The Centre in its affidavit had said that the trust is “neither intended to be or in fact owned or
controlled” by any government or any instrumentality of the government and the composition of
the board of trustees consisting of holders of public office is merely for administrative
convenience. The affidavit also stated that since it is not constituted under law or the Constitution,
PMCARES does not constitute a public authority under the provisions of the RTI Act.

— On August 18, 2020, the Supreme Court had “refused” to order transfer of funds from the PM
CARES Fund to the National Disaster Response Fund (NDRF), saying they “are two entirely
different funds with different object and purpose” and “there is no occasion” for such a direction.

— The apex court had also said guidelines specifically provide for audit of the NDRF by the
Comptroller & Auditor General of India, but PM CARES Fund is a public charitable trust due to
which “there is no occasion” for such an audit.
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— The Prime Minister’s National Relief Fund (PMNRF) was established in January 1948 with
public contributions to assist displaced persons from Pakistan. Its resources are now utilised
primarily to render immediate relief to families of those killed in natural calamities like floods,
cyclones and earthquakes, etc., and to the victims of major accidents and riots.

— The National Defence Fund (NDF) is used for the welfare of members of the Armed Forces,
including paramilitary forces, and their dependents. The fund is administered by an Executive
Committee, with the PM as Chairperson, and Defence, Finance and Home Ministers as Members,
according to its official website.

Do You Know:

— PM CARES is a public charitable trust set up to raise funds for national emergencies such as
Covid. PMNREF provides immediate relief to people affected by natural calamities, major accidents,
riots, etc. The NDF is meant specifically for the welfare of members of the armed and paramilitary
forces and support to their families.

— Article 266 of the Constitution of India contains provisions relating to the Consolidated Fund
of India (CFI). It is made up of all of the Union Government’s revenues, loans, and receipts from
loan recoveries. All Union Government expenditure is incurred through the CFI, and no funds can
be drawn from the CFI without prior authorisation from Parliament.

MESSAGING POWER

The Supreme Court of India, last week, sharply questioned Meta Platforms LLC and its messaging
platform WhatsApp, in an appeal rooted in updates it made in 2021 around user data sharing with
other Meta services such as Instagram and Facebook. The Court underscored the power that
WhatsApp holds in India’s messaging ecosystem: it is practically impossible to reach everyone
with a smartphone, coordinate groups, and undertake business communications without being on
WhatsApp. The app’s “network effect” has captured nearly every smartphone in the country. The
precise background of the litigation that reached the Court is an appeal against a ¥213.14 crore
penalty issued by the Competition Commission of India (CCI) for abruptly amending its privacy
policy, allowing the firm to share user data across its sister concerns, Facebook and Instagram.
Users were prompted at that time to accept the terms or cease using the service. This ultimatum
was problematic, and understandably drew pushback from civil society, the government, and the
CCL

Nobody argues that WhatsApp must not earn money for a service that has been transformative
for communications in India. Owing to its parent’s massive scale of operations, WhatsApp has
been able to offer messaging, multimedia sharing, telephony — services that were until 2016
prohibitively priced by telecom operators — for free, with only an Internet connection and a
phone number as a pre-requisite. WhatsApp’s enthusiastic adoption of end-to-end encryption also
furthered a societal expectation for secure communications as a norm, in a country where
telecommunications has always been subjected to excessive executive-led surveillance. What is
equally true is that WhatsApp is so deeply embedded in Indian society that its transition to an
advertising model, where it would start making money here, deserves the highest scrutiny.
Competition regulators, including in India, have frowned upon ubiquitous platforms that present
users with ultimatums that they can scarcely refuse. There are free alternatives to WhatsApp that
work just as well — Signal, Telegram and even Arattai from Zoho are serviceable — but they lack
what makes the Meta product so valuable: the guarantee that virtually everyone one knows is on

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
18


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

it. Allowing users to “opt out” of data sharing is an inappropriate remedy for services at
WhatsApp’s scale, because the power of the default option at that scale leaves far too many with
no real, informed choice in the matter. The Court’s thoughts on this matter are correct, but they
need to be supported by a digital competition law, a draft of which was released in 2024, but has
seen little progress since. As India approaches a billion Internet users, that law is needed to
protect and foster a healthy digital marketplace.

FOR SOCIAL MEDIA FIRMS, CONTENT BLOCKING TIME NOW CUT TO JUST 3 HOURS

India’s newly notified regulatory framework for social media companies is a mixed bag for them:
on one hand the IT Ministry has diluted an earlier proposed requirement to display labels on
content generated through Al, but on the other, they have been handed down significantly stricter
timelines to takedown problematic content — from an earlier 36 hours to three hours now.

Key Takeaways:

— On Tuesday, the IT Ministry notified amendments to the Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021. Under the fresh
amendments, the government has removed an earlier proposal (from last October) to apply a label
to content generated through Al tools to cover at least 10% of the space, but under the notified
rules, that has been changed to place “prominently” visible labels.

— The specific 10% requirement has been done away with. The changes will come into effect on
February 20, the final day of the upcoming India-Al Impact Summit. A senior government official
said that the change was made as tech companies, during consultations, flagged that the 10% label
requirement would take away space from the actual piece of content, making it unappealing for
viewers.

— The pitfalls of Al generated content were on full display earlier this year when Grok, the Al
service of X (formerly Twitter) started creating, prompted by user requests, pictures of women in
revealing clothing, casting a shadow on their dignity and privacy.

— The requirement to takedown content quicker does not just apply to Al generated content but
a wide range of content that the law deems unlawful. Platforms must now remove non-consensual
intimate imagery within two hours, as opposed to 24 hours earlier, and other forms of unlawful
content within three hours, from an earlier requirement to act on it within 36 hours.

— This change is expected to receive wide pushback from big tech firms. They may raise concerns
around heavy compliance burden, because if they fail to act on flat content within the new
prescribed timelines, it might result in a loss of safe harbour — a critical immunity that protects
them from legal actions for hosting user generated content.

— The government official said that timelines have been compressed as they received feedback
from several stakeholders that the timelines prescribed earlier were too long and did not prevent
a content’s virality.

— As per the new rules, the definition of synthetically generated information now has carveouts
for assistive and quality-enhancing uses of Al. Routine and good faith editing of audio, video or
audio-visual content is excluded from the definition of SGI.
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— When an intermediary becomes aware that its service has been used for creating,
disseminating or hosting SGI, it must take “appropriate” and “expeditious” action, including
measures like immediate disabling of access or removal of such information, suspension or
termination of user accounts, etc.

Do You Know:

— The Sahyog portal was launched by the Union Home Ministry last year to expedite orders to
block objectionable content. It is maintained by the Indian Cyber Crime Coordination Centre (14C).

— It serves as a centralised communication channel through which notices under Section
79(3)(b) of the Information Technology (IT) Act, 2000 are delivered to internet intermediaries -
a broad term that includes telecom operators, internet service providers, social media platforms
and web-hosting services.

— Under Section 79, online intermediaries are granted “safe harbour” protection, which gives
them legal immunity from liability for content generated by their users. For instance, without this
protection, a platform could be sued for a defamatory post made by a user. With safe harbour, only
the user who created the content faces legal action.

— However, this immunity is conditional. Section 79(3)(b) states that intermediaries lose this
protection if, upon receiving “actual knowledge” from an appropriate government agency about
any unlawful information, they fail to “expeditiously remove or disable access” to that material.
The Sahyog portal was created to automate and streamline the process of sending these notices.

TOO FAKE TO BE GOOD

The Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code)
Amendment Rules, 2026, add a critical requirement for social media platforms: Al-generated
imagery must now be labelled prominently. Since the draft rules were released in October, there
have been some improvements in this mandate: it is no longer prescribing a set size for such a
disclosure, nor is it applicable to any Al-generated imagery that does not seek to pass off as the
real thing. Al-generated imagery has flooded users’ feeds and they have a right to know that this
imagery is not real. The requirement that users declare synthetically generated content as such is
welcome. As India approaches the Al Impact Summit with a stated intent to regulate Al only
insofar as necessary, the requirement shows considerable restraint. Since the technology for
creating synthetic imagery is rapidly evolving, the government will, however, have to revisit parts
of the Rules that impose proactive detection of synthetic content by platforms — after all, while
tech platforms are generally able to detect synthetic media automatically, this capability is
constantly challenged by the billions of dollars being invested into ironing out the flaws that these
detection mechanisms rely upon.

What is problematic is the government’s insertion — with absolutely no public forewarning — of
reducing the timelines for taking down content under the Rules to a mere two or three hours.
Reducing such compliance timelines creates one of two incentives for social media platforms:
either have empowered representatives at all times who can appropriately weigh the merits of a
takedown notice and balance it against freedom of expression; or implement a take-down-and-
ask-questions-later approach. Any delay would implicate firms in court by removing their safe
harbour, an outcome they understandably wish to avoid. This shortening applies to all platforms,
adding a barrier of entry to a space that should be open to constant challengers in an open
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Internet. This shorter timeline was not indicated in October, and since comments are not public,
there is no way to confirm if all interests were properly considered. The lack of open consultation
is a particularly pressing issue when the main stakeholders are hyperscalers with hundreds of
billions of dollars in planned investments over the years ahead. Their views need to be open to
scrutiny, as must the deliberations their inputs lead to. The IT Rules remain contested in multiple
court cases, and it is inappropriate to make sudden changes to social media governance that may
have ramifications for the freedom of expression without parliamentary debate.

STIFLING IDEAS

Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath’s direction to file a first information report (FIR)
against the makers of a film over its title, Ghooskhor Pandat, is a sign of how sections of the ruling
establishment have come to treat speech that they dislike. Mr. Adityanath alleged that the title
attempts to disrupt social harmony and hurts religious or caste sentiments. The producer agreed
to remove promotional materials for the film. A dispute over expression quickly became a policing
matter and the threat of criminal process swiftly compelled capitulation, even before any court
had examined the facts. Article 19(1)(a) protects speech precisely because it can sometimes be
unwelcome to powerful groups. The restrictions that the state can impose are enumerated in
Article 19(2), and have to be proportionate. Courts have also separated speech that offends from
speech related to violence or disorder. In the present case, the FIR is a threat, issued by a Chief
Minister no less, to mobilise the coercive machinery of criminal law, a sign that the state fears
public debate and wants to flatten the issue to a matter of discipline. Of late, the visual arts have
often been met with restrictions. In 2023, West Bengal ordered that The Kerala Story not be
screened in the State to maintain “law and order”; a few months earlier, the Centre had directed
platforms to remove links to the BBC documentary, India: The Modi Question, sans a judicial
finding on illegality. Other examples include Kaum De Heere (2014), India’s Daughter (2015),
Padmaavat (2018), and the documentaries, Infiltrating Australia - India’s Secret War and Contract
to Kill (both 2024).

In a diverse society, people can plausibly say they are hurt by many things, which is why
sentiments are not useful thresholds to trigger a criminal process. Equally, when film-makers and
distributors believe that the safest way out is to erase contested material rather than defend it in
law, the public loses access to the work, courts lose the chance to clarify legal standards, society
loses a chance to exercise the democratic response to controversial art — e.g., boycott or satire in
return — and, over time, the marketplace of ideas wilts. Speech is not always free of consequences
but the state bears the burden to examine it with specificity. A more sensible response, when there
is a credible claim of unlawfulness, is for the aggrieved party to seek judicial relief, record the
reasons, and adopt the least restrictive measure. Taking executive action flies in the face of this
constitutional process. It is Mr. Adityanath’s responsibility to ensure public order while allowing
people to express themselves, not to maintain it by curtailing expression altogether.

GOVT. PLANS GUIDELINES ON BOOKS BY VETERANS

Amid the controversy surrounding the unpublished memoir, Four Stars of Destiny, of former
Army chief General M.M. Naravane ((retd.), the Defence Ministry is working on detailed guidelines
for serving and retired armed forces personnel who wish to publish books in future.

The proposed guidelines will spell out the process to be followed before any manuscript is cleared
for publication.
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A senior defence official confirmed that a meeting was held recently to frame a new set of rules,
during which a detailed presentation was made. The upcoming framework is expected to
incorporate provisions of existing service rules as well as the Official Secrets Act.

At present, there is no single consolidated law specifically governing book-writing by retired
Army officers. Instead, different legal and service frameworks apply to serving personnel and
retirees. In both cases, national security and protection of classified information remain the
primary red lines.

There are no specific service rules barring ex-servicemen or retired Army officers from authoring
or publishing books. However, the freedom operates within a legal grey area. The Official Secrets
Act (OSA) continues to apply for life, even after retirement, making it a criminal offence to disclose
classified information, sensitive operational details, or any material prejudicial to national
security.

While retired personnel are no longer governed by the Army Act or Army rules in matters of
publication, statutory laws remain applicable. If a manuscript contains operational or sensitive
details, authors are expected to submit it to the Ministry for clearance. The relevant department
then verifies and cross-checks the content before granting approval.

For serving Army personnel, the rules are explicit and mandatory. Service rules and defence
service regulations require prior written permission before undertaking any literary, political or
remunerative activity outside official duties. Requests are routed through a chain of command and
may require clearance up to Army Headquarters or the MoD, depending on the nature of the
content.

Material relating to classified information, operational details, internal procedures, equipment
capabilities, intelligence inputs, or issues affecting national security or foreign relations is strictly
prohibited. Even fictional works may face restrictions if they closely resemble real operations or
disclose identifiable details.

Individual’s judgment

Lt. Gen. (retd.) D.P. Pandey said, “When an Army person retires, he or she is'as much a civilian as
anyone else but the facet of Official Secrets Act remains. After retirement, it largely comes down
to individual’s maturity and judgment regarding what to write and how to present it. One should
avoid writing on matters that are classified and not in open domain. However, retired personnel
are free to express their personal opinions about politics and matters of national security. If any
content falls under the Official Secrets Act, prior permission from the MoD is required.”

He further mentioned that in his view, material that is already in the public domain can be written
about. There is a laid-down process within the respective Services to grant permission for
publication if a book mentions issues related to national interest. If any information published in
a book is found to be incorrect or unlawful, there are legal provisions to deal with such
infringements.

On Tuesday, Gen. Naravane endorsed Penguin Random House India’s (PRHI) statement that his
memoir has not been published. PRHI clarified it holds sole publishing rights and that no print or
digital copies have been released or distributed. This followed a First Information Report by the
Delhi Police over alleged illegal circulation of the unpublished manuscript. The row intensified
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after Congress leader Rahul Gandhi questioned conflicting claims, prompting the PRHI to state
that pre-order announcements do not amount to publication.

In the case of civil servants, the Centre had amended the Pension Rules for Civil Servants in 2021,
prohibiting retired officials in intelligence or security related organisations to publish any
information related to their organisation without clearance from the competent authority.

VANDE MATARAM, ITS SIX STANZAS AND A SETTLED QUESTION

The January 28, 2026 order of the Union Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), directing that all six
stanzas of Vande Mataram be played at official functions, with everyone present required to stand
at attention, is not an act of patriotism. It is constitutional vandalism dressed up in national pride.
To understand why, we need to go back to 1937, look at what the Constituent Assembly decided,
and remember what the Supreme Court of India had said in the landmark case, Bijoe Emmanuel
and Ors. vs State of Kerala and Ors. (1986).

1937 settlement is not weakness, but wisdom

In October 1937, the Congress Working Committee had met in Calcutta. What happened there was
not appeasement, as some now claim. Dr. Rajendra Prasad moved the resolution while Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel seconded it. Mahatma Gandhi was there as a special invitee. The resolution was
unanimous. They recognised “the validity of objections raised by Muslim friends to certain parts
of the song” and concluded that “the first two stanzas alone, accepted as the national song at
national gatherings, are in no sense objectionable”.

This was not cowardice. It was common sense. The later stanzas of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s
poem (Vande Mataram) call out, by name, the Hindu goddesses Durga, Lakshmi and Saraswati.
One verse literally describes the motherland as “Tvam hi Durga dasa-praharana-dharini (You are
Durga, wielder of the 10 weapons”).

Think about what it means to force a Muslim civil servant, a Christian schoolteacher, a Sikh soldier,
a Buddhist monk, or an atheist scientist to stand at attention while these verses are sung. That is
not fostering unity. That is imposing a religious test in a secular republic.

Even Rabindranath Tagore supported keeping it to two stanzas. The whole freedom movement —
from the moderate to the radical, from the secular to the devout — agreed that the first two
stanzas captured the song’s spirit without hurting anyone’s faith. This was not a fringe decision.
It was the collective wisdom of the people who fought for India’s freedom.

On January 24, 1950, President Rajendra Prasad announced that Jana Gana Mana would be the
National Anthem, and that Vande Mataram would “be honoured equally” with it. But here is what
matters: the Constituent Assembly adopted only the two-stanza version as the National Song.
Those four other stanzas were not accidentally forgotten. They were deliberately left out because
our founders understood something crucial: a secular republic cannot make verses devoted to
specific gods and goddesses into official symbols.

In the Constitution, Article 51A(a) tells every citizen “to abide by ..the National Flag, and the
National Anthem”. If one notices carefully, the National Song is not mentioned. When Parliament
added fundamental duties through the 42nd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1976, it specifically
listed the Flag and the Anthem. It did not include the Song. This was not an oversight. This was a
choice. The Prevention of Insults to National Honour Act, 1971, protects the National Anthem, the
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Flag, the Constitution. It does not cover Vande Mataram. There is no legal penalty for not singing
it, not standing for it, or not showing it any particular respect. This is not accidental. The
constitutional framework deliberately treats the anthem (which is secular and inclusive)
differently from the song (which has religious elements that need to be carefully limited).

The case about the right not to sing

In July 1985, Bijoe, Binu Mol, and Bindu Emmanuel, three children in Kerala, were expelled from
school. They were Jehovah’s Witnesses. Every morning during assembly, they stood respectfully
while the National Anthem played. But they did not sing it, because their faith did not allow it.
They did not cause trouble. They did not disrupt anyone. Then a State Minister got involved, and
they were sent out. While the Kerala High Court said the expulsion was fine, the Supreme Court
said absolutely not.

In his judgment, Justice O. Chinnappa Reddy said the expulsion violated their fundamental rights
to free speech and freedom of religion. Then he wrote something that should be carved in stone:
“Proper respect is shown to the National Anthem by standing up when it is sung. It will not be
right to say that disrespect is shown by not joining in the singing.”

The Court went further. “It will not be right to say that disrespect is shown by not joining in the
singing.” ‘Standing respectfully but staying silent does not break any law’. The children’s right to
remain silent, which is itself part of free speech, was constitutionally protected. Justice Reddy
quoted an American judge, Justice Robert H. Jackson, from a case, West Virginia State Board of
Education vs Barnette (1943): “If there is any fixed star in our constitutional constellation, it is
that no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism,
religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess by word or act their faith therein.”
That star has not stopped shining.

Now, consider what the MHA order does. It mandates the playing of the complete six-stanza
version at civil investitures, presidential events, and flag ceremonies. Everyone must stand at
attention. Schools must start the day with community singing of the National Song. And, yes. It
includes the four stanzas that the Constituent Assembly deliberately excluded. The stanzas
invoking Durga with her weapons, Lakshmi with her blessings and Saraswati with her knowledge.
The logic is simple. If the Court said that you cannot force people to sing even the National Anthem
(which has constitutional protection under Article 51A and legal protection under a specific Act),
then you certainly cannot force them to sing the National Song (which has neither constitutional
mention nor legal protection). What is forbidden for the greater must surely be forbidden for the
lesser.

But this order does something worse. It is not just asking people to stand. It is making them
participate, even passively, in singing explicitly religious verses. Consider the position of a Muslim
bureaucrat compelled to stand at attention as “You are Durga, wielder of the ten weapons” echoes
through the hall, or a Christian child in a school assembly where Hindu deities are invoked. That
is not a formality. That is a wound to conscience.

That is exactly what Article 25 of the Constitution protects against. India’s founders were not
naive. They were building something extraordinary: a constitutional order that could hold
together a civilization of staggering diversity. They understood what we seem to have forgotten.
Real patriotism does not require everyone to pray the same way.
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The first two stanzas — “Sujalam, suphalam, malayaja sheetalam” — celebrate our motherland’s
rivers, fruits, cool breezes, moonlit nights. They belong to every Indian, regardless of faith. The
later stanzas are beautiful devotional poetry, but they are addressed to specific deities of one
religious tradition. To mix them together and force everyone to participate in both is to break the
republic’s founding promise.

What this is really about

Nobody is questioning whether Vande Mataram deserves respect. Of course it does. Its first two
stanzas lit the fire of resistance against colonial rule. People sang them in streets and in jail cells,
Hindus and Muslims together, as a battle cry for freedom.

The real question is simpler: Can the government force citizens to participate in religious
observance by calling it patriotism? Any honest reading of the Constitution and the Supreme
Court’s judgments gives you the answer. No. Bijoe Emmanuel is not some dusty old precedent. It
is alive. It stands for something essential — in a constitutional democracy, the right to disagree,
even silently and respectfully, is not treason. It is freedom itself.

The MHA order overturns the 1937 settlement. It ignores what the Constituent Assembly
deliberately chose. It disregards Article 51A. It sidesteps the Prevention of Insults to National
Honour Act. It violates the principles in Bijoe Emmanuel. And it does all this through executive
order, without any law being passed, without any constitutional amendment, without any court
approval.

If there is any fixed star in our constitutional sky, it is this. The Republic belongs equally to all its
citizens. To those who sing and to those who, for reasons of conscience, stand in respectful silence.
To put out that star in patriotism’s name is to betray the very idea of India that its founders fought
to build. The Constitution does not demand that we all worship the same way. It demands that we
are all equal citizens. Those are not the same thing, and no amount of forced standing can make
them so.

Do you know

— Inan order, issued on January 28, the MHA gave the first set of protocols for singing the National
Song to the police chiefs and chief secretaries of states and Union Territories, and directed that six
stanzas of it, with duration of 3 minutes 10 seconds, must be sung on official functions such as the
arrival of the President, unfurling of the tricolour, and speeches of governors.

— The move comes even as the Centre has launched a year-long celebration of Vande Mataram.
The first phase was completed in November; the second is scheduled for this month; the third for
August 2026; and the fourth for November 2026.

— In recent years, several petitions have been filed in courts seeking a framework for the
rendition of Vande Mataram and clarity on whether penalties can be imposed under the
Prevention of Insults to National Honour Act, 1971, which was enacted to prevent disrespect for
national symbols.

— In 2022, the Centre informed the Supreme Court that while the 1971 law makes it an offence
to prevent the singing of the national anthem or cause disturbance to an assembly engaged in such
singing, similar penal provisions have not been made for the national song.
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— The fundamental duties were incorporated in Part IV-A of the Constitution by The Constitution
(42nd Amendment) Act, 1976, during Indira Gandhi’s Emergency. Article 51(A) describes 11
fundamental duties — 10 came with the 42nd Amendment; the 11th was added by the 86th
Amendment in 2002, when Atal Bihari Vajpayee was Prime Minister.

— Article 51(A) says it shall be the duty of every citizen of India:(a) to abide by the Constitution
and respect its ideals and institutions, the National Flag and the National Anthem;

(b) to cherish and follow the noble ideals which inspired our national struggle for freedom;

(c) to uphold and protect the sovereignty, unity and integrity of India; and more.
REINING IN A BIGOT

Assam is among the States scheduled to hold Assembly elections in the months ahead. The
northeastern State is also one of India’s laggards in many critical socio-economic markers — its
HDI, per capita income, gainful industrial employment numbers, and enrolment rates in higher
education are lower than the national average, while it has many poor health indicators. Any
political leadership of such a State would face a clear and fundamental choice in governance. One
path would be to identify systemic lacunae and bridge gaps in health, education, income and
employment for every citizen, earning the goodwill of the electorate and seeking continuation in
office on the strength of performance. The alternative path is more insidious — the creation of
bogeymen through imaginary enemies and the stereotyping of entire communities. By doing so,
demagogues seek to bypass the hard work of governance, inciting the electorate through
polarisation and ensuring that political discourse remains mired in communal division. Assam
Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma of the BJP has chosen the latter path, deploying incendiary
rhetoric that targets the Bengali-origin Muslim community, framing it as a “demographic threat”
and a “matter of life and death” for the indigenous population, and escalating to what can be
described as calls for economic persecution — urging citizens to underpay Muslim rickshaw-
pullers so that “they suffer” and “leave Assam”. He has accused the community of “fertilizer jihad”,
blamed them for urban floods, and coined a lexicon of manufactured hatreds, all of it in pursuit of
what H.L. Mencken once described as the cynical art of politics “to keep the populace alarmed...
by menacing it with an endless series of hobgoblins, all of them imaginary”.

In the CPI(M)/CPI's petition filed in the Supreme Court, Mr. Sarma’s statements have been
documented to demonstrate not isolated political rhetoric but a sustained pattern of communal
targeting that is politically distasteful and constitutionally unlawful. As the petition rightly argues,
his statements deserve scrutiny from two lenses. First, the constitutional framework that
concerns the Chief Minister’s oath of office, fundamental rights of all citizens and the Preamble’s
guarantees of secularism and fraternity. Second, that these statements are liable to prosecution
on offences under the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita and the Representation of the People Act. The
Court has through its cumulative effect doctrine, in Amish Devgan and Tehseen Poonawalla,
suggested that a CM’s speeches carry the weight of the State’s authority which makes communally
polarising language in them even more damaging as it is used by someone who controls the police
apparatus. The Court should not dismiss it as an election-eve political manoeuvre and recognise
it for what it is — a test of whether its own directions on hate speech carry any meaning when the
offender holds the highest office in a State.
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SEVA TEERTH, THE NEW PMO

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Friday shifted to his new office at Seva Teerth complex from
the colonial-era South Block building on Raisina Hill, where the PMO was located since
Independence.

Key Takeaways:

— Addressing an event after inaugurating the Seva Teerth, as well as two Central Secretariat
buildings, called Kartavya Bhavan 1 and 2, the PM said buildings in the North and South Block
were “built as symbols of the British Empire and their purpose was to keep India chained in
slavery for centuries”.

— The Executive Enclave complex or Seva Teerth, on Dara Shikoh Road (formerly Dalhousie
Road), also houses the National Security Council Secretariat and the Cabinet Secretariat. It has
been built under the Central Vista redevelopment project. In addition to Executive Enclave Part 1,
a new residence for the PM, called Executive Enclave Part 2, is also under construction nearby.

— After moving to the new PMO, Modi garlanded a statue of Lord Ganesha and cleared a series of
welfare measures, including a scheme for cashless treatment of up to Rs 1.5 lakh for accident
victims under the PM RAHAT scheme.

— The PM also approved files relating to:

e Doubling the target of Lakhpati Didi scheme to 6 crore. The scheme aims to empower rural
women in Self-Help Groups to become Lakhpati Didis (earning over Rs 1 lakh/year) through
income-generating activities.

e Doubling the Agriculture Infrastructure Fund from Rs 1 lakh crore to Rs 2 lakh crore.

e A Startup India Fund of Funds 2.0 with a corpus of Rs. 10,000 crore, which the PM said will
“encourage startups in early stages and deep-tech research.”

Do You Know:

— During the colonial era, leading British architects Edwin Lutyens and Herbert Baker envisaged
the Central Vista complex as the centre of administration in India to house all facilities needed for
efficient functioning of the Government.

— It was inaugurated in 1931 and comprised of the buildings, namely Rashtrapati Bhawan,
Parliament House, North and South Blocks and the Record Office (later named as The National
Archives), along with the India Gate monument and the civic gardens on either side of the Rajpath.

— As a part of the Central Vista redevelopment plan that was announced by the Ministry of
Housing and Urban Affairs in 2019, all ministries will be moved into 10 new Common Central
Secretariat (CCS) buildings constructed along the Central Vista, which stretches from India Gate
to Rashtrapati Bhavan, after demolishing existing government office buildings. North Block and
South Block will be repurposed into museums.
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WHAT’S A SUBSTANTIVE MOTION? WHY NISHIKANT GAVE A NOTICE AGAINST RAHUL

With BJP MP Nishikant Dubey giving notice to move a substantive motion against Leader of the
Opposition (LoP) Rahul Gandhi for misleading the House, all eyes are on what the crucial
instrument of a substantive motion means.

Key Takeaways:

— “A substantive motion is a self-contained independent proposal submitted for the approval of
the House and drafted in such a manner as to be capable of expressing a decision of the House,”
say M N Kaul and S L Shakdher in their authoritative book Practice and Procedure of Parliament,
which explains at length the various kinds of substantive motions.

— “Motions for election of the Speaker and the Deputy Speaker, Motion of Thanks on the Address
by the President, Motion for Adjournment on a matter of public importance, resolutions, motions
for raising discussion on a matter of general public interest, motions of confidence/no-confidence
in the Council of Ministers, resolution for removal of the Speaker/Deputy Speaker, motion
declaring the seat of a member vacant and where leave of absence is not agreed to by the House,
are examples of the substantive motions moved in Lok Sabha,” they write.

— Substantive motions are put to a vote so that they express the decision of the House.

— A substantive motion requires notice to be given and can be moved only by the member who
has given the notice. There is an exception though: where a motion stands in the name of a
Minister, it may be moved by another Minister, but the mover has to mention that he is moving it
on behalf of the other Minister.

— In this case, as Dubey is not a minister, he will be required to move it, when the Chair permits
him. Importantly, except in the case of motions for election of the Speaker or the Deputy Speaker,
and the Motion of Thanks on the Address by the President, there is no requirement for any
substantive motion to be seconded.

— It is also laid down that the mover of a motion has the right of reply - meaning that Dubey will
have that right too.

— In 2005, 10 members of the Lok Sabha were expelled when the House adopted a motion for the
same after an enquiry committee found them guilty in the cash-for-query allegations first made
by a TV channel. After the sting operation that was played on TV, the Speaker instructed the
members not to attend the House until further decision and constituted a five-member Committee
headed by Pawan Kumar Bansal to inquire into the allegations.

— In December 2005, another allegation - improper conduct of some members of the Lok Sabha
in the implementation of Members of Parliament Local Area Development Scheme (MPLADS) -
was made by a TV channel. The Speaker again asked the concerned members not to attend the
House during the pendency of the report of a seven-member enquiry committee, again headed by
Bansal. The panel’s report was laid tabled in the House on March 14, 2006.

Do You Know:

— A parliamentary system of governance is a democratic form of government in which the
executive branch derives its legitimacy from and is accountable to the legislature or parliament.
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— As aresult, it is also known as a responsible government. In this system, the Prime Minister is
usually the head of government and the leader of the party or coalition with the majority of seats
in Parliament.

— The parliamentary system closely intertwines the executive and the legislature, resulting in a
fusion of power. The Council of Ministers or the Cabinet headed by the Prime Minister is
collectively responsible to the Lok Sabha, meaning the entire government must resign if it loses
the vote of confidence.

— The system also provides for an alternative government. If the ruling party loses the confidence
of the lower house, the opposition party is prepared to take over, ensuring continuity and stability
in governance.

— The parliamentary system offers several advantages such as responsiveness, which allows for
swift replacement of the government if it loses parliamentary confidence; flexibility, which
enables quick decision-making and adaptation; and power of the executive, which allows majority
governments to implement policies effectively.

— However, the system has some disadvantages, which include the concentration of power in the
hands of the Prime Minister and the Cabinet, and a lack of checks and balances on the executive,
potentially leading to the misuse of power and instability, particularly in coalition governments.

QUESTION AND ANSWER

In an unusual departure from established parliamentary convention, the Lok Sabha adopted the
motion of thanks to the President’s address to Parliament without the Prime Minister’s reply to
the debate on February 5. The explanation by the Lok Sabha Speaker, Om Birla, for the PM not
replying to the discussion on the motion raised more questions than it answered. Mr. Birla said
that he had concrete information about Opposition Members of Parliament (MP) planning
something “unexpected”, obliquely suggesting that they may have caused harm to the PM inside
the House. It is bizarre to assume that the Leader of the House — the Prime Minister — avoids
speaking in the House fearing harm from fellow MPs. Developments in the House, earlier and
outside, provide a more plausible reason for the PM not showing up in the Lok Sabha. The Leader
of the Opposition (LoP) in the Lok Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, during his speech on the discussion on
the motion of thanks, sought to cite excerpts from a book by former Chief of the Army Staff,
General M.M. Naravane, which was disallowed by the Chair. On the one hand, the LoP was not
allowed to speak and, on the other, the PM chose not to speak. Both are against parliamentary
norms and, more than that, a disturbing erosion of democratic accountability.

The debate and reply function as a mechanism through which the executive is held accountable to
Parliament. Mr. Birla stated that he had requested the PM not to come to the House because there
were credible inputs about a possible disruption or an “unforeseen” situation near the PM’s seat.
As Congress MP K.C. Venugopal has pointed out in a letter to the PM, parliamentary rules require
that a debate on the motion of thanks must conclude with the PM’s reply, and if the House wishes
to close the discussion without the PM’s reply, a specific resolution must be moved and adopted.
Whether or not the book in question was published, as long as Mr. Gandhi was willing to
authenticate its contents and place it before the Chair, he should have been allowed to speak. The
book in question raises serious issues related to national security, and to deny elected members
the opportunity to discuss these is indefensible. The portions that Mr. Gandhi cited outside the
House, if accurate, point to the tendency of the political executive to evade critical decision-making
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by passing the buck and then avoiding accountability. A thorough parliamentary discussion
concluding with the PM’s reply would have been the opportunity to prove that charge wrong. By
skipping the reply, PM Narendra Modi proved his critics right.

OPP’S NO-TRUST NOTICE AGAINST HIM, SPEAKER TO STAY AWAY UNTIL DECISION

Hours after the Opposition gave notice for a no-confidence motion against him Tuesday, Speaker
Om Birla, sources said, has decided not to chair Lok Sabha proceedings until a decision is taken on
the notice.

Key Takeaways:

— The notice, signed by at least 118 Opposition MPs; has been submitted to Lok Sabha Secretary
General Utpal Kumar Singh.

— The Speaker has been under Opposition fire ever since he suspended eight MPs protesting in
Lok Sabha and later ‘claiming he had “credible information that several members from the
Congress” would create “an unprecedented incident after reaching the Honourable Prime
Minister’s seat” - a charge the Congress rejected, saying there was never any move by its MPs to
harm the Prime Minister.

— Under Article 94C of the Constitution, a Lok Sabha MP may submit a written notice of intention
to move a resolution for the removal of the Speaker to the Secretary General with at least 14 days’
notice. With the House in recess after February 13, “the matter is expected to be taken up on March
9 when the House resumes,” an official in the Speaker’s office said. A Lok Sabha secretariat official
said the Opposition’s notice would be “examined and proceeded as per rules”.

— The Speaker’s decision came hours after the deadlock in Lok Sabha appeared to be over, with
Congress MP Shashi Tharoor starting the discussion on the Union Budget when the House
reconvened at 2 pm.

— Can the Lok Sabha Speaker be removed from their post?: Yes, the process does not apply to the
Rajya Sabha or Council of States. According to practices and procedures governing the conduct of
legislative business in the House, the Speaker or the Deputy Speaker can be removed from office
by a resolution of Lok Sabha passed by a majority of all the then members of the House. This is
procedurally possible under Article 94 (c) of the Constitution. Article 94, per se, provides for the
vacation, resignation and removal of those occupying the offices of Speaker and Deputy Speaker;
the rules in this regard, however, are stringent.

— Conditions under which a Speaker of Deputy Speaker can be removed from their respective
office: According to Article 94, a Member of the House who holds office as Speaker or Deputy
Speaker of the House of the People shall vacate office if, as per 94 (a), they cease “to be a member
of the House of the People”, according to 94 (b), may at any time “by writing under his hand
addressed” resign office and, per 94 (c), be removed “by a resolution of the House of the People
passed by a majority of all the then members of the House”.

— Procedure for the removal of a Speaker or Deputy Speaker of the Lok Sabha: A member wishing
to give notice of a resolution for the removal of the Speaker or the Deputy Speaker has to do it in
writing to the Secretary-General of the Lok Sabha. This notice may be given by two or more
members jointly - but no resolution for the removal of such officials moved under clause (c) can
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be moved unless at least fourteen days’ notice has been given of the intention to move the
resolution.

— After such as notice is received, a motion for leave to move the resolution is entered in the List
of Business in the name of the members concerned on a day fixed by the Speaker. This day has to
be ‘any day after fourteen days from the date of the receipt of notice of the resolutions’.

— Has a motion of no-confidence been submitted against a Lok Sabha Speaker or Deputy Speaker
in the past? Yes, thrice in the past in the years 1954, 1966 and 1987.

— Such a motion requires to be backed by at least two Members of the House of the People, or the
Lok Sabha and “50 members have to stand up” in its favour, that is, the quorum of the House has
to be fulfilled for the procedure to take place. The process is governed by Rules 200 to 203 of the
Rules of Procedure and Conduct of Business in Lok Sabha.

— In 1954, Ganesh Vasudev Mavalankar, the first Speaker of the Lok Sabha, was the first presiding
officer to face a no-confidence motion in December, 1954. There were two more - against Hukam
Singh in November 1966 and Balram Jakhar in April 1987. None of them lost the Speaker chair
because of the motion.

— According to Rule 2004, such a resolution needs to be “specific with respect to charges”, “be
clearly and precisely expressed” and “shall not contain arguments, inferences, ironical
expressions, imputations or defamatory statements.” The other points which such a motion needs
to adhere to include “no speech” by the Member(s) who submitted it after it is admitted for
discussion.

— According to the rules, whenever the House of the Lok Sabha is dissolved, the Speaker ‘shall
not vacate his office until immediately before the first meeting of the House of the People after the
dissolution.’

— The Speaker has the right to speak as well as to take part in the proceedings of Lok Sabha while
any resolution for their removal from office is under consideration in the House. They are entitled
to vote only in the first instance on such a resolution or any other matter during such proceedings
but not in the case of an equality of votes.

Do You Know:

— The Lok Sabha, the Lower House of Parliament, is the highest legislative body in the country.
The presiding officer of India’s Lower House of Parliament, the Lok Sabha Speaker, is the
constitutional and ceremonial head of the House. According to Article 93 for the Lok Sabha and
Article 178 for state assemblies, these houses must choose two of their members to be Speaker
and Deputy Speaker “as soon as may be” after the House begins.

— Article 95 provides provisions regarding the “power of the Deputy Speaker or other person to
perform the duties of the office of, or to act as, Speaker.”

— Article 96 specifies the powers of the Speaker and Deputy Speaker during consideration of a
resolution for their removal from office. It says, “The Speaker or the Deputy Speaker is not to
preside while a resolution for his removal from office is under consideration.”
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A CHIEF MINISTER WITHOUT A HOUSE SEAT: HOW SC SETTLED THE LAW

Shyamlal Yadav writes- “Last week, a Wardha-based lawyer, Harshvardhan Shobha Babarao
Godghate, wrote to Maharashtra Governor Acharya Devvrat, questioning the legality of NCP leader
Sunetra Pawar taking oath as Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister since she is neither an elected
Member of the Maharashtra Legislative Assembly (MLA) nor a Member of the Legislative Council
(MLC). She was not even a Cabinet minister when the oath was administered to her, he wrote.”

Key Takeaways:

— “This discomfort with unelected executives has a long history in India, shaped by the political
instability of the late 1960s. However, the legal question was settled long ago — first by Article
164(4) of the Constitution, which permits such appointments for a limited period, and later by a
1971 Supreme Court verdict that upheld the appointment of a Uttar Pradesh chief minister on this
basis.”

— “Article 164(4) of the Constitution, allows a person to be appointed as a minister for up to six
months without being a member of the legislature, provided they secure membership within that
period.”

— “But it wasn’t until the late 1960s — a period marked by a weakening of the Congress and the
resultant fractured mandates — that Article 164(4) was tested in political practice, first in Bihar
and then in Uttar Pradesh, before the Supreme Court stepped in to settle the legal position.”

— “After the 1967 elections, Bihar produced its first non-Congress government under the
Samyukta Vidhayak Dal (SVD), a loose coalition of socialists, Jana Sangh members, and other anti-
Congress forces. Mahamaya Prasad Sinha, an MLA of the Jan Kranti Dal, became the Chief Minister.
But amid disagreements within and a split in the Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP), the SVD
government fell, with Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal, a prominent OBC leader, who had formed a
separate Shoshit Dal, forming the government with Congress support.”

— “The SVD split forced CM Sinha to resign in January 1968 and the Congress backed Mandal for
the CM post. However, there was a hurdle: Mandal was not a member of either House of the Bihar
legislature. Aided by the Congress, an ingenious workaround was arrived at.

— “On January 28, 1968, Mandal’s associate Satish Prasad Singh, then 37, was sworn in as Chief
Minister. Singh, who had been elected from Parbatta Assembly seat on an SSP ticket in 1967, thus
became Bihar’s first OBC Chief Minister. However, two days later, the new CM facilitated Mandal
to be nominated to the Legislative Council, after which he resigned. Singh was therefore CM for a
deliberately short stint of five days.”

— “Given that Article 164(4) was already in place, there was no bar, at least in constitutional
terms, on Mandal taking over as CM, but the provision had never been tested. At least not until a
few years later, in Uttar Pradesh.”

— “On March 16, 1971, the Supreme Court relied on Article 164(4) and ruled that a person can be
appointed Chief Minister without being an MLA or MLC; that Article 164(4) applies to Chief
Ministers; and that such an appointment is valid for up to six months.”
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YOUNG AND NABIN

Nitin Nabin, born in 1980 and the youngest person to become the National Working President of
the Bharatiya Janata Party (B]P), was elected unopposed. Mr. Nabin is not closely linked to the
party’s ideological parent, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS); at present, his legitimacy
largely arises from the faith reposed in him by Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Home Minister
Amit Shah. His selection is linked to Mr. Shah’s plans for the next general election, but larger
considerations at play cannot be ignored. As a xennial, Mr. Nabin is leading the largest party in
one of the world’s youngest countries. He began his political career through the Akhil Bharatiya
Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP), and steadily rose through the BJP ranks. Elected five times as a
Member of the Bihar Legislative Assembly from the Bankipur constituency in Patna, Mr. Nabin
was also a State Minister. He held organisational positions in the BJP, overseeing its work in
Chhattisgarh and Sikkim. He made a difference in both States and also won the confidence of party
workers. A Kayastha from Bihar, he is known to be collegial. Within the deeply contested caste
landscape of BJP strongholds, his social location and demeanour would be considered benign,
which works to his advantage.

The BJP has been effecting a demographic transition in its leadership, and Mr. Nabin’s elevation
marks a high point in that process. Mr. Nabin is from the Hindi heartland, where the BJP is already
strong. Managing the strength of the party in its current strongholds while making it more
acceptable to the peripheral regions of the country will have to be his priority. The party’s strategy
of Hindu consolidation has not only saturated but is also creating a legion of unguided actors. The
BJP is riding a tiger on the issue of communal politics, and Mr. Nabin has the unenviable challenge
of disembarking from it. He was chosen President after several months of negotiations between
the RSS and the BJP leadership, in which the BJP got the upper hand. The relationship between the
RSS and the BJP requires delicate handling. The new President, like his predecessor, would follow
the cue of Mr. Shah in organisational affairs, but he is still expected to maintain an aura of
autonomy. He will be required to share credit for any success but own responsibility for any slip-
up. As a young leader who potentially has several decades more of active politics ahead, Mr. Nabin
must reassure his senior colleagues but cannot afford to end up becoming inconsequential in the
process.

NOT READING WORK EMAILS? THE DELHI GOVERNMENT IS NOT AMUSED

There are, in every workplace, two kinds of people. The first category consists of those who, either
as a function of dedication or neurotic tendencies, check every email, answer every text and
respond with an almost annoying alacrity on the office WhatsApp group. These front-benchers
are, unsurprisingly, the blue-eyed boys and girls of upper management. More often than not,
though, they are relative outliers. The majority of the bell curve has scores of unread emails, will
often have to be reminded to check their messages and will, much to the chagrin of the powers
that be, treat the job as work that ends with the workday. It is this second category that is causing
a headache for the Delhi government.

Over the last three months, the Delhi government’s IT department has been trying to nudge
bureaucrats — including at the secretary level — to read their official emails. It seems that despite
the repeated advisories and notices, officials do not regularly log in. This is a major problem, not
least because official instructions and notices are sent to the official address. (This begs the
question of whether the notice to check the official email was sent on the official email.) Their
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official email is also linked to the portals of several government portals and services. If it is not
checked for three months, the officers lose access to all that it provides.

There is no easy answer to the problem that plagues the government of Delhi. Bureaucrats, like so
many people today, are inundated — on social media, personal WhatsApp groups, etc. But then,
in every workplace, there is a price to be paid for not being up to speed — a nagging boss, an
annoying HR missive. With every unread mail, the offending officer must ask herself: Is avoiding
a bit of boredom worth the hassle, really?

HOW IS INDIA TACKLING MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS?

The story so far:

Last month, the Economic Survey flagged the alarming rise of digital addiction and screen-related
mental health problems, particularly among children and adolescents. On February 1, the Budget
announced measures to strengthen mental health infrastructure. Key highlights include the
proposed establishment of a second National Institute of Mental Health and Neuro Sciences
(NIMHANS) in north India and the upgradation of premier institutions in Ranchi and Tezpur to
improve regional access.

What is India’s mental health burden?

According to experts, India is facing a mental health emergency. It accounts for nearly one-third
of the world’s suicides, depression and addiction cases. Suicide is one of the leading causes of
death among Indians aged 15-29, data from the National Crime Records Bureau and the Sample
Registration System under the Ministry of Home Affairs show. According to the WHO, between
2012 and 2030, the economic loss due to mental health conditions in India is estimated to be $1.03
trillion. Around 70% to 92% of people with mental disorders do not receive proper treatment due
to lack of awareness, stigma, and shortage of professionals. According to the Indian Journal of
Psychiatry, India has 0.75 psychiatrists per 1,00,000 people, whereas the WHO recommends at
least three per 1,00,000.

While health spends may have increased since FY2014-15, specific allocations for mental health
services have historically been small, around 1% of the total health budget.

Does India have enough hospitals?

To cater to the growing need for quality mental health services, the Central government has
integrated mental health services in Ayushman Bharat calling them Health and Wellness Centres
(HWCs). Under Ayushman Bharat, the government has upgraded more than 1.73 lakh sub-health
centres and primary health centres to Ayushman Arogya Mandirs. Also, mental health services
have been added in the package of services under comprehensive primary health care provided
at these centres. Over the past two years, the government has also expanded its manpower base,
sanctioning over 20 centres of excellence to train more postgraduate students in mental health
and provide advanced treatment. In all, 47 PG departments on mental health have been
established.

Moreover, Tele MANAS (Tele Mental Health Assistance and Networking Across States) is a 24x7,
free initiative in India providing mental health support via toll-free helplines 14416 or 1-800-891-
4416. Launched on October 10, 2022, it features 53 operational cells across 36 States/UTs,
supported by 23 specialised mentoring institutes.
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Where is the shortfall?

Over the past five years, India’s mental health allocation has increased from 3683 crore in 2020-
21 to about X1,898 crore in 2024-25. While this rise is often cited as progress, it remains
shockingly low in context, says Neha Kirpal, co-founder of Amaha and founding cohort member of
the India Mental Health Alliance (IMHA), a network of stakeholders working on mental health
issues. She adds that the budget allocation is less than 2% of the total health budget, which itself
accounts for only around 2% of the national GDP. This underinvestment is stark when weighed
against impact. Explaining why targeted allocation to grassroots mental health programmes is a
must, she notes that even in this Budget a significant share of allocations continue to flow toward
tertiary institutions such as NIMHANS and new centres of excellence. “This alone cannot
mainstream mental healthcare in a country of India’s scale,” she explains. The other issue is about
the utilisation of funds. Experts point out that funds allocated may be low, but even these are not
completely utilised at the national level. Health experts argue that for funds to be better utilised,
India’s budgetary allocations for mental health must support community-based, early-
intervention models.

What is the way ahead?

The need of the hour is affordable access, continuity of care, and timely treatment, which remain
elusive, leading to preventable loss of life and years lived with disability. “Our focus remains on
specialist-led, tertiary care, which takes a curative rather than preventive approach. Our response
capacity is severely limited. There is a huge shortage of trained mental health professionals to deal
with mental illness. This has led to a 95% gap in access to mental health care,” says Ms. Kirpal.

Meanwhile, the Health Ministry says it is laying emphasis on a “whole-of-community” approach,
integrating mental well-being into school curricula, and strengthening workplace policies to
address stress and burnout.

WHY HAS AYUSH GOT A MAJOR PUSH IN BUDGET?

The story so far:

On February 1, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman proposed a slew of resources for AYUSH in
the 2026-27 Union Budget. A week earlier, India’s new Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the
European Union opened the door for Indian doctors and products to enter the European market
more easily.

What has AYUSH received in the Budget?

In the 2026-27 Budget, its total allocation reached 4,408 crore, up from 33,992 crore in 2025-26
and 2,122 crore in 2020-21. Ms. Sitharaman also announced plans to set up three new All-India
Institutes of Ayurveda intended to be the gold standard for traditional medicine, similar to how
AIIMS works for allopathic medicine. These institutes will treat patients, conduct high-level
research, and teach. The Budget also pitched for funds to upgrade the WHO Global Traditional
Medicine Centre in Jamnagar, with the aim of India leading the way in setting standards for how
traditional medicine should be practised and documented worldwide. The budget for the National
AYUSH Mission has been hiked by 66% to 31,300 crore, to modernise local AYUSH hospitals and
dispensaries, to place AYUSH clinics inside existing modern hospitals, and to upgrade existing
centres to focus on preventive health. The Budget also provides funds to upgrade AYUSH
pharmacies and drug-testing laboratories. The government is also introducing a multilingual Al
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assistant named Bharat-VISTAAR, designed to give farmers who grow medicinal plants real-time
advice on growing herbs of better quality, current market prices, and certifying crops for export.

What does the India-EU FTA do for AYUSH?

In the past, Indian Ayurvedic doctors have had a hard time working in Europe because their
degrees weren’t recognised. But under the FTA, in EU countries that don’t specifically regulate
traditional medicine, Indian AYUSH practitioners can provide their services using qualifications
obtained in India. The deal also gives Indian companies a legal guarantee to open wellness centres,
Ayurvedic clinics, etc. across the bloc’s 27 countries without them having to worry that the laws
will suddenly change and shut them down. Third, India and the EU will work together to recognise
(some of) each other’s lab results and safety certifications. As a result, a particular Ayurvedic
supplement tested in an Indian lab will likely be accepted by European customs. Finally, the FTA
recognises India’s Traditional Knowledge Digital Library, a database of formulations, thus
preventing companies from wrongly claiming ownership of traditional Indian remedies.

What resources does AYUSH have?

India’s AYUSH sector has a network of hospitals, research councils, and regulatory frameworks.
In 2024-25, the government’s support for the AYUSH Ministry was designed to integrate
traditional medicine into the broader national healthcare landscape. The primary vehicle was the
National AYUSH Mission and co-location the primary policy (that is, placing AYUSH facilities
within existing primary and community health centres and district hospitals).

The sector has several ‘Institutes of National Importance’ and autonomous bodies, including an
All-India Institute of Ayurveda in New Delhi and the National Institute of Homoeopathy in Kolkata.
Other specialised institutions provide training and care in Siddha, Unani, Yoga, and naturopathy.
The government also manages several research councils, such as the Central Council for Research
in Ayurvedic Sciences. The National Commission for Indian System of Medicine and the National
Commission for Homoeopathy have to ensure medical education remains affordable and reliable.
The Pharmacopoeia Commission for Indian Medicine and Homoeopathy sets the official standards
for all Indian AYUSH drugs. The National Medicinal Plants Board worked with 32 State boards to
encourage the cultivation of high-quality herbs for both domestic use and export. The ‘AYURGYAN’
scheme promotes education while ‘Ayurswasthay Yojana’ focuses on using traditional medicine
to meet community health goals.

Is AYUSH treatment scientific?

Critics led by the Indian Medical Association (IMA) have argued that traditional systems like
Ayurveda often lack the rigorous, empirical evidence required to meet the thresholds of modern
medicine. Allopathic drugs must clear randomised controlled trials that test their safety and
efficacy. Many AYUSH treatments, however, are based on ancient texts and observational history,
and either haven’t been tested or their specifics remain unverifiable. The presence of heavy metals
such as lead and mercury in certain AYUSH products has been a major concern. Health advisories
from Australia, the U.S. and New Zealand have highlighted cases of lead poisoning linked to
imported Ayurvedic products. Perhaps the most controversial aspect of AYUSH has been
“mixopathy”, the state-sanctioned blurring of lines between traditional and modern medical
practice. In 2020, the Central Council of Indian Medicine authorised postgraduate Ayurveda
students to be trained in 58 surgical procedures, including general surgery. The IMA called this
“legalised quackery”, arguing that surgery is a complex discipline requiring deep knowledge of
anatomy, anaesthesia, and perioperative care that AYUSH curricula don’t sufficiently cover. The
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controversy intensified in 2025 when the Andhra Pradesh government allowed Ayurveda
exponents to perform these surgeries independently, leading to nationwide protests and legal
challenges currently pending before the Supreme Court. Friction also persists over the practice of
AYUSH doctors prescribing allopathic medicines like antibiotics or steroids. Some States have
issued executive orders allowing this to plug the doctor shortage in rural areas but the medical
community has warned that it could lead to irrational drug use and worsen antibiotic resistance.

What do the resources mean for AYUSH?

A smattering of independent estimates suggests that the AYUSH sector will be worth $26.5 billion
(X2.3 lakh crore) in 2026, with startups and MSMEs accounting for 80%. The new plans are in line
with the government’s attempts to turn AYUSH from a domestic, welfare-adjacent public health
programme to a regulated industry and source of economic growth. The proposed All-India
Institutes are modelled on AIIMS and, together with plans to upgrade testing facilities and
pharmacies, signal efforts to recast parts of traditional medicine as being scientific rather than
based on lineage or experiences.

That said, while global markets may reward standardisation, they will also raise expectations of
evidence and accountability at home. In this sense the government’s AYUSH push may also subject
the sector to a level of scrutiny and institutional discipline that India itself has only partially
enforced thus far.

INDIA’S NEW TELESCOPES ARE SET TO BE A GAME-CHANGER FOR ASTRONOMY

In this year’s Union Budget, the government sanctioned the establishment of two new telescopes
to study the sun and the origins of the universe, besides the upgradation of an existing telescope,
in Ladakh.

Key Takeaways:

— Ladakh is already a major centre of astronomy in the country, being home to several big and
small telescopes. There, the village of Hanle also has been identified as India’s first and only Dark
Sky Reserve, a protected area meant to preserve the natural darkness of the night sky.

— One of the new telescopes meant to study the sun, the National Large Solar Telescope (NLST)
is a 2-metre aperture solar telescope, coming up in the Merak region near the Pangong Tso lake.

— The NLST will operate in the visible and near-infrared wavelengths of the electromagnetic
spectrum. Even though all astronomers study the same light, the electromagnetic spectrum (range
of radiation including gamma, X-ray, radio, optical, infra-red, etc.) they are looking at may differ.
Also, not all light penetrates the Earth’s atmosphere, so scientists have to carefully design
observational facilities based on their sensitivities, either from the ground or in space.

— NLST will help solar physicists to study the fundamental solar dynamics and magnetism,
energetic solar events, and map various space-weather processes having a direct bearing on the
Earth and national space assets, like satellites and space launches.

— The second telescope is the National Large Optical-Near Infrared Telescope (NLOT), a 13.7-
metre aperture segmented-mirror telescope which will be built in Hanle. In a segmented-mirror
telescope, alarger primary mirror comprises highly complex, smaller hexagonal mirror segments.
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— In NLOT’s case, the 13.7-metre primary mirror will have 90 smaller segmented mirrors
arranged in a fashion that they all collect light but act as one, large mirror.

— In building NLOT, India can count on its experience of its participation in the ongoing
construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT), a major international collaborative project
involving India, the US, Canada, China, and Japan that aims to significantly advance our
understanding of the universe.

— Besides the two new telescopes, the government also approved the upgradation of the 2-metre
Himalayan Chandra Telescope (HCT), which was one of the first facilities to come up in Ladakh.
Having completed 25 years of operations and provided continuous and critical data on transient
astronomy (study of short-lived cosmic events that dramatically change brightness, such as
supernovae), HCT is gearing up for its first major upgrade.

— HCT’s operations will complement operations of international facilities like LIGO-India and the
Square Kilometre Array.

Do You Know:

— Ladakh and the higher reaches of Uttarakhand possess some of India’s darkest skies (least light
polluted), which allow the naked eye to see our own galaxy, the Milky Way, besides a host of
planets, double stars, galaxies, nebulae, constellations and meteor showers.

— Taking note of growing interest in the skies, the governments of Ladakh and Uttarakhand have
added astronomy tourism to their list of visitor attractions.

— From promoting astronomy tourism in homestays at popular tourist destinations, pursuing
astrophotography as a hobby or profession and handy updates on celestial events via social media
to easy access to advanced telescopes and allied softwares — Ladakh and Uttarakhand
governments are leaving no stone unturned to make star parties a hit.

— In 2022, Ladakh designated an area of 1,073 sq km as India and Asia’s first dark sky reserve,
named the Hanle Dark Sky Reserve (HDSR). Local homestay owners, trained to become
‘astronomy ambassadors’, were encouraged to promote astronomy locally and offer tours to
visitors. Besides this, the local community was sensitised about the need to protect the skies and
to limit light sources.

MOVE TO PROCURE SIX MORE P-81 SUBMARINE HUNTERS BEFORE DAC THIS WEEK

India is set to procure six additional Boeing P-8I aircraft, a multi-role Long Range Maritime
Reconnaissance Anti-Submarine Warfare (LRMR ASW) aircraft, as part of an inter-governmental
agreement with the United States.

Key Takeaways:

— The Defence Procurement Board (DPB) is learnt to have cleared the procurement on January
16, weeks before US President Donald Trump, on February 2, announced an agreement with India
on a trade deal and cut tariff to 18 per cent.

— According to highly placed sources, the decision to go ahead with the acquisition of the P-8Is,
among other factors, may have played a significant role in achieving a breakthrough in the trade
talks.
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— According to sources, the procurement is set to be cleared by the Defence Acquisition Council
(DAC) at its meeting on February 12. It will then need to be cleared by the Cabinet Committee on
Security, and the final deal will be signed after the cost negotiations are over.

— According to officials familiar with the matter, the procurement will be made under the Defence
Acquisition Procedure 2020 — the document that governs all capital military procurements —
thus eliminating any offset obligation to the US firm.

— In 2020, the defence ministry had removed the offset clause requirement in Inter-
Governmental Agreements when it released the new Defence Acquisition Procedure (DAC) 2020.

— So, amid the increased push for ‘Make in India’, this is one of the few foreign procurements
which will not involve any technology transfer and, possibly, other obligations like co-production
or creation of maintenance and repair infrastructure.

— Over the last few months, India has also initiated a few other key military procurements from
the US, including 216 M982A1 Excalibur tactical projectiles and 100 Javelin rounds for over $90
million. India has also signed Letters of Offer and Acceptance (LOAs) with the US for sustainment
support of the Indian Navy’s fleet of MH-60R helicopters through Follow-on Support and Follow-
on Supply Support for a period of five years, worth Rs 7,995 crore.

— Currently, the Indian Navy operates 12 P-8Is, which were ordered in two batches — the first
batch of eight aircraft was ordered in 2009, and subsequently four aircraft were ordered in 2016.
The Rajali-based INAS 312 and INAS 316 at INS Hansa, Goa, operate these aircraft.

— A long-range, multi-mission maritime patrol aircraft operated by the Indian Navy, the Boeing
P-8Is are specifically designed for anti-submarine warfare (ASW), anti-surface warfare (ASW),
and intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR). Considering India’s increasing focus on
the Indian Ocean Region and maritime matters, these aircraft would strengthen the Navy’s
capabilities.

— Ahead of French President Emmanuel Macron’s visit to India between February 17 and 19, the
Defence Acquisition Council (DAC) is set to discuss the procurement of Rafale fighter jets for the
Indian Air Force this week.

— According to officials, the DAC, headed by Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, will likely discuss
the acquisition of the Rafales on Thursday and could grant the Acceptance of Necessity (AoN) for
the fighter jets.

— Grant of AoNs is the first step in the defence procurement process even though it does not
necessarily lead to a final order.

— The next fiscal is projected to see a nearly 22% increase in the defence modernisation budget
compared to the allocations set for the previous financial year. The highest capital allocations - Rs
0.63 lakh crore - for 2026-27 have been earmarked for aircraft and aero-engines, up from Rs 0.48
lakh crore in the previous fiscal.

— This jump in capital budgetary allocations also points to the government’s plans to sign
multiple big-ticket contracts in the upcoming financial year, including the American P8Is and the
Rafale jets, which will involve advance payments of up to 10% of the contract value at the outset
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— The IAF already operates 36 Rafales, and the Indian Navy would be inducting 26 Rafale M
aircraft for carrier operations over the next few years. The procurement of additional Rafales is
thus expected to reduce logistical and training costs.

Do You Know:

— In the first Budget following Operation Sindoor, which India conducted in May last year to
dismantle terror infrastructure in Pakistan, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman Sunday
announced a major 15 per cent hike in the overall defence budget for fiscal year 2026-2027,
raising it to Rs 7.85 lakh crore.

— This Budget also includes a nearly 22 per cent increase in the defence modernisation budget
compared to the allocations set for the previous financial year. India’s defence capital outlay for
2025-26 stood at Rs 1.8 lakh crore, and has been raised to Rs 2.19 lakh crore for 2026-2027.

— Of these, the highest capital allocations have been earmarked for aircraft and aero-engines at
Rs 0.63 lakh crore for 2026-27, up from Rs 0.48 lakh crore in the previous fiscal.

WILDLIFE COMMITTEE CLEARS IRRIGATION PROJECT IN CORE OF DURGAVATI RESERVE

The standing committee of the National Board for Wildlife (SC-NBWL) has recommended
approval for the diversion of about 272 hectares of forest for the Kopra medium irrigation project
in the core area of the Veerangana Durgavati Tiger Reserve in Madhya Pradesh, which was notified
in 2023 to compensate for the loss of over 100 sq km of tiger habitat due to the Ken Betwa river-
linking project.

Key Takeaways:

— As part of the project, irrigation reservoirs will be constructed within the Veerangana Durgavati
Tiger Reserve, along the Byarma River and the Kopra River. It aims to provide irrigation for
domestic use and 9,900 hectares under Rabi crops in Sagar district, and 13 villages will be
submerged. In lieu of the diversion of 272 hectares of forest land, 310 hectares of revenue land
within the tiger reserve will be reserved for compensatory afforestation.

— The tiger reserve serves as habitat for tigers within its boundaries and for those dispersing
through the landscape. Their movements may be affected by the proposed development, as the
National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) noted in its comments on the proposal, according
to official documents.

— The Kopra River is a tributary of the Sonar River and contributes to the region’s wetland and
riparian ecosystem, NTCA said.

— Notified in 2023 and spread over 2,339.12 sq km, the Durgavati tiger reserve was carved out
of the Nauradehi wildlife sanctuary, and is home to tigers, leopards, hyena, sambar, sloth bear,
among other species.

— The project was approved in the SC-NBWL'’s January 19 meeting, on the recommendation of a
site inspection. The inspection was carried out by representatives from the NTCA, the Madhya
Pradesh Forest Department, the Wildlife Institute of India, the regional Bhopal office of the Union
Environment Ministry, and the Madhya Pradesh Water Resources Division last September.
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— When the Ken-Betwa river-linking project was recommended in August 2016, the National
Tiger Conservation Authority flagged concerns about the loss of over 100 sq km of tiger habitat
due to forest diversion and submergence caused by the project's dam. In light of this loss, it
recommended integrating the Nauradehi, Rani Durgavati, and Ranipur wildlife sanctuaries in
Uttar Pradesh into the Panna Tiger Reserve. The Veerangana Durgavati and Ranipur tiger reserves
were notified in 2023 and 2022, respectively, in compliance with these conditions.

— While approving the project, the SC-NBWL directed the Madhya Pradesh Water Resources
Division to ensure that there is no damage to forests, wildlife, or their habitats, the minutes of the
meeting show. According to the project details, the irrigation reservoirs will submerge 1,044.52
hectares, of which 716.62 hectares is private land, 59.90 hectares is government land, and 272
hectares is forest land within the Veerangana Durgavati Tiger Reserve.

Do You Know:

— A tiger reserve in India is a designated area established under the Project Tiger initiative to
ensure the conservation of tigers and their habitats. These reserves are part of the government’s
efforts to protect the tiger population, maintain biodiversity, and restore ecological balance.

— Tiger reserves consist of extensive areas of land that include both a core zone and a buffer zone.
The core area is designated as a national park or sanctuary, providing strict protections for
wildlife. In contrast, the buffer zone is a mix of forested and non-forested land that serves various
uses. These buffer zones act as transitional areas that support wildlife movement and habitat.

— The state government identifies a suitable area for a tiger reserve based on the presence of a
viable tiger population and appropriate habitat. Ecological assessments are conducted, which
include studies on the prey base, vegetation, and the area’s potential to support tigers.

WHY HAS J&K SHELVED THE DAL LAKE RESTORATION PLAN?

The story so far:

The Jammu and Kashmir government this month decided to shelve the ¥416.72-crore restoration
and conservation plan for the famous Dal Lake in Srinagar. The decision was made public in the
J&K Assembly in response to a question by ruling National Conference (NC) legislator Tanvir
Sadiq. The government has now proposed an in-situ conservation plan that would allow the
dwellers to live on the lake. The shelved restoration and preservation plan, introduced by the
Manmohan Singh government in 2009, aimed to address key issues ailing the lake by shifting
around 9,000 Dal Lake dwellers. It sought to tackle problems such as the shrinking area of the
lake, depleting water quality, uncontrolled discharge of effluents into the water body and growing
population.

What issues does Dal Lake face?

Over the past four decades, the lake has recorded an extreme decline in water quality due to
anthropogenic pressures, according to a 2022 survey conducted by Sher-e-Kashmir University of
Agricultural Sciences and Technology (SKUAST). It warned of extreme pollution loads and
encroachment in and around the lake, the incursion of invasive plants and animals leading to rapid
degradation of water quality.
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The study observed that untreated sewage discharged from several point and non-point sources
has severely deteriorated water quality. The situation has been further exacerbated by
deforestation, grazing, agriculture, and changes in land use and land cover patterns in the lake’s
catchment area. The reduction in the number of inflows and internal water channels has also led
to poor water circulation.

Nutrient enrichment of the lake water and sediments has caused extreme weed growth and
altered the lake’s biodiversity, it warned.

What were the contours of the earlier proposal?

In 2009, the Manmohan Singh government approved the ¥416.72-crore plan, which envisaged the
shifting of 9,000 families in the first phase to a new location in Srinagar’s Bemina area. Each Dal
Lake family was offered a plot of land, X1.05 lakh for structure, and X3.91 lakh as one-time
compensation. The colony earmarked for the Dal Lake dwellers, named Rakh-e-Arth, was located
in a low-lying, flood-prone area of Bemina and required extensive land filling. With a significant
amount spent on land filling, the government failed to fully establish basic facilities. This slowed
down the pace of shifting of the lake dwellers.

According to official figures, around 1808 families were successfully rehabilitated in 17 years.
“However, it has failed to yield tangible outcomes on the ground,” according to the J&K
government.

It said the lake conservation efforts recorded only 27% of the goal.
What new measures are proposed?

In 2022, the J&K government set up a High-Level Committee, which proposed an in-situ
conservation plan. It termed the Dal Lake dwellers an “integral part of the lake ecosystem”.

The J&K Lake Conservation and Management Authority (LCMA) has been directed to work out a
comprehensive policy to implement in-situ conservation. It has also advocated that relocation and
rehabilitation of left-out structures in the priority hamlets, however, will proceed concurrently in
consonance with the present acquisition procedure in vogue. The government has identified 58
hamlets within the lake, of which six will be equipped with two modular Sewage Treatment Plants.
Under the Prime Minister’s Development Package, an integrated management programme for the
conservation of the Dal-Nigeen Lake ecosystem has been framed.

Officials said Kachri Mohalla within the lake already functions as a modern village. A Detailed
Project Report has been drafted by the IIT Roorkee and an amount of X212.38 crore will be spent
over a period of five years. The project aims to address sewerage issues in 28 internal hamlets,
treat inflow from catchment areas, and dredge interior channels. It is currently awaiting final
approval from the Finance Department, officials said. It also proposes widening the development
of interior water channels for the revival of interior circulation and smooth navigation.

NEW SPECIES OF DRAGONFLY DISCOVERED IN KERALA’SRUBBER PLANTATIONS, NAMED
LYRIOTHEMIS KERALENSIS

Researchers have discovered a new species of dragonfly from Kerala and named it Lyriothemis
keralensis, recognising the State’s exceptional biodiversity. The species was recorded from
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Varapetty near Kothamangalam in Ernakulam district, where it inhabits vegetated pools and
irrigation canals within shaded pineapple and rubber plantations.

The study was conducted by Dattaprasad Sawant of the Indian Foundation for Butterflies,
Bengaluru, A. Vivek Chandran of the Department of Wildlife Science College of Forestry, Kerala
Agricultural University, Renjith Jacob Mathews of the Society for Odonate Studies, Kerala, and
Krushnamegh Kunte of the National Centre for Biological Science, Bengaluru. The findings have
been published in the International Journal of Odonatology.

According to Dr. Chandran the newly described dragonfly is seasonally visible only during the
Southwest monsoon from later May to the end of August. During the remaining months of the year,
the species is believed to persist in its aquatic larval stage, surviving in the network of canals and
pools inside shaded plantation landscapes.

He said Lyriothemis keralensis is a small dragonfly with distinct sexual dimorphism. The males
are bright blood-red with black markings, making them visually striking, while the females are
bulkier and yellow with black markings.

Although the species has been known to be found in Kerala since 2013, it had remained
misidentified for over a decade as Lyriothemis acigastra, a species previously thought to be
restricted to northeast India. The researchers confirmed its distinct identity through detailed
microscopic examinations and comparisons with museum specimens, which revealed clear
difference, including a more slender abdomen and distinctly shaped anal appendages and
genitalia.

Dr. Chandran and other researchers highlighted the conservation concerns, nothing that most
population of the species occur outside the protected area network.

They stressed the importance of careful land-use practices, especially in plantation-dominated
landscapes, to ensure the survival of the species.

TAMIL BRAHMI INSCRIPTIONS IN EGYPT POINT TO ANCIENT TRADE LINKS

A path-breaking finding has shed new light on trade links between ancient Tamilagam, other parts
of India, and the Roman Empire. Two researchers have identified close to 30 inscriptions in Tamil
Brahmi, Prakrit and Sanskrit at tombs in the Valley of the Kings in Egypt. These inscriptions are
said to belong to the period between the 1st and 3rd Centuries C.E.

The inscriptions were identified during a study in 2024 and 2025 by Charlotte Schmid, Professor
at the French School of Asian Studies (EFEQ) in Paris, and Ingo Strauch, Professor at the University
of Lausanne in Switzerland. The team documented the inscriptions across six tombs in the Theban
Necropolis. They followed in the footsteps of French scholar Jules Baillet, who surveyed the Valley
of the Kings in 1926 and published more than 2,000 Greek graffiti marks.

Presenting their findings in a paper titled From the Valley of the Kings to India: Indian Inscriptions
in Egypt at the ongoing International Conference on Tamil Epigraphy, the scholars said the
individuals who made these inscriptions came from the north-western, western and southern
regions of the Indian subcontinent, with those from the latter forming the majority.
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Visitor graffiti

Visitors had left brief inscriptions and graffiti by carving their names on the walls of corridors and
rooms, marking their presence in the tombs, the researchers said, adding that these sets of
inscriptions appear inside the tombs alongside larger bodies of graffiti in other languages,
primarily Greek. Within such settings, the Indian visitors seem to have followed an existing
practice of leaving their names inside the tombs, they said.

The name Cikai Korran (pronounced ‘Kotran’) appears repeatedly. It was inscribed eight times
across five tombs. The name was found near entrances and high on interior walls among other
graffiti marks. In one tomb, it appears at a height of about four metres at the entrance, Mr. Strauch
said. “The name Cikai Korran is revealing, as its first element may be connected to the Sanskrit
$ikha, meaning tuft or crown. While this is not a common personal name, the second element,
korran, is more distinctly Tamil. It carries strong warlike associations, as it derives from a root,
korram, meaning victory and slaying. This root is echoed in the Chera warrior goddess Korravai
and the term korravan, meaning king,” Ms. Schmid said.

More finds

The name korran also came up in other finds in Egypt. It appears in Korrapuman, written on a
sherd discovered at Berenike, a Red Sea port city, in 1995. The name also occurs in the Sangam
corpus, where the Chera king Pittankorran, praised in the Purananooru, is sometimes directly
addressed as korran, the scholars pointed out, adding that these parallel attestations in
inscriptions from Pugalur, the ancient Chera capital, dated back to the 2nd or 3rd century C.E.

Two other individuals also left their names in Tamil Brahmi in these tombs. One inscription reads
Kopan varata kantan (Kopan came and saw). The name Kopan has also been found at
Ammankovilpatti in Tamil Nadu. Other Tamil names identified include Catan and Kiran.

K. Rajan, academic and research adviser, Tamil Nadu State Department of Archaeology, said the
findings are significant as they shed light on the trade links between ancient Tamilagam from the
Malabar Coast and the Roman Empire.

He said that earlier work in Egypt had focused on the Red Sea port city of Berenike, where
excavations were conducted for several years and attention has now moved to the Nile river
valley.

WAIJID ALl SHAH WAS NOT EXILED TO CALCUTTA, SAYS BOOK BY DESCENDANT

Nawab Wajid Ali Shah was not exiled to Calcutta but he came to the city because he wanted to take
a ship to London to submit a petition. However, that departure was restricted and he stayed on,
according to a biography written by his great-grandson that has now been translated from Urdu
to English by the biographer’s daughter Talat Fatima.

Failed transit

“Lucknow and Calcutta can be called the two very big and very important chapters in Wajid Ali
Shah'’s life. People usually think that he was sent in exile to Calcutta, that it was like a punishment
from the British. The fact is he came to Calcutta of his own volition. He wanted to present a petition
before the British Parliament and before the Queen on his dethronement and on the atrocities
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committed by the British in India. He wanted to reach London via Calcutta, but unfortunately that
did not happen,” said Ms. Fatima.

She is the author of soon-to-be-released Wajid Ali Shah: A Cultural and Literary Legacy —
published in India by Hachette — which is a translation into English of the biography authored in
the mid-1990s by her father Kaukub Quder Sajjad Ali Meerza, a scholar who also served as a
research consultant to Satyajit Ray for Shatranj Ke Khiladi.

Backed by research

“Most books about Wajid Ali Shah talk about his image, but this book stands out because it is
backed by research of about 38 months, that is why it has many hitherto unknown facts. There are
many confusions related to his date of birth, date of death, date of coronation, number of his books
and compositions — all this has been meticulously researched,” Ms. Fatima told The Hindu.

“Alot needs to be known about him as a poet and a writer. Lucknow has some of his compositions,
but in Calcutta, a major part of his compositions that exist are his letters. He used to write love
letters to his begums from whom he was separated. He used to write about his mental sufferings
in those letters. People usually feel shy to share their love letters with the public, but not Wajid Ali
Shah. He was an entirely different person. He said that his love letters were masterpieces in
literature. Whatever he wrote to his begums are in Kolkata, mostly in Fort William,” she said.

When asked how many begums the last king of Lucknow had, Ms. Fatima said the figure was
between 50 and 60, with six to seven staying with him in Calcutta, where he spent the last three
decades of his life, dying in 1887 at the age of 65.

She said she chose to translate her father’s work because the readership of Urdu was very limited
while that of English was worldwide.

‘Secular to the core’

“Wajid Ali Shah is more relevant today than ever. We have a lot to learn from him. He was a devout
Muslim, but at the same he was secular to the core. Even his compositions included verses on
Radha and Krishna, which you will find in the book. He had a healthy attitude towards other
religions and languages. He wrote in Urdu, Persian, Arabic, Braj bhasha. People harp about his
relationship with the opposite sex, but that’s mostly because of his own bold pen. This book tells
you there is a lot more about him,” Ms. Fatima said.

WHAT IS INDIA’S ORIGINAL NAME?

India has numerous names, but lacks a single, definitive origin story. This is unsettling for modern
nationalism, which favours a clear and singular genesis. The truth, however, is more nuanced and
compelling. India wasn’t discovered at a specific moment and permanently labelled. Instead, it is
an idea that was gradually assembled by traders, priests, kings, invaders, pilgrims, and
mapmakers, each perceiving the land differently and naming it according to their own needs.

Consider the earliest outsiders. Mesopotamian texts refer to Meluhha, a distant eastern port
abundant in beads, timber, and unusual animals. We presume this refers to the Indus region,
possibly one of the Harappan coastal cities, although we cannot be certain. Meluhha isn’t a self-
designated name. It is a merchant’s label, arising from trade routes and maritime imagination. It
reveals that India’s entry into world history was initially not as a nation, but as a trade destination.
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A “land beyond the high mountains”

The Akkadians used the term Paruparaesanna, meaning “land beyond the high mountains”, too
lofty for eagles. This is geography expressed as awe. Here, India isn’t defined by rivers or kings,
but by sheer distance - a place so remote that language falters and becomes poetic. The Hindu
Kush isn’t yet a border, but a barrier defining the limits of the known lands.

The name Bharat feels more intimate, more indigenous, yet even it is layered. The name Bharata
initially refers to a Vedic tribe, one among many. Over time, memory transforms the tribe into a
king, the king into an ancestor, and the ancestor into a symbol. By the time of the Mahabharata,
Bharata was no longer merely a clan, but a moral concept. Even then, Bharat doesn’t encompass
all of India.

In the inscriptions of Kharavela, around 100 BC, Bharat mainly denotes the Ganga basin, explicitly
distinguished from the Dravida or Dramila lands of the south. Bharat expands gradually, not
organically, growing through power and persuasion.

A cosmological India

The most globally recognised names, Hindu and India, are not Indian in origin. They derive from
Sindhu, the river that marked the eastern edge of the known world for the Persians and the Greeks.
Hindu is a Persian pronunciation, while Indos is a Greek interpretation. Both reduce a complex
land to a river frontier. After 500 BC, these names gained currency because empires require
simple labels.

Later, after 1000 AD, Hindu acquired a new meaning within the subcontinent, becoming a way to
differentiate Hindu dharma from Turuku dharma, signifying identity rather than geography. A
word originating from a river transformed into a marker in a religious discourse.

Then there’s Jambudvipa, used in the Ashokan edicts of the 3rd century BC and echoed in Jain and
Buddhist texts. This isn’t political India at all, but cosmological India. The land is named after the
jambu tree, the Indian blackberry, suggesting fertility, sweetness, and moral order.

Jambudvipa isn’t bordered by enemies, but by oceans of myth. It places India at the centre of a
moral universe, not a map. The fact that a Mauryan emperor like Ashoka chose this name indicates
that power once sought legitimacy not just through conquest, but through cosmology.

How Aryavarta denotes another transformation

Aryavarta denotes another transformation. Early dharma shastra texts, around 200 BC, confine
Aryavarta to the Yamuna-Ganga Doab. This is a ritual heartland, not a nation, where specific rules
apply due to the presence of certain people.

Two centuries later, the same term expanded dramatically. Most early dharmasutras define
Aryavarta as the land between the Himalaya and the Vindhya. But the Vishnu Smriti, a later legal
text, breaks this limit and treats large parts of Dakshinapatha as culturally Aryavarta rather than
as mleccha land.

Aryavarta becomes the entire land between the Himalayas and the ocean, defined not by ethnicity
or language, but by the level of respect accorded to Brahmins.
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Multiplicity of names is the very essence of the story

What emerges from all this is a simple truth: India has never had a single name because it has
never been a single entity. It has been a port and a pilgrimage site, a river and a ritual space, a
trade zone and a moral domain. Every name reveals more about the namer than the land itself.
Merchants perceive harbours, priests see zones of purity, kings envision realms, and philosophers
discern continents of meaning.

Therefore, the preoccupation with locating the original name of India is misplaced. There is no
single origin, only layers. Insisting on one true name diminishes history. India endures precisely
because it has allowed many names to coexist, debate, overlap, and contradict each other. The
multiplicity of names isn’t confusion, it is the very essence of the story.

SHORT NEWS

SMITHSONIAN’S RETURN OF INDIAN BRONZES IS A STEP FORWARD FOR RESTITUTION
EFFORTS

Earlier this month, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian Art (NMAA), US, announced its
decision to return three bronze sculptures — Shiva Nataraja (Chola period, ca. 990), Somaskanda
(Chola period, 12th century) and Saint Sundarar with Paravai (Vijayanagar period, 16th century)
— to the Government of India. The artefacts, according to the museum, had been “removed
illegally from temple settings”.

The step comes against the backdrop of repatriation efforts globally to return looted or illicitly
trafficked cultural artefacts to Asian nations, including Cambodia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and
Thailand, among others. In 2024, 297 antiques, in terracotta, stone and metal, were returned to
India by the US.

Al IMPACT SUMMIT 2026
— India is hosting the Al Impact Summit 2026 in New Delhi from February 16 to February 20.

— The Al Impact Summit 2026 is the fourth edition in a series of such global gatherings, the first
of which was held in the United Kingdom to serve as a forum for politicians and frontier Al CEOs
to tackle the potential existential risks posed by advanced Al systems.

— This marks the first time the AI Summit is being held in the Global South, following previous
events in Seoul and Paris.

— The theme of the summit is sarvajana hitaya, sarvajana sukhaya — welfare for all, happiness
for all.

— The three main goals of the Al Impact Summit 2026 are leveraging Al to empower people and
promote innovation, projecting India as the service provider for Al for the whole world, and
democratising access to compute, datasets, and algorithms.

— It comprises seven working groups, termed ‘chakras’, that will cover topics such as: ‘Resilience,
Innovation, and Efficiency,’ ‘Human Capital,” ‘Safe & Trusted AI’, ‘Science’, ‘Democratising Al
Resources’, ‘Inclusion for Social Empowerment’, and ‘Al for Social Good & Economic

Development'.
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|INTERNATIONAL MILITARY ADVENTURE CHALLENGE CUP (IMACC) 2026

— The Indian Army will host the first-ever International Military Adventure Challenge Cup
(IMACC) 2026 between the 18th and 23rd of February in the foothills of the Eastern Himalayas.
The event has been designed to test the essential qualities of a soldier, including physical fitness,
mental resilience, teamwork, leadership and decision-making under pressure.

— Teams from seven friendly foreign countries - Bhutan, Brazil, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal,
Sri Lanka and Saudi Arabia, along with teams from the Indian Army, Indian Air Force, Indian Coast
Guard and the Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) will take part in IMACC 2026.

BHARAT BODHAN Al CONCLAVE 2026

— The Bharat Bodhan Al Conclave 2026 was organised by the Ministry of Education on 12 and
13th February in New Delhi. It concluded with reaffirming a collective commitment towards the
responsible Al-driven transformation of India’s education ecosystem.

INDIA-MALAYSIA TIES

— Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited Malaysia from 07-08 February 2026 on the invitation of
the Prime Minister of Malaysia, Anwar Ibrahim.

— This was the third visit of the PM to Malaysia, and the first after the elevation of the India-
Malaysia bilateral relationship to a ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’, in August 2024.

— There was an exchange of several agreements and memoranda of understanding covering
strategic, economic, technological and people-to-people engagement.

— The MoU between Malaysia’s Anti-Corruption Commission and India’s Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) on combating and preventing corruption was signed. An MoU on cooperation
in the field of disaster management was also signed.

— Malaysia has a 2.9 million-strong Indian diaspora, the third-largest in the world, and the
second-largest PIO community (2.75 million).

— Both countries also have regular bilateral exercises, Harimau Shakti for the Army, Samudra
Laksamana for the Navy, and Udara Shakti for the Air Force.

INDIA-SEYCHELLES RELATIONS

— The President of Seychelles, Dr. Patrick Herminie was on a six-day State visit to India from the
5th to the 10th of February 2026. This is President Herminie’s first visit to India after assuming
the presidency.

— Seven MoUs were signed. These are pharmacopoeial cooperation in the health sector; technical
and scientific collaboration between meteorological authorities; a cultural exchange programme
for 2026-2030; cooperation on digital transformation; ocean observation, maritime scientific
research and data sharing; capacity-building training programmes for Seychelles civil servants
and procurement of food items.
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— India has also announced a Special Economic Package of $175 million for Seychelles,
comprising $125 million in a rupee-denominated Line of Credit and the rest as grant assistance.

INDIA-GREECE ON DEFENCE COOPERATION

— India and Greece have signed a Joint Declaration of Intent to strengthen defence industrial
cooperation between the countries, which will eventually pave the way for developing a five-year
roadmap for the partnership between the two countries, the Ministry of Defence said.

— The agreement was signed following bilateral talks between Defence Minister Rajnath Singh
and his Greek counterpart Nikolaos-Georgios Dendias at the Manekshaw Centre.

— Bilateral Military Cooperation Plan for 2026 was also exchanged, charting the course for
military engagements between the armed forces of both countries, it said.

COMBINED TASK FORCE (CTF) 154

— In a first, the Indian Navy has taken command of Combined Task Force (CTF) 154, a key
multinational training task force under the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF).

— Commodore Milind M Mokashi from the Indian Navy formally took over as Commander CTF
154 from the outgoing Commander of the Italian Navy.

— Established in May 2023, CTF 154 is dedicated to enhancing maritime security through
multinational training programmes across the Middle East and the wider region.

— The training focuses on five core pillars: Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), Law of the Sea,
Maritime Interdiction Operations, Maritime Rescue and Assistance, and Leadership Development.

— According to the CMF website, each training opportunity is tailored to meet partner requests
ranging from basic to advanced levels.

— CTF 154 conducts multinational maritime training at locations across the Middle East, enabling
more CMF partner-nations to participate in training opportunities without ships or aircraft,
particularly during courses that are facilitated ashore.

— CTF 154’s core staff consists of members from Canada, Egypt, Jordan, Seychelles, Turkey, and
the United States.

— CMF, headquartered in Bahrain with US Naval Forces Central Command and US 5th Fleet, is the
largest multinational naval partnership in the world, with 46 nations committed to upholding the
international rules-based order at sea.

MUNICH SECURITY CONFERENCE

— External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar underlined that India remains committed to strategic
autonomy and will make “independent” choices, at the Munich Security Conference (MSC).

— The MSC was founded by a German official and publisher Ewald-Heinrich von Kleist at the peak
of the Cold War (1947-1991). Starting in 1963, the conference initially only focused on military
issues and was mainly attended by western countries and their high-profile officials, who “came
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together to display a united front in their struggle with Soviet communism”, according to Financial
Times.

— After the end of the Cold War, the conference expanded its agenda that went beyond defence
and security matters to include issues such as climate change and migration. It also started to
invite leaders from eastern nations, including Russia, India and China.

IN A FIRST, IAF INSTRUCTORS TO TRAIN BRITISH PILOTS AT ROYAL AIR FORCE VALLEY

For the first time, Indian Air Force instructors will impart training to British pilots at the Royal Air
Force (RAF) Valley in the UK.

According to a statement from the British High Commission, the decision in this regard was taken
at the 19th UK-India Air Staff Talks in New Delhi on Thursday, where both countries have agreed
to further enhance military training engagements.

Under the latest agreement, the Indian Air Force (IAF) will deploy three Qualified Flight
Instructors (QFI) to Royal Air Force (RAF) Valley - the training base for British fast jet pilots, the
statement noted.

RAFALE, SU-30, TEJAS TO BE PART OF ‘VAYU SHAKTI” AT POKHRAN

The IAF is looking forward to inducting a lot more of the newer-generation aircraft into its
inventory, Vice Chief of the Air Staff, Air Marshal Nagesh Kapoor, said on Wednesday. Addressing
reporters ahead of Exercise Vayu Shakti — where the IAF will demonstrate its full spectrum of
combat and firepower capabilities at the Pokhran range close to the India-Pakistan border in
Rajasthan on February 27 — he said the biennial demonstration this time assumes a different
connotation as this is taking place after last year’s Operation Sindoor.The exercise will also feature
advanced weapon systems such as Short Range Loitering Munitions (SRLM), Akash, SpyDer and
Counter Unmanned Aerial Systems (CUAS), carrying out day, dusk and night missions, it added.

URBAN CHALLENGE FUND

— Recently, the Union Cabinet has approved the Rs 1 lakh crore Urban Challenge Fund that will
provide 25% of the cost of projects for which at least 50% of the cost has to be raised from the
market.

— It was announced during the Budget 2025-26, that the government will set up the Urban
Challenge Fund of Rs 1 lakh crore to implement the proposals for ‘Cities as Growth Hubs’, ‘Creative
Redevelopment of Cities’, and ‘Water and Sanitation.’

— Under the fund, while the government plans to give Rs 10,000 crore, cities are expected to get
the remaining Rs 40,000 crore from floating municipal bonds, entering into private-public
partnerships, and taking loans, according to a Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs source.

LED BY RAJASTHAN, UP AND MAHARASHTRA, TOLL COLLECTION SET FOR RECORD HIGH
IN FY26

Toll collection at the country’s national highways (NHs) — one of the metrics of economic activity
— is set to hit a new record during FY26. During the first three quarters of FY26, a user fee of Rs
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50,345 crore was collected, which is almost 82% of the total toll collection in FY25, when a user
fee of Rs 61,408 crore was charged from vehicles, the government told Parliament on Wednesday.

The pace of collection indicates that toll revenues in this financial year are likely to surpass those
of previous years. The government has also decided to implement multi-lane free flow (MLFF)
tolling through automatic number plate recognition (ANPR) with Al analytics and RFID-based
Electronic Toll Collection (FASTag) which will facilitate barrier-less tolling and increase toll
collection further. While state-wise toll collection data for the current financial year is yet to be
released, an analysis of the past five years shows that the increase in toll revenues has been largely
driven by five states: Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu.

REGIONAL SERVICE CENTRE (RSC)

— Indian National Centre for Ocean Information and Services (INCOIS) has proposed to establish
the Regional Service Centre (RSC) — the first-of-its-kind in India in terms of a tsunami-related
coordination centre — at Vijaynagar along the Swaraj Dweep in the Andaman and Nicobar.

— INCOIS is the nodal agency operating the Indian Tsunami Early Warning Centre (ITEWC).

— The new system will be able to also detect tsunamis triggered by non-seismic causes. This will
truly be the next-generation tsunami warning system.

— Globally, 80% of tsunamis are triggered by undersea earthquakes and the remaining occur
following non-seismic causes like landslides, submarine volcanic activity and mudslides.

— Another first to come up as part of this project will be the laying of 270-km-long sub-sea cables
along the subduction zone, the area where the movement between two tectonic plates triggers
earthquakes and volcanic activity.

FROM A VERY QUIET LIFE IN HYDERABAD TO A NATIONAL PROBE: INSIDE INDIA’S FIRST
‘RICIN BIOTERRORISM’ CASE

Last month, the Gujarat Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS) handed over what it describes as a
bioterrorism case to the National Investigation Agency (NIA). The development came two months
after Saiyed and two other men — Azad Suleman Sheikh, 20, and Mohammad Suhail Mohammad
Saleem Khan, 23 — were arrested in what is being seen as India’s first bioterrorism plot involving
the deadly ricin toxin. Ricin is a protein that can be extracted from the castor bean, grown
industrially for castor oil production in countries such as India, Brazil and China, and is fatal to
humans even in minor doses. It is listed as a Schedule 1 toxin under the Chemical Weapons
Convention — substances that pose the highest risk of being used as chemical weapons. There is
currently no antidote for ricin poisoning. The Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical
Weapons notes that ricin has never been used as a military weapon, although limited
weaponisation was achieved during World War IL

AFTER 4 YEARS, INDIA ALLOWS WHEAT EXPORT

The Centre on Friday allowed export of 25 Lakh Metric Tonnes (LMT) of wheat along with an
additional 5 LMT of wheat products, moving to lift the ban on shipment of the cereal it imposed in
May 2022.
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According to the Food Ministry officials, the Centre has decided to allow wheat export in view of
lower prices and better availability in the domestic market. A formal notification will be issued by
the Directorate General of Foreign Trade on Monday, an official said.

STORM MARTA

— Storm Marta hits Spain and Portugal, leading to heavy rain and storms. It has also led to severe
crop loss in the region.

— The Iberian Peninsula is considered one of Europe’s regions most exposed to climate change,
with scientists warning of longer heatwaves and more frequent episodes of extreme rainfall in
recent years.

NATIONAL LARGE SOLAR TELESCOPE AND NATIONAL LARGE OPTICAL-NEAR INFRARED
TELESCOPE

— This year’s Union Budget has sanctioned the establishment of two new telescopes to study the
sun and the origins of the universe, besides the upgradation of an existing telescope, in Ladakh.

— National Large Solar Telescope (NLST): It is a 2-metre aperture solar telescope, coming up in
the Merak region near the Pangong Tso lake. The NLST will operate in the visible and near-
infrared wavelengths of the electromagnetic spectrum.

— Once built and operational, which is estimated to happen over the next 5-6 years, NLST will
serve as India’s third ground-based solar observatory. Currently, the Kodaikanal Solar
Observatory (in Tamil Nadu, established 1899) and the Udaipur Solar Observatory (in Rajasthan,
established 1975) are operational.

— National Large Optical-Near Infrared Telescope (NLOT): It is a 13.7-metre aperture
segmented-mirror telescope which will be built in Hanle. In a segmented-mirror telescope, a
larger primary mirror comprises highly complex, smaller hexagonal mirror segments.

— Projected to be ready over the next decade, NLOT will be one of the world’s largest telescopes
operating in the electromagnetic spectrum’s optical-infrared wavelengths.

— In building NLOT, India can count on its experience of its participation in the ongoing
construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT), a major international collaborative project
involving India, the US, Canada, China, and Japan that aims to significantly advance our
understanding of the universe.

TAMIL’S TRYST WITH MALAYSIA: WHEN CULTURE AND COMMERCE TRAVELLED OVER
TIME

When Prime Minister Narendra Modi landed in Malaysia for his first foreign visit of 2026, the
language he chose to emphasise was not Hindi or English, but Tamil.“India and Malaysia are also
united by a shared love for the Tamil language. For most diplomatic speeches, such a line might
pass as a gesture to the diaspora. In Malaysia’s case, it was something else: a simple statement of
fact. Tamil is not merely a migrant language here. It is a public language: heard in schools, temples,
television, newspapers, and cinema halls. It is older than the Malaysian nation-state itself, older
even than colonial rule. It arrived not by policy but by tide. And that long history - trade, labour,
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settlement, survival - helps explain why nearly three million people of Indian origin,
overwhelmingly Tamil, form one of Southeast Asia’s most visible and rooted diasporas.

NARGES MOHAMMADI

— Iran sentenced Nobel Peace Prize laureate Narges Mohammadi to over seven more years in
prison after she began a hunger strike.

— Mohammadi won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2023 while in prison for her campaign to advance
women’s rights and abolish the death penalty in Iran.

VEERANGANA DURGAVATI TIGER RESERVE IN MADHYA PRADESH

— The standing committee of the National Board for Wildlife (SC-NBWL) has recommended
approval for the diversion of about 272 hectares of forest for the Kopra medium irrigation project
in the core area of the Veerangana Durgavati Tiger Reserve in Madhya Pradesh.

— Aspart of the project, irrigation reservoirs will be constructed within the Veerangana Durgavati
Tiger Reserve, along the Byarma River and the Kopra River.

— The Kopra River is a tributary of the Sonar River and contributes to the region’s wetland and
riparian ecosystem.

— Notified in 2023 and spread over 2,339.12 sq km, the Durgavati tiger reserve was carved out
of the Nauradehi wildlife sanctuary, and is home to tigers, leopards, hyena, sambar, sloth bear,
among other species.

INDIA’S FIRST UNDERWATER ROAD-CUM-RAIL TUNNEL

— The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA) has approved the construction of the
country’s first underwater twin tube road-cum-rail tunnel project. The new infrastructure project
will be developed at an estimated cost of Rs 18,662 crore. It will be built under the Brahmaputra
river in Assam.

— The 33.7-km long project — which will have a 15.8-km twin tube tunnel under the river — will
connect Gohpur on NH-15 and Numaligarh on NH-715, cutting short the distance between the two
Assam cities to just 34-km from the current 240-km.

— The project will be executed under the Engineering, Procurement and Construction (EPC)
mode. Once completed, it will become India’s first underwater road-cum-rail tunnel and the
second such tunnel in the world.

ASIAN INDOOR ATHLETICS CHAMPIONSHIPS

— Tejaswin Shankar won a gold medal in the men’s heptathlon event at the Asian Indoor Athletics
Championship.

— This was India’s only gold medal as they finished overall sixth in the medals tally with 5 medals.
China topped the chart with 34 medals — 10 gold, 11 silver and 13 bronze.

— Other Indian medallists
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* Tajinderpal Singh Toor (men’s shot put) and Pooja (women’s high jump) won silver medal

* Ancy Sojan (women'’s long jump) and ] Aadarsh Ram (men’s high jump) won bronze medal

2026 ASIAN RIFLE/PISTOL CHAMPIONSHIPS

— The Championship was organised by the Asian Shooting Confederation, New Delhi featuring
competitions in rifle and pistol events across senior and junior categories. A total of 311 shooters
from 20 countries competed in the event.

— India topped the overall medal standings, securing a total of 94 medals, including 51 gold, 23
silver and 20 bronze.
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BUSINESS AND ECONOMICS

WHY DID CLAUDE’S PLUGINS SPOOK MARKETS?

The story so far:

On January 30, Anthropic released 11 open-source plugins for Claude Cowork, its Al workplace
suite. Unlike conventional chatbots, Cowork now functions as an autonomous digital colleague. It
reads files, drafts documents, reviews contracts, and executes multi-step workflows across legal,
finance, sales, and marketing sectors with minimal human instruction. Days later, Anthropic
followed with Claude Opus 4.6, a model capable of coordinating teams of Al agents for financial
research.

What was the response?

The market reaction was swift and brutal. A Goldman Sachs basket of U.S. software stocks fell 6%
on February 3. Thomson Reuters plunged 15.8% (a record), LegalZoom sank 19.7%, and RELX
dropped 14%. Nearly $285 billion in market capitalisation was erased globally. In India, the Nifty
IT index fell 5.87%, its steepest fall since March 2020, wiping out nearly X2 lakh crore. TCS and
Infosys each fell over 7% on the day while Tech Mahindra lost over 5%. For the week, the index
declined 6.4%, with Infosys down 8.2% and Tech Mahindra 7.1%.

The core fear — if one Al agent can do the work of an entire team, India’s headcount-based
outsourcing model faces existential repricing.

What is the SaaSpocalypse?

The term — coined by the Jefferies Group, a U.S. multinational investment bank — captures the
fear that Al is replacing software, not just enhancing it. Traditional SaaS (Software as a Service)
charges per user seat; when Al agents execute workflows autonomously, fewer humans need the
software. A CNN report quotes Thomas Shipp of LPL Financial asking, “Why do I need to pay for
software if internal development now takes developers less time with AI?”

Further, Salesforce is down 26% year-to-date, and the S&P 500 Software & Services Index has
fallen by roughly 20%.

The Bank of America (BofA) called this an “indiscriminate selloff” resembling the DeepSeek
moment of January 2025, when China’s DeepSeek shook the assumption that Al required massive
capital, and Nvidia lost $589 billion in a day. That panic proved overblown. BofA argued that this
sell-off rested on contradictory premises — Al capex collapsing while Al adoption becomes so
pervasive it makes software obsolete. Yet the structural shift is real. The question is whether
markets are pricing a decade of disruption into a single week.

What are some real-world examples of Al disruption?

In March 2023, Bloomberg released BloombergGPT, a 50-billion parameter LLM trained on 363
billion tokens of proprietary financial data — the largest domain-specific financial dataset ever
assembled. Bloomberg’s CTO Shawn Edwards said it would “enable us to tackle many new types
of applications” with “much higher performance out-of-the-box.” BloombergGPT proved that
domain-specific Al could outperform general models on financial tasks by a significant margin
when it comes to sentiment analysis, entity recognition, news classification, and query
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automation. It was the proof of concept. Claude Cowork’s finance and legal plugins are the logical
extension of this phenomenon — taking what BloombergGPT demonstrated within one platform
and making it available as an autonomous agent across any enterprise. Claude’s legal plugin —
which can automate NDA triage (rapidly assessing and classifying Non-Disclosure Agreements),
contract review, and compliance tracking — triggered the sharpest market reaction. Thomson
Reuters recorded its largest single-day drop ever. LegalZoom fell nearly 20%. RELX (LexisNexis’s
parent) and Wolters Kluwer each lost over 13%.

Additionally, Goldman Sachs disclosed a six-month partnership with Anthropic to build
autonomous agents for trade accounting, compliance, and client onboarding. CIO Marco Argenti
said the bank was “surprised” at Claude’s capability beyond coding, particularly in parsing
regulatory documents and applying rule-based judgment. The shift from BloombergGPT (a
domain model assisting analysts) to Goldman-Anthropic (autonomous agents replacing back-
office processes) is the leap that spooked investors. FactSet fell 10%; S&P Global and Moody’s also
declined sharply.

Cognizant’s partnership with Palantir embeds agentic Al within its TriZetto healthcare platform.
The platform processes over half of U.S.” medical claims, and now Al will handle patient routing,
claims adjudication, and supply chain tasks, with human oversight only for exceptions.

Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has warned Al could displace half of entry-level white-collar jobs
within 1-5 years. Salesforce’s Marc Benioff has said the company will not hire additional engineers
or lawyers because of Al

Moreover, Andrej Karpathy, co-founder of OpenAl, described his own experience with Claude
code as going from 80% manual+autocomplete coding and 20% agents in November 2025, to 80%
agent coding and 20% edits+touchups. Semianalysis published this week in “Claude Code is the
inflection point” that 4% of GitHub public commits are being authored by Claude code, and that
they will be 20% by the year-end.

How are Indian companies addressing this disruption?

Indian IT firms are investing, but incrementally. TCS and private equity firm TPG have committed
$2 billion to Hypervault Al data centres; Wipro earmarked $1 billion for AI360; and Infosys has
partnerships with both NVIDIA and Intel. Cognizant’s Palantir- TriZetto integration is the most
forward- looking partnership — combining domain expertise with a leading agentic platform.

However, the challenge is pace. As Rest of World noted, Cowork’s plugins automate precisely the
high-volume, repetitive work that is Indian IT’s bread and butter. The “slower enterprise
adoption” defence rings hollow when Goldman Sachs is embedding Anthropic engineers in its
back office to co-design autonomous agents, and when the Pentagon has consolidated 75 software
contracts under Palantir’s $10 billion enterprise service agreement construct.

The required pivot is from labour arbitrage to Al deployment partnerships. Indian firms possess
unmatched domain expertise in banking, insurance, and healthcare. The Cognizant-Palantir
model, where domain knowledge meets platform capability, should be taken as the template going
forward.

Does this hurt employment?

The immediate signal is concerning. TCS has reduced headcount by approximately 11,000

recently, and multiple Chief Technology Officers have stopped hiring freshers entirely. Entry-level
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testing, maintenance, and compliance roles are the jobs most at risk. One fintech firm told The Ken
that fresher hiring for certain teams has gone from 80% to zero.

Yet new demand is emerging. Every Al agent that performs autonomous work in a regulated
environment such as healthcare claims, financial audits, and defence logistics requires what the
industry calls HITL (Human-in-the-Loop) processes which include oversight, validation, exception
handling, governance, and ethical review. These roles demand domain knowledge and judgment,
not just coding ability. Palantir itself, despite its autonomous capabilities, emphasises that its
ontology-driven approach requires humans to define the business logic and maintain governance
frameworks. Goldman’s Argenti stressed agents will be “digital co-workers,” not replacements,
because compliance requires human judgment for edge cases. Three opportunities exist:
deployment partnerships that embed and govern agentic platforms inside enterprises; HITL
operation centres for regulated industries; and massive reskilling to train engineers to architect
Al systems rather than write boilerplate code.

Can this be compared to when DeepSeek shook the industry?

In January 2025, DeepSeek shook the assumption that Al required massive capital which led to
massive losses for Nvidia. However, the company’s value rose 58% over the following year. BofA’s
Brad Sills has explicitly called this week’s selloff “overblown.” Similarly, Gartner wrote that
Cowork plugins are “potential disrupters for task-level knowledge work but not a replacement for
SaaS applications managing critical business operations.” Wedbush added that enterprises “won’t
completely overhaul tens of billions of dollars of prior software infrastructure.”

The pattern will likely rhyme with DeepSeek: a sharp selloff, partial recovery, then slow
realisation that the underlying shift is real. DeepSeek challenged cost assumptions about building
Al while Claude Cowork challenges revenue assumptions about the work Al can replace. One
threatened input; the other threatens outputs. But both follow the same arc — panic, recovery,
and then gradual structural repricing. The BloombergGPT-to-Cowork evolution shows this is not
a bolt from the blue; it is a trajectory which has been visible. For Indian IT, the window to pivot
from labour arbitrage to Al deployment is shorter than the market assumes.

TRADE DEAL: UNANSWERED QUESTIONS REMAIN

The announcement that the U.S. will reduce “reciprocal” tariffs on India from 25% to 18% and
drop the 25% punitive tariffs for Russian oil imports, is a major relief to Indian exporters, and
indicates that relations between the two countries are on the mend after a year of severe tensions.

The move on slashing U.S. tariffs was made during External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar’s visit to
Washington to attend a Critical Minerals Ministerial meeting, his seventh visit to the U.S. since
Donald Trump’s election as U.S. President. It also comes just weeks after the new U.S. Ambassador
Sergio Gor took charge in Delhi, indicating a fresh attempt at resetting ties. However, differences
remain between Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s version of the agreement and Mr. Trump’s
version, which will need to be reconciled.

Where is the negotiated text of the trade deal?

Mr. Trump’s reference to a trade deal left it unclear whether he is referring to a deal over cutting
reciprocal tariffs, or to the larger “first tranche” of the India-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that
has been negotiated between trade teams after Mr. Modji’s visit to Washington in February 2025.
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As a result of the FTA, both sides were expected to drop tariffs, but no details of the FTA, or a
negotiated text, have thus far been released by either government.

Tariffs to zero?

Mr. Trump’s claim that India would “reduce Tariffs and Non-Tariff Barriers against the United
States, to ZERO”, has not been confirmed by New Delhi, nor has there been any explanation about
which lines would reduce to zero. In addition, questions about market access, especially in
agricultural sectors like soyabean and dairy which India has been reluctant to open, remain
unanswered. U.S. Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins said in a post that the new U.S.-India deal
will “export more American farm products to India’s massive market, lifting prices, and pumping
cash into rural America”.

Indian investment in the U.S.

In his post, Mr. Trump said that Mr. Modi also “committed to buy American” with over $500 billion
dollars for U.S. energy, technology, agriculture, coal, and other products. The government declined
to comment on whether any such commitment has been given, but the size of the figure indicates
this is meant to be done over several years, and with multiple sectors involved. It is important to
remember that India-U.S. bilateral trade in goods stands at about $131 billion at present, and
India’s current investment in the U.S. is just over $40 billion.

Has India agreed to drop Russian oil?

In his post on Monday, Mr. Trump said that Mr. Modi had “agreed to stop buying Russian 0Oil, and
to buy much more from the United States and, potentially, Venezuela”, adding that this would help
end the war in Ukraine. The Ministry of External Affairs has not responded to requests for
comment on this issue. While the government insists that it has no part to play in these
commercial decisions, that is contradicted by Mr. Trump’s statement that Mr. Modi had agreed to
cutting Russian oil.

Will India have to give concessions on Iran?

Mr. Trump has indicated that the U.S. wants India to buy Venezuelan oil in lieu of Russian oil. This
may be a relief for India, but raises questions over its autonomy on important strategic decisions.
The U.S. has also threatened to impose 25% tariffs on countries “doing business” with Iran, which
includes India, and Washington plans to end its sanctions waiver on Indian investment in Iran’s
Chabahar port. In a departure from the past, the Union Budget presented on Sunday contained no
allocation for Chabahar.

FARMERS’ PULSE

India manages its prodigious demand for pulses using a mix of import policy, price stabilisation
and conditional MSP procurement. Imports are the most sensitive because a single central
decision can immediately lower household spending when supply is tight, at the expense of
hurting farmers, and knowing that markets cannot always absorb ‘extra’ supply. So, when the U.S.
said that its trade deal with India obligated India to purchase pulses from American suppliers, it
implied that the government had agreed to committing imports against farmers’ interests — a
politically fraught stance in India since the 2020-21 farm law protests and which might see a
revival now. India’s pulse output has hovered around 2.5 crore tonnes in recent years while
demand is estimated to be three crore tonnes; imports fill the gap. Pulses account for roughly a
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quarter of non-cereal protein intake and support five crore farmers and their families. In the
absence of a reliable MSP regime as for rice and wheat, however, farmers face organised neglect
due to weak procurement mechanisms, the risks of rain-fed cultivation, and yields lower than
international competitors. In 2019-24, government procurement under the Price Support Scheme
fluctuated between 2.9% and 12.4% of production. Many States also have inadequate
procurement centres, forcing farmers to sell to private traders regardless of the official MSP. As a
result, farmers are incentivised to underinvest in pulses, leading to a vicious cycle.

India recently announced ambitious initiatives to solve this problem, an example being the
October 2025 self-sufficiency Mission, with a 11,440 crore outlay, targeting 310 lakh hectares of
cultivation and 350 lakh tonnes of production by 2030-31. But farmers remain sceptical since
older promises have yet to materialise. All this is why the initial apparent inclusion of pulses in
the U.S. documents, describing what India would open to American agri-imports, hit a raw nerve
among India’s farmers. Opening the market to U.S. pulses would further depress domestic prices
and directly contradict the government’s new Mission. Breaking this cycle would require more
than removing objectionable words from an agreement, including addressing the procurement
infrastructure deficit, providing genuine MSP guarantees, investing in productivity improvements
for rain-fed areas where pulses are grown, and creating market systems that explicitly reward
farmers who choose to cultivate pulses. Until such structural reforms materialise, however, pulse
farmers will continue to occupy a precarious position in India’s agricultural economy and India
will continue to depend on imports to meet its demand, perpetuating both food security
vulnerabilities and political sensitivity around any trade agreement that appears to favour foreign
producers.

HOW INDIA’S US TARIFF EDGE OVER BANGLADESH QUICKLY VANISHED

Days after India signed a trade deal with the United States, Bangladesh on Tuesday (February 10)
struck a fresh trade deal with Washington, securing zero reciprocal tariffs on certain textile and
apparel goods and a 19% reciprocal tariff compared to 20% earlier, which has sent shares of
Indian textile exporters tumbling.

Key Takeaways:

— “The United States commits to establishing a mechanism that will allow for certain textile and
apparel goods from Bangladesh to receive a zero reciprocal tariff rate. This mechanism will
provide that a to-be-specified volume of apparel and textile imports from Bangladesh can enter
the United States at this reduced tariff rate,” the Bangladesh-US joint statement said.

— However, the statement added that the volume of duty-free textile and apparel products from
Bangladesh to the US would be determined on the basis of Dhaka’s imports of “U.S.-produced
cotton and man-made fibre textile inputs” from Washington. Bangladesh is the second-largest
exporter of textiles and apparel goods after China.

— A Commerce and Industry Ministry official said that Bangladesh has significantly opened its
economy to the US in exchange for a slight gain in textiles. “India has protected several sectors
that Bangladesh has opened. The deal has to be seen in its entirety,” the official said in response
to a query by this newspaper.

— Confederation of Indian Textile Industry (CITI) Chairman, Ashwin Chandran, said that the US-
Bangladesh deal opens a fresh challenge for India’s textiles and apparel exporters. “This challenge
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is two-fold. First, the tariff differential between India and Bangladesh has halved from 2% to 1%
(India faces an 18% US tariff), which is a matter of concern in a sector with narrow profit margins.
Secondly, the US-Bangladesh Agreement on Reciprocal Trade could likely adversely affect India’s
cotton yarn exports to Bangladesh,” Chandran said.

— Bangladesh is already among the leading exporters of textiles and apparel to the United States,
alongside China, Vietnam, and India. Any additional advantage for Bangladesh could further
increase competition for Indian exporters.

— Dhaka, which is in the midst of a general election, sprang into action after a slew of Indian trade
deals with the UK, US and EU that will particularly benefit labour-intensive sectors such as the
textile and footwear sectors. This is concerning for Bangladesh as it is the second-largest textile
exporter in the world after China. The sector is also Dhaka’s key foreign exchange earner.

— Bangladesh is also pushing for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the European Union after
India gained a competitive edge in the textile sector with a trade agreement with the European
bloc and the UK.

— Trade deals signed by Bangladesh and India further assume significance as ties between New
Delhi and Dhaka have soured in the last few months. In April last year, New Delhi terminated the
transhipment facility for Bangladesh’s export cargo. In 2020, India permitted the transhipment of
export cargo from Bangladesh to third countries using Indian Land Customs Stations en route to
Indian ports and airports, to enable smooth trade flows for Bangladesh’s exports to countries such
as Bhutan, Nepal, and Myanmar.

— Over the last decade-and-a-half, India sought to engage with the Sheikh Hasina government in
Dhaka to open pathways to the Northeast via Bangladesh. However, after Hasina’s ouster and the
installation of an interim government led by Yunus, these plans have fallen through.

— After India agreed to purchase $500 billion worth of American products over five years and
stop imports of Russian oil under the trade deal with the US, a White House fact sheet on Tuesday
said that India has agreed to remove its digital services taxes and committed to negotiating
bilateral digital trade rules that ‘address barriers’ to digital trade.

— This assumes significance as India had already removed the ‘Google tax’ before the US trade
negotiations formally began. But Washington, during the negotiations, sought a unilateral
commitment from India not to reintroduce the tax in the future under the trade deal, as reported
earlier by this newspaper.

— On July 8 last year, The Indian Express had reported that legal advisers to the Ministry of
Commerce and Industry had suggested that Indian negotiators dealing with their US counterparts
should not accept Washington’s proposal that prohibits India from reintroducing equalisation
levy-style taxes, popularly known as the Google tax.

— As part of the 35th amendments to the Finance Bill, 2025, the Centre proposed removing the
6% equalisation levy (EL) it used to charge on digital ads. Effective April 1, 2025, the levy was
abolished on online advertisements provided by non-resident digital companies, which followed
the earlier removal of the 2% equalisation levy on e-commerce services through the Finance Act,
2024.
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— The equalisation levy was introduced by the Finance Act, 2016, on online advertisements and
later expanded to cover digital services as a measure to ‘equalise’ the tax treatment of resident
and non-resident e-commerce companies.

— The legal advisers had told the Ministry that the provisions proposed by the US were
“unilaterally framed” as it did not state that both parties should refrain from applying digital taxes
on each other; instead, they sought a legal commitment only from the Indian side.

— While the US offers a range of digital services in India and American tech companies have long
lobbied against any taxes on such services, India also exports a wide range of digital services to
the US — particularly in the IT sector — generating the majority share of its total services export
earnings from the US market.

— Another concern raised with the government was that agreeing to such unilateral provisions
could set a risky precedent for future trade negotiations, where similar demands could be made
by other trading partners during talks with New Delhi, thereby complicating future negotiations.

— Trade experts said that digital taxation is typically discussed outside the framework of a trade
agreement, as it is a nation’s sovereign right to decide on such matters, and India should reserve
that right.

— The United States Trade Representative (USTR), in its report on non-tariff barriers, had earlier
cited the 6% equalisation levy as a discriminatory measure against US firms. The USTR report said
that most digital services taxes are designed in ways that discriminate against US companies, often
singling out American firms for taxation while excluding domestic companies engaged in similar
lines of business.

— The US has also raised concerns about digital services taxes with a number of trade partners,
particularly the EU. The US had also threatened to impose additional 10% tariffs over a dispute
on the digital services tax.

A CASE AGAINST THE SHANTI ACT

The story so far:

The SHANTI Act, passed in the Winter Session of Parliament, opens the nuclear power sector to
private entities and alters the liability framework under the Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage Act
(CLNDA). The changes — especially on supplier indemnity and liability caps — have raised
concerns about safety and accountability.

What are the key features of the SHANTI Act?
The Act has three main features.

First, it allows private entities to operate nuclear plants, ending the Union government’s exclusive
control over the sector. Second, the Act indemnifies nuclear suppliers by channelling liability for
any accident to the operator. It omits the “right of recourse” that allowed operators to sue
suppliers for accidents caused by defective equipment. The operator’s liability is capped between
X100 crore for small plants and 3,000 crore for the largest plants. The total liability for an
accident, including that of the Centre, is capped at 300 million Special Drawing Rights, which is
about 3,900 crore. The Act also omits Clause 46 of the CLNDA, which allowed victims to invoke
other laws, including criminal laws, to seek remedies.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
61


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

Finally, it provides a legislative framework for the Atomic Energy Regulatory Board but limits the
Board’s independence by stipulating that its members will be selected by a committee
“constituted by the Atomic Energy Commission.”

Why does the Act indemnify suppliers?
Design defects have played a role in all major accidents.

Safety experts had warned of a weakness in the Mark-1 containment of the GE reactors at
Fukushima that exacerbated the disaster in 2011. The report of the International Nuclear Safety
Advisory Group identified the reactor’s “positive power coefficient” and its “deficient system for
emergency shutdown” as two of the primary causes of the Chernobyl accident in 1986. The U.S.
Presidential Commission on the Three Mile Island accident in 1979 noted serious flaws in the
control room’s design and criticised the supplier’s failure to communicate known vulnerabilities
to the operator. So the indemnity given to suppliers under the SHANTI Act lacks a scientific basis.

However, multinational suppliers, especially from the U.S., had complained vociferously about
potential liability in India.

The 2026 U.S. National Defense Authorization Act explicitly seeks that “India ... align domestic
nuclear liability rules with international norms”, which are favourable to suppliers.

The SHANTI Act ensures that suppliers will not face civil or criminal consequences in India, even
if accidents arise from defects in the equipment they supply.

How does the liability cap compare with potential damage?

The Japan Centre for Economic Research has estimated that costs associated with the Fukushima
accident could reach 80 trillion yen or 46 lakh crore. A joint UN agencies report on the Chernoby]l
disaster noted that Belarus alone estimated its losses at $235 billion or 21 lakh crore. In addition,
an area comparable in size to Goa, called the “Chernobyl Exclusion Zone,” has been out of bounds
for human settlement for 40 years.

The total cap on liability under the SHANTI Act is about one thousand times smaller than these
figures. Even if India avails funds from the international Convention on Supplementary
Compensation, the total available compensation is unlikely to reach 1% of the potential damage
caused by major accidents. Victims in India would have no legal right to compensation beyond this
amount and may have to bear the consequences of loss to life and property on their own. Private
nuclear operators might have faced adverse financial consequences in the absence of such a cap,
and the SHANTI Act ensures that their interests are protected in the event of a nuclear accident.

What are the potential safety consequences?

Protecting agents from the consequences of their actions creates a “moral hazard” and encourages
them to take greater risks. In addition to the liability cap, the Act indemnifies operators for
accidents caused by “a grave natural disaster”, reversing India’s “absolute liability” framework for
hazardous industries and despite the fact that the Fukushima disaster was caused by a tsunami.
This reduces the industry’s incentive to establish resilient plants.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
62


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

How significant is nuclear energy in India?

Nuclear energy has accounted for only about 3% of India’s electricity generation for decades. In
the 1980s, the government announced a programme to reach 10 GW by the year 2000 and, in
2006, it set a target of 20 GW by 2020. However, actual capacity was only 2.86 GW in 2000 and
6.78 GW in 2020. These failures were due to systemic reasons, including the high capital costs of
nuclear energy and safety concerns. The “small modular reactors” advertised by the government
refer to an untested technology with even higher estimated capital costs per unit of power. So, the
government’s new figure of 100 GW by 2047 seems unviable.

What is the economic significance of the Act?

Despite their limited capacity, nuclear reactors open up significant commercial opportunities. For
instance, two Westinghouse AP1000 reactors were recently completed in the U.S. state of Georgia
at a cost of about 18 billion dollars apiece. The SHANTI Act ensures that private corporations in
India and multinational suppliers can profit from these opportunities without being constrained
by regulatory bodies or having to face consequences for an accident.

ADANI GROUP ENTERS NUCLEAR POWER SECTOR AFTER SHANTI ACT

The Adani Group announced its entry into the nuclear power sector on Thursday, via a regulatory
filing. This is the first instance of a major power company in India doing so, following the passage
of the Sustainable Harnessing and Advancement of Nuclear Energy for Transforming India
(SHANTI) Act in December.

“We wish to inform you that Adani Power Limited (APL) has incorporated a wholly owned
subsidiary — Adani Atomic Energy Limited,” the company said, in a notice to the National Stock
Exchange of India on February 12. It did not offer any details on the exact nature of the group’s
plans.

The Hindu reached out to Adani Power for more details but did not receive a comment before the
time of publication.

The SHANTI Act, which was passed by Parliament in December, replaces the Atomic Energy Act
and allows private companies to operate nuclear power plants in India. It also allows such
companies to form joint ventures with foreign companies for technology collaboration.

There has been criticism of the Adani Group’s nuclear power plans since at least November 29,
2025, when a senior Adani executive, Jugeshinder “Robbie” Singh, expressed the Group’s interest
in the sector.

During the Parliamentary debate on the Bill, Congress MP Manish Tewari insinuated that the
SHANTI Act had been brought in by the NDA government to facilitate the Adani Group’s entry into
the sector. “Is it a coincidence that the Bill has been brought at a time when the Adani Group has
expressed interest in the sector?” he asked, in his opening remarks.

Following Adani Power’s regulatory filing, Congress spokesperson Jairam Ramesh posted on X on
Friday, repeating the allegations that the legislation was meant to benefit the Adanis. “The SHANTI
Bill was rushed through Parliament...it was enacted to favour the favourite...the real meaning of
SHANTI is Shriman Adani’s Nuclear Tech Initiative,” he said.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
63


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

India has an installed nuclear power capacity of 8.8 GW, with the government claiming that it will
rise to 32 GW in the next decade. It currently contributes about 3% of generated electricity.

FROM SMS TO GRADED E-MAILS, GOVT’S TAX ‘NUDGE’ MAKES A MARK

Around 60 per cent of the 1.11 crore people who responded to the Income Tax department’s
NUDGE campaign to encourage better tax compliance, by revising or updating their returns, were
non-filers — a clear sign that the initiative, which involved targeted e-mails, has paid off.

Key Takeaways:

— The I-T department is now analysing data to find out what kind of “nudging” worked best. “We
send three types of emails — some softly worded, some more pointed. The team is analysing the
data to see what actually helped in respect of each of these e-mails, where the language was
different. The team is analysing the data to see what worked best,” Ravi Agrawal, chairman,
Central Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT), told The Indian Express.

— First implemented in late 2024, NUDGE - Non-intrusive Usage of Data to Guide and Encourage
— is a tech-driven campaign that uses data analytics, behavioural insights and digital messaging
to improve tax compliance.

— The key difference between NUDGE, including the NUDGE 2.0 avatar of late 2025 that focussed
on foreign assets and income, and previous efforts to boost compliance is the fact that it is
preventive in nature and not post-facto enforcement. The latter would require scrutinising crores
of tax returns — an impossible task for the Government.

— So how does the I-T department decide who is to be “nudged”? Ideally, all taxpayers should file
returns. For the financial year that ended in March 2025, around 12 crore people paid taxes but
only nine crore returns were filed.

— Instead of pursuing all the three crore non-filers — some of whom may have paid a very small
sum as tax — the department analysed data to pursue those falling in a so-called ‘A’ category,
according to CBDT sources. These taxpayers are those whose incomes are likely more than the
minimum threshold of Rs 12 lakh. They were then nudged through e-mails or SMSs, as suitable,
officials said.

— Even those who do not directly receive any communication from the I-T department have
ended up revising their returns after coming across media reports of the NUDGE campaign.

— Based on the 2008 book Nudge by economist and Nobel laureate Richard Thaler and Professor
Cass Sunstein of Harvard Law School, the concept is governments can nudge people to make better
decisions by making minor and subtle changes in the environment in which these choices are
made. In India, meanwhile, the tax nudges are set to continue.

— According to Agrawal, NUDGE has now become SAKSHAM NUDGE: S for sankalan (compilation
of data), A for anusandhan (research and analytics), K for kriyanvyan (identifying whom to
nudge), S for sampark (communicating to create awareness and guide behaviour), H for hastak
(handholding and facilitation, such as through FAQs), A for adhikaar (allowing revision of returns
to foster trust), and M for mulyankan (assessment). This, Agrawal said, is a “scientific process that
will get more robust with time”.
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— According to the CBDT chairman, tax compliance should be a “collaborative, non-adversarial
process” where the inherent assumption is that the taxpayer will comply automatically.

KEY THEMES IN NEW CPI: GOLD, SILVER TO BACK-SERIES

India finally has a brand-new Consumer Price Index (CPI) basket that not only uses a fairly recent
year as the base for prices - 2024 - but also considers the prices of goods and services households
buy now instead of a-decade-and-a-half ago when it comes to calculating the overall change in
price levels.

Key Takeaways:

— As per the old CPI series, headline retail inflation stood at 1.33% in December. So, in
comparison, inflation more than doubled in January. But this comparison is not valid for several
reasons. For one, new goods and services which previously weren’t a part of the CPI now are,
while others have been excluded. And how the prices of these items change affect the overall
inflation rate.

— In such situations, statisticians and economists like to have what is called a ‘back-series’: old
data presented in the context of the new. Although MoSPI has provided a ‘back-series’ of the
headline index numbers - whose year-on-year percentage changes are the inflation rates - of the
CPI going back to 2013, it is only a mechanical exercise.

— For instance, using the back-series provided and the so-called ‘linking factor’ used to connect
the old and new series, it can be found that CPI inflation in December 2025 was 1.17% in the new
series versus 1.33% in the old.

— Making such a comparison is a rather simplistic way to understand what inflation may have
been like in 2025 as per the new series because the old CPI basket has not undergone any change
or been reconstructed to mirror the new one: one must compare apples and apples to see which
is smaller or larger.

— It is well known that food items have become less prominent in the new CPIl. Another key
weight change is that of gold and silver.

— In the old CPI basket, gold had a weight of 1.08% and silver 0.11%. Now,
gold/diamond/platinum jewellery together account for 0.62% of the new CPI, while silver
jewellery makes up 0.31%.

— While the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has a 4% target in terms of headline inflation, it keeps a
close eye on underlying price pressures which respond to demand changes - something it can
control through interest rate hikes or cuts.

— This is called core inflation and can be broadly defined as inflation excluding food and fuel
items, which are things you would buy irrespective of their prices because they are needed to live
(food) and make a living (fuel to travel to work).

— With no universal definition of core inflation, it is up to the RBI and economists to decide what
items should be excluded to measure underlying price pressures. All food and fuel items, yes. What
about certain fuel items like lubricants that can end up in non-fuel categories? And what about
precious metals like gold and silver?
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— If one uses the broadest definition the RBI has referred to in the past - no food or fuel product
groups - then core inflation fell to around 3.4% or so in January from 4.6% in December 2025.

Do You Know:

— The modernisation of CPI inflation, India’s most important macroeconomic indicator, is part of
alarger overhaul of India’s official statistics by MoSPI. Later this month, the new GDP series - with
2022-23 as the base year and sweeping methodological changes - will be released on February
27. Then, in May, the revised Index of Industrial Production will be released, also with a new base
year of 2022-23.

— 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.

— Consumer Price Index (CPI): Inflation relates to consumer prices of all goods purchased by the
consumer which may be either domestically produced or imported.

The formula for calculating inflation is ((CPI x+1 - CPI x )/CPI x ))*100.

CPI x = the value of the CPI in the initial/base year x.
WHAT’S AILING INDIA’S BATTERY SCHEME FOR EVS?

The story so far:

An ambitious 18,100 crore scheme to facilitate the manufacture of advanced chemistry cell
batteries in India, particularly for Electric Vehicles (EVs), is floundering. The Advanced Chemistry
Cell Production Linked Incentive (ACC PLI) had a target of making battery cells worth 50 gigawatt-
hour (GWh) by 2025, but only 1.4 GWh has been installed; approximately 8.6 GWh is ‘under
development’ but delayed, while 20 GWh has seen no progress at all. Additionally, the scheme has
generated only 1,118 jobs — just 0.12% of the estimated 1.03 million — and attracted only
25.58% of its targeted investment.

What are Advanced Chemistry Cells (ACC)?

They represent a new generation of advanced storage technologies that can store electric energy
as chemical energy and convert it back to electric energy as and when required. Lithium-ions —
the mainstay of cellphone batteries — are the most prominent today among this class of batteries.
However, the scheme is “technology agnostic” and is open to other combinations such as nickel
manganese cobalt, lithium-ion phosphate and sodium-ion batteries.

What is the intent of this scheme?

The ACC PLI scheme, launched in October 2021, was designed to catalyse a domestic battery
manufacturing ecosystem and reduce a near-total reliance on Chinese imports. However, an
analysis by the Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis (IEEFA) and JMK Research
and Analysis reveals that the policy’s ambitious goals have yet to translate into significant realised
capacity. As of October 2025, only 2.8% of the targeted 50 GWh capacity has been commissioned.
The 1.4 GWh is from a single beneficiary, Ola Electric. Moreover, despite a targeted incentive
disbursement of 32,900 crore by this period, zero funds have been paid out because no beneficiary
has met the necessary milestones.
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How was the scheme supposed to work?

The primary aim of the scheme was to encourage industry into building domestic capacity for
essential components like cathodes, anodes, and electrolytes. This was to be done by attracting
major private players and global technology partnerships to the sector and in the process lower
battery costs to accelerate the adoption of EVs and Energy Storage Systems (ESS). The latter are
large blocks of battery cells that can be used to supply solar or wind power, during the night or
windless days respectively. Companies were to participate in an auction to commit to a minimum
bid size of 5 GWh and have a net worth of at least X225 crore per GWh of committed capacity and
produce batteries. For every battery sold, they could claim up to 32,000 per KWh as subsidy. There
were other caveats though: companies had to achieve 25% Domestic Value Addition (DVA) within
two years and reach 60% DVA by the fifth year.

Which companies were selected?

In the first auction round of the ACC PLI scheme, three companies were selected as beneficiaries:
Ola Electric, Reliance New Energy, and Rajesh Exports. Ola Electric was awarded a capacity of 20
GWh; Reliance New Energy initially secured 15 GWh in the first round and subsequently won an
additional 10 GWh in the second auction round; and Rajesh Exports was awarded a capacity of 5
GWh.

Why has the scheme been unsuccessful?

The scheme mandates that beneficiaries commission their facilities within a two-year “gestation
period,” a target deemed unrealistic for building complex gigafactories from scratch in a nascent
market. Additionally, the DVA requirements have been difficult because India lacks sufficient
facilities for processing minerals, lithium, nickel and cobalt. Secondly, the scheme’s evaluation
criteria prioritised DVA and subsidy benchmarks over prior manufacturing experience. Thus,
established battery players like Exide and Amara Raja did not qualify, leaving the project in the
hands of novices who are still building foundational technical competencies. Finally, India’s
dependency on China for raw material, technical competency and knowhow has led to sluggish
progress. A major bottleneck is the delay in visa approvals for Chinese technical specialists, as
India lacks skilled workforce for cell manufacturing.

What fix does the report recommend?

Immediate recommendations include fast-tracking visas for technical experts and extending
implementation timelines by at least one year to waive current penalties. Long-term success will
require schemes for critical mineral refining and component manufacturing, alongside focused
R&D and talent development.

HAVE STATES GAINED FROM THE 16TH FC?

The story so far:

The 16th Finance Commission under the chairmanship of Dr. Arvind Panagariya has submitted its
report for the period of 2026-31. The Central government has accepted its recommendations with
respect to devolution of funds from Centre to States.
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What were past recommendations?

The Constitution in Article 270 provides for the scheme of distribution of net tax proceeds
collected by the Central government between the Centre and the States. The taxes that are shared
between the Centre and the States include corporation tax, personal income tax, Central Goods
and Services Tax (GST), Centre’s share of the Integrated Goods and Services Tax (IGST) etc. This
division is based on the recommendation of the Finance Commission that is constituted every five
years as per the terms of Article 280. This divisible pool, however, does not include cess and
surcharge that are levied by the Centre. For the year, 2025-26, it is estimated that the divisible
pool constitutes only around 81% of the gross tax revenue of the Centre after excluding cess and
surcharge.

Till the 13th FC (2010-2015), the devolution involved specific transfers for Centrally Sponsored
Schemes (CSS) with extensive conditionalities. The share of States in Central taxes (vertical
devolution) was fixed at 32%. However, since the 14th FC (2015-2020), the specific transfers for
CSS were discontinued and the vertical devolution was increased to 42%. It was revised down to
41% in the 15th FC (2020-2026) due to the reorganisation of Jammu and Kashmir into two Union
Territories.

The criteria for distribution amongst the States (horizontal devolution) since the 13th FC is
provided in Table 1. As can be observed, higher weightage has been given for equity (income gap)
and needs (population and area) when compared to efficiency (forests, demographic performance
and tax effort).

What were States’ demands?

Firstly, as regards vertical devolution, 18 States had demanded that the States’ share be increased
from the current 41% to 50%. Few other States had demanded an increase of 45% to 48%. Many
States had demanded the inclusion of cess and surcharge in the divisible pool as well as fixing a
cap on cess and surcharge that could be levied by the Centre.

Secondly, as regards horizontal devolution, many States had pitched for the continued dominance
of equity parameters in the criteria. Equally, many States had recommended reducing the weight
assigned to ‘income distance’ as a criterion. Industrialised States such as Maharashtra, Gujarat,
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Telangana had recommended the inclusion of States’ contribution to
GDP among the horizontal devolution criteria.

What did the 16th FC recommend?

With respect to the demands regarding vertical devolution, the FC opined that under the present
constitutional scheme, it is neither permissible nor desirable to fix a cap on cess and surcharge or
for their inclusion in the divisible pool. These instruments may also be needed to raise resources
for the Union to meet any exigencies. Similarly, the FC recommended retaining the States’ share
in vertical devolution at its current level of 41% considering three main reasons — the States’
share in total tax revenues of the country; that much of the spending of the Union in CSS is anyway
ultimately routed to the States; and that the Union government needs increased funds for defence
and infrastructure.

In its approach for horizontal devolution, the FC was guided by two principles. First, changes to
each State’s share in the portion of divisible pool should be gradual. Second, due recognition
should be given to efficiency and especially the States’ contributions to growth. Accordingly, a new
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criterion of State’s contribution to GDP has been added. The weightage to this new criterion as
well as other criteria has been assigned in such a way that it spells a directional change without
causing a drastic shift in States’ shares.

Considering all the above factors, the share of southern and western States has marginally
increased while the share of big north and central States has marginally decreased. Hence, one
may conclude that it is status quo as far as vertical and horizontal devolution is concerned with a
directional change towards providing due recognition for efficiency. Additionally, the following
observations of the FC should be borne in mind. The Centre should progressively reduce raising
revenues through cess and surcharge. The States should make their subsidies efficient and
targeted, actively pursue reforms in the power sector, and rein in the levels of their fiscal deficit
and debt. The Centre and States should undertake various public sector enterprise reforms.

CONSUMERS GET A RAW DEAL AS GLOBAL OIL PRICE FALL BENEFIT REMAINS ‘FROZEN’

The price of petrol sold in India has been reduced 1.9% since June 2022, even as the price of oil
has fallen 41.5% since then, an analysis of official data by The Hindu shows.

Data from the Petroleum Planning and Analysis Cell (PPAC) show that the price of oil, as captured
by the Indian basket of crude oil, rose to over $100 a barrel in the period March-July 2022, soon
after Russia invaded Ukraine in February that year.

Frozen prices

In response to this spike, oil marketing companies (OMCs) increased the price of petrol to ¥105.1
per litre by April 2022. However, they froze the price at X96.7 per litre in May 2022, when the
average oil prices jumped to around $110 a barrel. Fuel prices were kept unchanged for more than
21 months thereafter, until mid March 2024.

This freeze, however, marked an unofficial digression from the official dynamic pricing policy the
government had adopted in 2017 for petrol under which OMCs were to fix the price of fuel on a
daily basis based on prevailing oil prices.

0il prices rose to $116 a barrel by June 2022. The price of oil available to India for purchase
declined to an average of $67.9 a barrel by February 2025, a 41.5% decrease. During this period,
the price of petrol sold in India was reduced 1.9% from 396.7 a litre to 394.8 a litre.

The Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas had repeatedly informed Parliament that the setting
of fuel price is the exclusive domain of the OMCs, and that the government has no part to play in
this.

‘Based on convenience’

According to energy sector analysts and experts, OMCs have in the past passed on oil price hikes
to consumers in the form of higher petrol prices, but have not passed on the benefits of falling oil
price.

“In aregulated system, the consumer would have been insulated from both kinds of shocks,” Rohit
Azad, Professor at the Centre for Economic Studies and Planning at the Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) said.
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“However, in this case, when crude oil prices go up, it is passed on to consumers, but when it goes
down, it is not reflected in the prices. It is a mechanism based on convenience.”

Notably, even the 1.9% reduction in petrol prices since June 2022 has been due to cuts in taxes on
fuel rather than actions by OMCs to reduce the underlying price of petrol.

That is, the excise duty on petrol was cut in mid-March 2024 by X2/litre, reducing the price from
X96.7 /litre to X94.7 /litre. Since then, the price has increased marginally to ¥94.8/litre.

In response to a query in Parliament, Minister of State for Petroleum and Natural Gas Suresh Gopi
pointed out that despite there being a X2 per litre hike in the excise duty of petrol in April 2025, it
was not passed on to consumers. India's largest state-run OMC, IndianOil Corporation, did not
respond to a request for comment.

WHY IS DREAMLINER’S FUEL SYSTEM UNDER WATCH?

The story so far:

On February 1, 2026, an Air India flight (Al 132) scheduled from London Heathrow to Bengaluru
was preparing for departure when the crew reported that one of the two fuel control switches on
the Boeing 787-8 had moved to ‘Cutoff. The incident came under intense scrutiny as the fuel
switches and their functioning are a key part of the ongoing investigation into the June 12, 2025
crash of Air India flight 171 (Ahmedabad-London Gatwick), also a Boeing 787-8.

What happened next?

As the left fuel control switch “slipped from Run to Cutoff”, the crew is said to have checked the
switches by touching them. It was only in the third attempt that the switch remained in the ‘Run’
position. The crew decided to continue with the flight — a distance of about 8,000-plus kilometres
— with no further incident.

How was the incident reported?

The Safety Matters Foundation, a non-profit and independent aviation safety think tank in India,
put out a note that called for a “transparent investigation after this new fuel system incident”. It
said that the incident was “alarming as it mirrors a known risk previously identified by the U.S.
Federal Aviation Administration”. It highlighted how, “in 2018, the FAA had issued a Safety Alert
For Operators SAIB NM-18-33, warning that certain fuel control switches, including those on
Boeing 787s, could malfunction in this exact manner, increasing the risk of accidental engine
shutdown.” The Foundation said that “the incident was troubling as the airline had said that it had
conducted precautionary checks across its 787 fleet and found no issues”. India’s regulator, the
Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), came into the picture after the incident was
reported. In a note titled, “Rejoinder on News Item relating to purported malfunction of Fuel Cut
Off Switch on M/s Air India Boeing B787-8 aircraft”, the DGCA gave a detailed, technical account
of the incident: “..the switch did not remain positively latched in the ‘Run’ position when light
vertical pressure was applied but latched correctly in ‘Run’ and was stable during the third
attempt.” The note also said that the crew had “physically verified that the switch was fully and
positively latched in the ‘Run’ position”, adding that “no abnormal engine parameters, cautions,
warnings, or related system messages were observed during engine start or at any time
thereafter”. The note went on to say that “the operating crew member was briefed on the
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observation, unnecessary contact with the switch was avoided, and engine indications and
alerting systems were closely monitored during the full flight”.

The crew reported the incident in the pilot defect report after which the airline reached out to the
manufacturer, Boeing, for guidance. The DGCA note also said that Boeing had recommended
checks on the switches. The airline’s engineering department found both switches to be
functioning satisfactorily. The DGCA said that the inspections were done in the presence of DGCA
officers, and Air India was advised to “circulate the Boeing recommended procedure for the
operation of Fuel Cut Off switch to its crew members”.

The aircraft was initially grounded in Bengaluru but was cleared for operations later. It left for
Delhi on February 5.

What have the other responses been?

In response to a query by The Hindu, a statement by an Air India spokesperson said, “Following
the DGCA closure on the matter, Air India will be following its safety investigation protocol and
take appropriate action. We will fully adhere to the regulator’s guidance to circulate OEM [original
equipment manufacturer]-recommended operating procedures for the operation of the FCS [fuel
control switch] to all crew members.” The airline is said to have inspected its Boeing 787 fleet
once again. It operates 26 Boeing 787-8s and seven 787-9s (the newest jet was inducted in January
2026). IndiGo too has six leased Boeing 787-9s (from Norse Atlantic Airways). Boeing, in a
statement to The Hindu, said, “We are in contact with Air India and are supporting their review of
this matter.” In response to an e-mail/telephonic call by The Hindu, a spokesperson for the Air
Accidents Investigation Branch-U.K,, said: “We are aware of reports in the media about an event
on a flight between London Heathrow and Bangalore on 2 February. We are engaged with the UK
Regulatory Authority who we understand is working to establish the facts.”

In a comment to The Hindu on fuel switches, Professor David Cirulli, UAS Department of Flight,
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, Asia Academics, Worldwide Campus, said that “aircraft
flight decks have evolved over many years of operational experiences with a focus on safety. The
industry thrives on creating the best and safest means of transportation”. He pointed out that one
item of focus is the human factor. “This study and area of expertise covers a broad range of items,
but one in particular is the human-to-machine interface. Fuel flow to the engines is a safety critical
issue. Inadvertent engagement or disengagement are both drastically important for numerous
reasons. Overtime, the industry — both regulatory and operational safety — recognised the
necessity to ensure that inadvertent operations do not occur. It is for this reason that these
switches require multiple movements (pull/twist) with a locking mechanism to reach the engaged
or disengaged states. The fundamental designs of these switches remain the same over most
aircraft and fleets, with solid operational performance. The reliability of the system, for this
reason, is very high,” he said.
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The discovery of gravity

As the common folklore states, Issac Newton, about 400 years back, discovered gravity while
sitting beneath an apple tree. That things attract each other just because they have some weight
is quite extraordinary. And we see this everyday — when we fall, we fall towards the floor and not
towards someone else (unless, of course you are falling in love). This is because, on earth, the
heaviest thing around us is the earth itself.

In fact all of us, animals, humans, oceans and even our air is essentially stuck to this massive piece
of toffee-like liquid filled rock which we call earth. All life, our leaders, their wars, are essentially
the result of this cohabitation — the result of gravity.

But then, when two things attract because of gravity, it's not necessary for them to get stuck to
each other. A thing attracted to another may decide to just revolve around it. In the language of
physics, we say this is when the gravitational pull acts as the centripetal force. Centripetal force is
a force which acts towards a centre.

Roller coaster

That pulling something towards you can rotate it is not something unusual. For instance, imagine
you are tying a strong rope to the seat of a kid riding a bicycle and try to pull the cycle towards
you. As you pull, instead of the cycle coming directly at you, it will make the cycle circle around
you. If you continue to do so, the cycle may make a full turn. Here your pull acts like a centripetal
force. And this is what the earth does to the moon through gravitational pull. The moon is attracted
by the gravitational force of earth, but it makes the moon revolve around us. This very behaviour
is repeated by the earth and the sun.

The earth takes one whole year to make a complete revolution around the sun. Can you guess how
much distance the earth travels in that one year? It’s about 1,000,000,000 kilometres. If one
travels from Delhi to Chennai — that’s about 2,500 kms. And if one plans to travel via car and drive
it at a high speed of 100 km per hour (all the time, with no breaks and no toll booth stops), it will
take approximately a day. Now imagine travelling that same distance, 4,00,000 times. How much
time would you take? About 1,000 years.

Well, earth covers it in just 365 days, that is one year. The earth moves at an extraordinary speed
of 1,07,000 kilometres per hour. No roller coaster can ride you at such high speeds.

But who or what is fuelling the earth to continue on this speed? After all, even to maintain a car at
100kms/hr, one needs to keep supplying it with oil (one of the reasons why many countries are
obsessed with oil).

Friction and aether

The reason one needs to supply oil to our car even to maintain it at some speed is because the
road has friction. If we just leave the car on its own at some speed, it will eventually come to a
stand-still. This friction is caused by the surroundings which pushes back a bit to anything which
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tries to move due to other forces. For instance, a car may feel it from the road, a bird by the air, a
fish by the water it is in.

But then what about earth? Are planets or even the sun moving in some liquid?

This was a question which puzzled scientists for a long time. While we now know that the earth
lies in vacuum — which means essentially nothing — at some point people thought that the earth
and all celestial objects are in an invisible material called “aether”. Michelson and Morley, two
American scientists, did an experiment 140 years back (in 1887) trying to detect aether. The result
is considered one of the most famous “failed” experiments: experiments which disprove
something it was designed to prove. They showed that aether doesn’t exist.

The earth thus continues to move at this extraordinary speed without anything to resist it or slow
it down. And as it does, it continues to rotate around the sun.

The advent of space study

The study of planets, galaxies and the way they form is called astrophysics. One of the most
celebrated Indian physicists working in this area was Prof. Jayant Narlikar who passed away last
year. Apart from being a researcher, he wrote many science stories. He also became the founding
director of the Inter-University Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA) in Pune, an
institute dedicated to astrophysics research in India and was awarded the Padma Vibhushan in
2004 by the Government of India.

Apart from being a cosmologist who came up with theories of how the universe came along, he
also did experiments to disprove many of our superstitions which arise from celestial events. If
you have a free weekend, and want to learn more about astrophysics and our everyday
unscientific superstitions, consider watching “Brahmand” a TV series which was written by Prof.
Narlikar which ran in Doordarshan between 1994-95. The episodes are now available on the
YouTube channel of Doordarshan National.

One may still wonder how did scientists really disprove the existence of aether? You may also
wonder if we are able to explain all the things we see in the night sky — the stars, how they form,
how they die. Well, it turns out there are many things we still don’t understand and if you are
interested to learn more, you will need to learn physics, for example in an institute like ours, where
there are undergraduate programmes in it.

Next time, on a serene morning, if you are staring at a water pond, as birds chirp next to you,
wondering how calm everything around you is, imagine for a second how you are really on a
rollercoaster traveling in space at an extraordinary speed. And when this year ends; even if your
regular earthly life has been ordinary, don't forget to congratulate yourself, and your fellow life
forms on earth, on the extraordinary space travel you all have together completed.

HANG ON TIGHT!

How is it that the elements and compounds of our atmosphere are not left behind in the great void of
space even when the earth is moving at great speed through space along with the sun and its sister
planets?

The primary reason is gravity, which acts like an invisible tether. Every molecule of gas in our
atmosphere, nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, etc., has mass. Earth’s core exerts a gravitational
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pull that attracts these molecules towards the centre of the planet. Even though earth travels at
1,07,000 kmph around the sun, the atmosphere is trapped inside earth’s ‘gravity well’.

Also, the atmosphere possesses the same momentum as the solid earth. Since the gases formed
alongside the planet or were released from it, they were already moving at that speed. In space,
there’s no friction to brush the atmosphere away.

While gravity holds the air down, the magnetosphere protects it from being stripped away by the
solar wind, a stream of charged particles from the sun that could otherwise blow the atmosphere
away.

GET THE ROCKET READY

Q: What is a wet dress rehearsal?

A: A week ago, NASA found a hydrogen leak during a wet dress rehearsal of its Artemis II mission.
A dress rehearsal in rocketry is-a full run-through of activities that will happen on the day of
launch, to validate people, hardware, software, and timelines as an integrated system.

A dry dress rehearsal practices the countdown and important operations without loading
cryogenic propellants into the rocket. Instead, the team will power up vehicle and ground systems,
verify its communications equipment, simulate critical events, and validate decision-making and
handoffs between launch control, engineering, range safety, and, if applicable, crew operations.
Many of the testing steps use simulated sensor inputs. These rehearsals are useful to reveal logical
problems in the flow of events without risking fuel leaks.

A wet dress rehearsal is the same concept taken to the closest safe approximation of launch day,
and with the vehicle being fuelled with its actual cryogenic propellants (typically liquid oxygen
and liquid hydrogen for large rockets). The team will cool the fuel feed lines, load the tanks,
pressurise them, monitor leak detectors, and execute the countdown into its final stages. These
rehearsals also keep the tanks full as the propellant warms and boils off, then execute a stop just
before ignition, followed by draining and returning the vehicle to a stable configuration. Wet
rehearsals are important because only they can reveal events that happen in cryogenic conditions,
e.g. leaks in seals or in the connections between the rocket and ground equipment.

HOW ARE DATING APPS RELYING ON ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE FOR THEIR USERS?

New York city mayor Zohran Mamdani recently gave a leg up to dating apps when he announced
that he met his spouse Rama Duwaji on the dating platform Hinge. Soon enough, several users of
the Match Group-owned dating app, even in India, said they were looking for their own Zohran
Mamdani-style match ‘made in heaven’. Hinge, unlike its sibling app Tinder, seeks to foster slower,
thoughtful, and meaningful connections, based on its advertising. Whether one’s dating app of
choice is the fast-paced Tinder, the relatively more conscious Hinge, the women-centric Bumble,
or even a traditional Indian matrimony platform, all these apps have made Al a core part of their
product to help users find compatible partners.

An Al romance assistant

Over the past few years, to help users overcome “swiping fatigue” post the COVID-19 pandemic,
dating apps have been deploying Al to improve the overall user experience, and help shy users
kickstart conversations. These companies see Gen Al as a tool to make digital dating feel more
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comfortable, personalised, and interesting. For example, the Match Group in its report for the third
quarter ended September 30, 2025, outlined an Al-powered feature called Chemistry that can look
at users’ device photos to understand them better.

“Powered by Al, this Interactive Matching feature, now known as Chemistry, is a major pillar of
Tinder’s upcoming 2026 product experience. It gets to know users through interactive questions
and, with permission, learns from their camera roll to better understand their interests and
personality. Using deep learning, Chemistry combats “swipe fatigue” by surfacing a few highly
relevant profiles each day, driving more compatible matches and engaging conversations,” the
company said, adding that “Chemistry” was live in New Zealand and Australia, and that there were
plans to expand the feature to more countries in the coming months.

However, such features clearly show a lopsided approach where the user has to provide more
personal information to the platform. “Users essentially give license to these companies to utilise
these photos for whatever purposes they deem fit now and in the future. The benefits offered here
don’t outweigh the privacy risks from enabling this experimental Al feature,” explained Satnam
Narang, Senior Staff Research Engineer at Tenable.

Lisa Steinfeld, a data protection lawyer at noyb-European Center for Digital Rights, a Vienna-based
non-profit, noted that Al systems appeared as “black boxes” for users who cannot easily
understand how their data will be processed and whether this will be in compliance with existing
laws.

“Another factor to consider is that Tinder will have to collect users’ valid consent. This supposes
that users are informed and [in agreement] to the processing. Specific and accessible information
is therefore crucial, especially since people’s camera rolls can include sensitive photos which
could for example reveal sex life, sexual orientation, political or philosophical beliefs,” said Ms.
Steinfeld. Risks include Al hallucinations, inaccuracy, lack of legal basis, unfairness, and the
impossibility of exercising one’s rights, she added.

) o«

Last year, noyb filed a complaint against Bumble, alleging that the app’s “Al Icebreakers” feature,
powered by ChatGPT to help initiate conversations between contacts on the ‘Bumble for Friends’
offering, were breaking EU laws.

“In order to do this, your personal profile information is fed into the Al system without Bumble
ever obtaining your consent. Although the company repeatedly shows you a banner designed to
nudge you into clicking “Okay”, which suggests that it relies on user consent, it actually claims to
have a so-called “legitimate interest” to use data,” stated the organisation.

‘Chatfishing’ and chafed feelings

Dating platforms aren’t the only ones experimenting with Gen Al Users are themselves bringing
their Gen Al prowess to the platforms with fake profiles built using image generators that fool
both the site and other users.

If that wasn’t complex enough to handle, more users on dating apps are stealthily using Al
chatbots such as ChatGPT to flirt with potential matches, keep conversations running, to sound
fluent in a non-native language, and get feedback on the best ways to respond to texts. This has
led to a trend known as ‘Chatfishing,” or a form of catfishing where daters use Al to create an
enticing but false persona online. Meanwhile, those receiving visibly Al-generated messages on
dating apps feel disrespected, frustrated, or deceived.
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The Google Play Store even lists third-party apps designed to provide Al assistance to those
wanting to secure dates. One such app, called ‘WingAl: Your Al Wingman,” declared itself a “secret
weapon to get Same Day Dates.” It invited users to upload other people’s dating app bios and chats
in order to generate Al responses to send back to them.

Tenable’s Narang stressed the dangers of potential romance-baiting scams, known as pig
butchering scams, where users looking for love end up getting defrauded. “We’ve seen fake
profiles on dating apps using Al-generated images in the early part of 2024. Since the generative
Al models have been improving exponentially, the fake profiles on these dating apps are only
getting harder to spot,” he said.

“For dating app users, the red flag warnings they should watch out for is a rush to move off
platform (to SMS, WhatsApp and other messaging apps) to continue the conversation, and telling
the user about their significant gains in financial or cryptocurrency complete with faked
screenshots of dashboards,” Mr. Narang explained.

While swiping through a dating app is often touted as a safe alternative that allows matches to
privately vet each other before a first meeting, digital daters now need to be on the lookout for far
more red flags than ever before. With Al tools in play —both behind the scenes and on stage —
users looking for a Zohran Mamdani-style match must, perhaps, think of a new way to build trust
through these connections.

IN WHICH KANZI LEARNS TO PLAY MAKE-BELIEVE

One generally imagines other members of the animal kingdom, even the ones that fly, to be a little
more grounded than humans. After all, storks probably do not tell their chicks that they hatched
from eggs delivered by a man in a truck. But what if animals did have the power of make-believe?
What might they imagine, and what purpose would it serve — escape, solace, companionship? It
may not be a binary; the power of imagination could conceivably exist somewhere on a continuum,
like animal communication in relation to human language, and other questions of cognition. For
instance, several animals can pass the mirror test — recognising one’s own reflection — but not
always. Research shows that about 75 per cent of young adult chimpanzees can pass.

The bonobo is another great ape that has passed the mirror test. And now, an article published in
Science has presented evidence that they can play make-believe games, too. It is based on work
with one bonobo, Kanzi, who has since died. When scientists pretended to fill two cups from an
empty jug, and then poured the imaginary contents of one cup back into the jug, Kanzi was able to
identify which cup still contained “juice”. He could also differentiate between cups with real and
imaginary juice.

There are caveats, such as the fact that these tests were done with an ape trained to communicate
with humans. However, this does indicate that the capacity for some level of imagination exists in
bonobos — among humans’ closest relatives, and also known for their complex, matriarchal social
organisation. If that power is strong enough, and accompanied by a little flexibility with the truth,
it might not be wrong to call them political animals.
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AMERICA’S ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY IS NOW A VOICE FOR CLIMATE
DENIALISM

Donald Trump has taken every opportunity to declare that “climate change is a hoax”. On
Thursday, the US President made sure that his country’s premier environmental watchdog would
also be informed by climate denialism. In what has been described as the biggest deregulatory
move in American history, Trump has rolled back the Obama-era Endangerment Finding. The
rules required the US Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) to be guided by scientific
knowledge about the harm caused by GHGs to the environment and public health. Under Trump,
the Department of Energy formed a panel of scientists to write a report, last year, challenging the
widely accepted science on the impacts of GHGs. And now, after Thursday’s announcement, the
environmental regulator in a country that has historically spewed the greatest amount of carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere — and remains the second-largest emitter in the world — has given
a virtual vote of confidence to climate-disrupting fossil fuels. The agency has drastically scaled
back limits on GHG emissions from automobiles.

Transport is the biggest source of GHG emissions in the US. Though electric vehicle (EV) sales
increased after the incentives provided by the Joe Biden administration, the transition to climate-
friendly transport has been too slow to offset the emissions from fossil-fuel powered cars, buses
and trucks. The Trump administration has withdrawn key subsidies to EVs and renewables. Now,
as USEPA head Lee Zeldin put it, “automakers will not be pressured to shift their fleet composition
towards EVs”. Getting rid of the Endangerment Finding also clears the way for the EPA to repeal
limits on GHGs from power plants and oil and gas wells.

The American rollback bucks the trend in global warming mitigation efforts across the world.
Renewable energy use is at an all-time high. That said, a number of reports have also underlined
the waning of popular enthusiasm around net-zero targets in large parts of the developed world.
Much of that is due to misinformation. However, it’s also true that environment-friendly leaders
in the developed world — including Biden — have failed to communicate that sustainability
means good economics. They failed to root mitigation efforts in equity and fairness. Climate
deniers like Trump have thrived as a result.

GLOBAL WARMING AND POLLUTION ARE STRIPPING VIBRANT COLOURS FROM NATURE

The colours of the natural world are not what they once were. More than half of the oceans have
become greener over the last 20 years, and forests are turning brown prematurely. Various
species of flora and fauna have also been changing their colours to adapt to rising temperatures,
loss of habitats, and pollution.

This ecological discoloration is a direct consequence of climate change.

Living creatures are coloured a certain way for their survival and reproductive needs. Colours
help escape predators, attract mates, and manage heat, among other functions.

A study published in Biodiversity and Conservation found that rising deforestation in the Amazon
is causing butterflies to lose their bright displays. Butterflies in areas with human disturbance also
sported a less diverse palette on the wings than those in the deeper, untouched parts of the forest.
The researchers also found that areas with large-scale deforestation lacked the most colourful
butterflies: less bright butterflies were able to camouflage better to escape predators and adapt
to the loss of natural vegetation.
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Becoming lighter

These changes echo one during the Industrial Revolution, when engine smoke and soot darkened
the barks of trees and rendered the natural camouflage of lighter peppered moths ineffective. Over
time, the darker peppered moths — which used to be rare — became more common in urban
areas.

“In theory, the main adaptive pattern of colour change in relation to global warming would be a
reduction in the deposition of melanin pigments,” Kaspar Delhey, an ornithologist at the Monash
University, told The Hindu.

Eumelanin produces dark brown/black shades and pheomelanin produces yellow and red hues.
They are the two main types of melanin pigments in animals. When their bodies produce less
melanin, they become lighter.

In a 2024 study in Ecology and Evolution, scientists also reported that several insects, including
ladybirds and dragonflies, in the temperate northern hemisphere are turning lighter due to
frequent heatwaves.

“Colour changes can have clear thermoregulatory benefits: lighter colour under warmer
conditions can prevent overheating and allow insects to remain active for longer periods, while
darker insects heat up faster in colder regions,” Md Tangigul Haque, researcher at Macquarie
University and one of the authors of the study, said.

The finding is in line with Bogert's rule: that animals in colder regions will be darker and those in
warmer regions will be lighter. It is mainly applicable to cold-blooded animals. On the other hand,
Gloger’s rule applies to warm-blooded creatures, saying animals are darker in areas with high
humidity and rainfall and lighter in colder, drier regions.

In a 2024 study in Molecular Ecology, scientists found that, thanks to milder winters, the brown
morph of the tawny owl was found to be more dominant than the grey one in Europe. This was
because the darker colour protected better against UV radiation.

Aside from climate change, rapid urbanisation and pollution are changing colours in the wild.In a
2024 study of 547 bird species in China, scientists found those in cities were darker and duller
while rural areas abounded (relatively) in the more colourful birds. The authors speculated that
heavy metals like lead could bind with melanin to produce darker plumage in urban areas.

Changes in pigments of plants also affect animals. Carotenoids afford plants red, yellow, and
orange hues, and draw animals to consume them. Scientists have noticed that urban plants
produce this pigment less. A 2020 study in Current Biology reported that flowers were altering
their UV-related pigments to prevent being damaged by sunlight. These pigments are not visible
to the human eye; they are intended for pollinators instead, and by changing them the plants could
become less ‘attractive’.

“Colour changes that improve survival might reduce mating success or involve other fitness costs,"“
Dr. Haque said. This affects reproduction in particular, with animals shifting their courtship timing
to cooler periods, he added.
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‘Underwater forest’

A striking example of ecological discolouration in India is underwater. In February 2025, scientists
reported coral bleaching events in the Gulf of Mannar, Palk Bay, Lakshadweep, Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, and the Gulf of Kachchh. When corals suffer heat stress, they expel symbiotic
algae and turn white. Such bleached corals face a higher risk of starvation and disease.

“A healthy coral reef is like an underwater forest,” Thinesh T., assistant professor at Sultan Qaboos
University in Oman and one of the authors of the study, said. “When corals bleach or die, reefs lose
their complex structure that provides shelter and breeding areas for many marine organisms. Fish
and invertebrate populations decline, while algae and other stress-tolerant organisms often take
over. This reduces biodiversity and disrupts the balance of the marine ecosystem,”

A burgeoning population of algae is also rendering the oceans greener.

“Algal blooms can reduce water clarity and block sunlight, making it harder for corals and
seagrasses to photosynthesise. When blooms die and decompose, they can also lower oxygen
levels in the water, harming fish and other marine life,” Dr. Thinesh said.

A positive effect

Given the cascading effects of colours, minimising their change has become an important thrust
of climate action. However, experts have flagged a large knowledge gap thanks to a lack of studies
in the southern hemisphere and tropical areas and that large geographic surveys are required to
establish the current trends.

“By successfully implementing strategies from both field- and lab-based monitoring, we can guide
interventions; for example, preserving microhabitats such as shaded areas may help dark-
coloured insects avoid overheating,” Dr. Haque said.

On the bright side, the study in the Amazon also found that forest areas that had regenerated
naturally had a positive effect on the colours of butterfly species. In India, experts have said,
regulating coastal development, improving water quality, and tracking stress indicators will
minimise coral bleaching. Put another way, it is still not too late to restore the world its true
colours.

AS THE ARCTIC WARMS, THREAT OF INVASIVE PLANTS LOOMS

The frozen Arctic presents one of the most iconic stories of climate change: we have all seen
pictures of icebergs collapsing into the ocean and polar bears left stranded on a shrinking patch
of sea ice. The Arctic has in fact become a site of “last-chance tourism”, according to a paper
published earlier this month in Nature Climate Change. Millions of visitors behold the vanishing
glaciers and collectively express their “ecological grief” over the imminent change in its landscape.

In its warmest parts, the Arctic is habitat to shrubs such as bearberry, and in the coldest parts the
ground is bare but for thick layers of non-vascular plants, such as mosses and lichens, that form
the tundra ecosystem. The snowy owl, the Arctic fox, the grizzly bear, seals, walruses, and belugas
live here.

Now, another study published in NeoBiota has reported that thousands of alien floral species
could “invade” and transform the Arctic ecology forever. These plants have a chance of surviving
the warming Arctic if they manage to find a way to get there and proliferate.
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The authors, at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology, have already found an
unexpected number of non-native species in Svalbard, including the common meadow rue, a
shrub native to Russia and parts of Europe, in full bloom. In fact, they reported 2,554 vascular
plants could find a suitable climatic niche in the new Arctic.

“Our results show that alien species from virtually all over the world can find a niche in the Arctic.
And with all the human activity in the Arctic now, there are lots of opportunities to get there,”
study coauthor and university associate professor Kristine Bakke Westergaard, was quoted as
saying in a release.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Nature considers alien species that displace native ones as one
of the greatest threats to species diversity on the earth.

Scientists at the Norwegian University and from the University of Liverpool used data from the
Global Biodiversity Information Facility to reveal six major potential hotspots for introductions:
western Alaska, southwestern and southeastern Greenland, northern Iceland, Fennoscandia, and
Kanin-Pechora.

Unlike most areas of the world, Arctic terrestrial ecosystems have largely been shielded from the
devastating effects of alien species “due to natural barriers, including short growing seasons,
harsh climatic conditions, and limited human activity and disturbance,” the paper said. But climate
change and increasing human activity are changing this, it added. An older inventory in the Arctic
documented 341 taxa, of which 188 had become naturalised in at least one floristic province, per
the paper.

The most common routes for naturalised species is “escape from confinement,” which accounts
for 48% of invasive plant introductions, while “transport-stowaway” accounts for 37%. Seed
contaminants and “transport via vehicles” have been important routes, each contributing 14% of
introductions, the paper said. “However, a significant proportion (43%) of introductions remains
classified as ‘unknown’”.

Last October, mosquitoes were found in Iceland for the first time, as global warming has made it
a suitable habitat for the insect. Antarctica is currently the last remaining mosquito-free area.

ON THIN ICE

Q: Why does Thwaites glacier matter?

A: Thwaites glacier is a large glacier in West Antarctica, about the size of a large country. Scientists
have often called it the “Doomsday Glacier” in the media. It is one of the most important places on
the earth for those trying to understand how sea levels will rise in future.

The glacier sits on land that slopes downward as you go further inland, dipping below sea level.
This is important: warm ocean water is known to flow under the glacier’s floating edge, i.e. its ice
shelf, and melt it from below.

As a result, the ice shelf acts like a brace, like a doorstop, that slows the glacier’s flow into the
ocean. As the ice shelf becomes thinner or breaks in places, the glacier speeds up and loses more
ice.

Scientists’ studies have revealed that the glacier is already changing: it has been becoming thinner,
retreating, and contributing to sea-level rise.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
80


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

o 91 9334622397
&DreamlAS 51 100474838

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

If Thwaites were to collapse completely over a long period, it could cause global sea levels to rise
by around half a meter.

Thwaites is also holding back ice nearby in the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. If it weakens beyond a
point, other glaciers may lose ice faster as well, further increasing sea-level rise. Higher sea levels
will cause coasts to flood more easily, worsen erosion, increase storm surges, and threaten cities,
low-lying islands, and ports. While Thwaites is far from most lived areas, how it changes will affect
people worldwide.

REDISCOVERING THE VIRTUES OF BAMBOO, AN ANCIENT PLANT

Bamboo (called ‘baans’ in Hindi, and ‘moongil’ in Tamil) is an ancient plant that grows fast in wet
soil in broad sunlight. It is well known to people in Asia and Latin America, where communities
use bamboo plants for a variety of purposes. The food scientist and historian K.T. Achaya, in his
book A Historical Dictionary of Indian Food, notes that Jain monks and forest exiles used bamboo
stems and leaves for food, since ancient times in India.

Bamboo trees across the country are best planted and grown in tropical and humid conditions,
with good sunlight exposure and soil rich in organic matter. The States where bamboo trees
flourish are Assam, Tripura, Mizoram, Odisha, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu.
A recent paper titled ‘From Forest to future: A sustainable perspective on bamboo’s nexus with
biodiversity, indigenous knowledge, ecological resilience, and current status in Northeast India’,
by Singh et al. in the journal Trees, Forests and People, reported that bamboo-based industries,
using indigenous knowledge, can be strengthened scientifically and by policy interventions
through setting up bamboo research centres to enhance local knowledge.

Bamboo finds new uses where sustainability is the goal, for example, in place of plastics for
disposable cutlery. In Numaligarh in Assam, Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated a bio-
refinery slated to produce 50,000 MT of ethanol from bamboo last year. Its website mentions
many products made in India from bamboo, including clothing, baskets, mats, chairs, tables,
shelves, roofing and flooring, musical instruments (flutes and drums), and incense sticks. Some
States have set up bamboo research institutes to develop bamboo-made products.

In a major push to the bamboo sector, the Central government launched the National Bamboo
Mission 2025 to expand bamboo cultivation, strengthen industry linkages, and reduce import
dependence. The initiative aims to increase bamboo plantations on non-forestlands such as farms,
homesteads, community lands, and irrigation canal borders, thus enhancing farmers’ incomes and
ensuring a steady raw material supply for industries. In addition, there is export of bamboo and
its materials such as full-length glass mirrors, cotton textiles and bamboo jewellery to the US,
Denmark, and Nigeria. Globally, India ranks among the top three exporters of bamboo and its
products (the others are China and Vietnam), with an income of several million dollars. Several
states, including Maharashtra, Kerala, and Assam, have also set up bamboo research and
technology institutes and sell bamboo products such as textiles, building materials, and food
products.

Nutritional value

In a November 2025 paper in Advances in Bamboo Science, scientists indicated that they were
rethinking bamboo as a powerful new superfood. The scientists were from Anglia Ruskin
University in the UK, and in the study, they pointed out the nutritional benefits of including
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bamboo shoots, leaves, and seeds in diets. They reported that adding these bamboo materials
could provide essential amino acids, vitamins A, B6, and E, and regulate blood sugar and lipid
levels. These are good against diabetes and heart disease. The scientists also conducted a
systematic multi-country analysis of the health outcomes of consuming bamboo, revealing that
bamboo-based foods are also high in antioxidants and offer probiotic benefits.

While rural populations benefit by consuming bamboo foods, how can we urbanites do so? We
can purchase by courier service and through online market vendors and distributors that sell
bamboo-made foods and other products.

WHO NEEDS A FINANCIAL MODEL LESS VULNERABLE TO POLITICAL VOLATILITY

The US withdrawal from the WHO has left the global health agency with a serious fund crunch.
Though other nations have pledged more in 2026-2027, the WHO apprehends that it will fall short
of its needed budget by 15 per cent. The agency’s appeal for funds on its website to deal with
emergencies speaks of the challenges it faces after the withdrawal of its largest benefactor. On the
face of it, there is nothing unusual in the WHO's call for contingency money. The agency appealed
for emergency funds in the past two years as well. What's troubling, however, is that the appeal
issued earlier this month speaks of a “reset” in the WHO'’s priorities, necessitated by “funding
constraints”. It’s apparent that, in the coming weeks and months, the agency will be “scaling back”
on “lower impact services” and focusing instead on “life-saving services”. The carefully worded
statement notes that these “difficult decisions” were forced upon the WHO by its “limited
resources”.

The first major effect of Washington’s exit was the whittling down of the WHO’s budget for 2026-
27 by $4 billion. This has precipitated moves to streamline the agency. In May, the agency will
brief the World Health Assembly on the restructuring efforts carried out over the past year,
including merging departments and divisions and halving the number of directors. An overhaul
planned for June could bring down the agency’s workforce by more than 7,000. As the global
outfit’'s workforce shrinks, countries that have relied on the WHO’s technical expertise in coping
with crises, ranging from infectious diseases to maternal mortality, could face challenges. The
shortfall could also affect the health responses in conflict zones such as Gaza and Sudan. The fund
and personnel crunch could affect immunisation drives and responses to outbreaks in areas prone
to infectious diseases.

The flux in the organisation should lead to public conversations on how to make global health
governance more resilient. A new paradigm for a public goods approach to health has been long
overdue. Health governance needs a financial model that's not so vulnerable to political
unpredictabilities.

ANAEMIA, BLOOD DISORDERS CAN DISTORT DIABETES TEST HBA1C RESULTS, SAYS STUDY

Glycated haemoglobin (HbA1c), which is commonly used to diagnose and monitor Type 2 diabetes
(T2D), may mislead diagnosis and monitoring in South Asia, particularly in India’s population, due
to the high prevalence of anaemia, haemoglobinopathies such as sickle cell disease and
thalassaemia, and glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase (G6PD) deficiency, says an article
published online in Lancet Regional Health: Southeast Asia.
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Led by Anoop Misra, corresponding author and chairman of Fortis C-DOC Centre of Excellence for
Diabetes, the review questions reliance on HbAlc as the sole diagnostic or monitoring tool for
type 2 diabetes in South Asia.

The article adds that poorly standardised HbAlc assay methods complicate interpretation of
HbA1c values. “Overall, reliance solely on HbAlc is constrained by several clinical and biological
factors in India. A multiparametric, risk-stratified approach that integrates oral glucose tolerance
test, self-monitoring of blood glucose, and whenever possible, continuous glucose monitoring, in
addition to relevant haematologic assessments, are essential to enhance diagnostic and
monitoring accuracy and inform appropriate treatment decisions, especially in primary care and
resource-limited settings,” Dr. Misra says.

Any condition that affects the quantity, structure, or lifespan of haemoglobin — such as anaemia,
haemoglobinopathies, or other red blood cell disorders — can distort HbA1lc values and lead to
misleading estimates of average blood glucose, the viewpoint article notes.

LOUD MUSIC MAY DAMAGE YOUR HEARING BEFORE YOU REALISE IT

The euphoric atmosphere of large music events may leave behind more than just memories. New
research published in Scientific Reports suggests prolonged exposure to loud music can cause
lasting hearing damage.

The study conducted by Nele De Poortere, a postdoctoral researcher, and her colleagues at Ghent
University in Belgium focused on “hidden” hearing damage caused by subtle but irreversible
changes in synapses. Because this damage doesn’t immediately reduce hearing sensitivity,
standard hearing tests often miss it, raising the possibility of an under-recognised public health
concern.

The cochlea converts sound vibrations into electrical signals that the brain can interpret. The
synapses connect sensory hair cells in the cochlea to auditory nerve fibres, transforming sound
pressure changes into electrical impulses that are relayed to the brain. Conventional noise-
induced hearing loss results from damage to hair cells and appears as reduced hearing sensitivity
on audiograms.

However, research in animal models and human cadavers has shown that prolonged exposure to
loud noise can also damage synapses without affecting hearing thresholds, a condition called
cochlear synaptopathy (CS).

Dr. De Poortere described hearing loss as turning the volume knob down on a radio so the sound
becomes faint. Hidden hearing damage, she said, is more like signal interference or a damaged
cable where the volume may be adequate but clarity is lost, especially when there’s background
noise.

“Since we don’t test for these kinds of difficulties in the clinic today, despite hearing in challenging
and noisy environments being the primary complaint of most patients, it has earned the moniker
of ‘hidden’ hearing loss,” Aravindakshan Parthasarathy, assistant professor of Communication
Science and Disorders at the University of Pittsburgh, who wasn'’t involved in the study, said.

Clinically, the findings reinforce the need for more sensitive diagnostic tools and stronger
emphasis on early prevention and education, particularly for younger people who may
accumulate damage long before symptoms appear.
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