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INTERNATIONAL 

TRANSATLANTIC STRAINS  

The international rules-based order “no longer exists”, Germany’s Chancellor Friedrich Merz said 

at the annual Munich Security Conference. French President Emmanuel Macron called for greater 

European “military autonomy”, arguing that the continent must become a stronger pillar within 

NATO. While these remarks reflected Europe’s growing anxiety over the U.S.’s receding security 

commitments, U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio promised a path of cooperation. He advocated 

a stronger alliance rooted in shared history and Christian cultural linkages rather than shared 

strategic interests. The speeches by European and American officials underscored both the strains 

in transatlantic ties and Europe’s mounting challenges. Last year, at the same venue, U.S. Vice-

President J.D. Vance had slammed Europe’s democratic model and its refugee policies. Mr. Rubio, 

though conciliatory, also echoed the American far-right’s central talking point of “civilizational 

erasure”. The Trump administration wants Europe, at a moment of crisis, to join its culture wars 

and its push to reassert western dominance. 

Today’s Europe faces a trifecta of challenges. First, the largest land conflict since the end of the 

Second World War has been raging on its eastern flank for four years. Europe’s principal response 

has been to arm Ukraine and hurt Russia through sanctions, but this has not produced decisive 

results on the battlefield. Second, Europe has relied on the U.S. for its security since the Second 

World War, a dependence that deepened after the Cold War. This lopsided partnership is no 

longer sustainable as the U.S., where a new far-right movement seeks to recast transatlantic ties, 

appears increasingly less committed to European security. Mr. Trump’s remarks about taking 

control of Greenland risk undermining the alliance’s collective defence principle. Third, resurgent 

far-right movements across Europe are challenging the idea of an inclusive European Union. As 

the global order shifts — as Mr. Rubio said ahead of Munich — Europe risks being squeezed by 

these crosscurrents. Instead, Europe has to reduce its reliance on the U.S. and build greater 

strategic autonomy. And if it is worried about the breakdown in the international order, it should 

help rebuild that by working with countries beyond the West. In the near term, Europe must also 

work towards ending the war in Ukraine and establishing a workable new normal with Russia. 

Finally, European leaders must address public resentment towards the political establishment, 

which continues to fuel the rise of the far-right. Continental peace and stability and cooperation 

and engagement with the wider world should guide Europe while it reimagines its role in the 

emerging world order. 

US SECRETARY OF STATE MARCO RUBIO NEEDS A REALITY CHECK AND A HISTORY LESSON  

In one crucial sense, US Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s speech at the Munich Security Conference 

got it right. Indeed, the year 1945 marked a rupture, the beginning of the end of European 

imperialism. What he did not say was, however, that it was also a moment of reckoning — of facing 

up to the horrors of the Holocaust and the nuclear devastation wrought at Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, and acknowledging the crisis, both moral and mortal, that the West had unleashed on 

the world. The global order that emerged in the aftermath of World War II, and later, with the fall 

of the Soviet Union, saw an unprecedented strengthening of American power and wealth. At the 

heart of this success, however, was not just its military might, but adaptability, openness, and the 

ability to make common cause with others. In practice, the US under Donald Trump — for all its 

bombast and bullying — appears to be agnostic in its deal-making. But in Rubio’s framing, the 
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Western, Christian “civilisation” is not one among others, flawed and imperfect — for him, it is the 

only one worth protecting and promoting. 

Rubio’s speech, a sequel of sorts to the one delivered by J D Vance on the same stage last year, may 

appeal to the MAGA base as a projection of American power. But for much of the world, it sounds 

like a superpower’s anachronistic fantasy. Vance’s speech was a blistering attack on Europe and 

the liberal values championed by many leaders and governments on the continent. Attacking 

migration policies and accusing governments of stifling free speech, he framed the “threat from 

within” as the greatest challenge for the West. Rubio’s tone was different. He reached out to 

Europe, in order to paint an airbrushed and touched-up picture of the “Western” whole. By being 

apologetic for its “heritage” and the Christian faith that unites it, the West, he said, is sowing the 

seeds of its own demise. Trump, in this reading, is fighting a civilisational battle to protect White 

Christendom, from a range of its enemies, including migrants and former colonies. 

Even from a purely “Western” lens, the mercantilist and colonial era was marked by war, conflict 

and uncertainty in Europe. There is no going back to the order that began to end in 1945: There 

will be no return to Apartheid in South Africa, no colonial ruler in India, mercifully. Rubio’s speech 

is likely meant as much for a domestic political audience as it was for Munich. The message it 

sends out is that his administration’s vision of the future is framed by both a past that never was, 

and one that will thankfully never be. 
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NATIONAL 

BANGLADESH HAS A NEW PM, GOVERNMENT. IT’S TIME FOR A DELHI -DHAKA 

RECALIBRATION 

Tarique Rahman’s swearing-in as Prime Minister also marks the beginning of a new phase in 

India-Bangladesh relations. When the BNP was last in power from 2001 to 2006, led by the new 

PM’s mother, the late Khaleda Zia, then heading a coalition with the Jamaat-e-Islami, the 

relationship with India was tested. Some of the issues of contention then mirror the points of 

unease today. There were incidents of violence against the Hindu minority following the October 

2001 elections; India’s requests that Bangladesh act against insurgent groups operating against it 

largely went unheeded. India invested in ties with the Sheikh Hasina government, therefore, after 

her return to power in 2009. Now, Delhi needs to engage with a new Dhaka. There are signs it is 

doing so, and the Rahman-led BNP has also signalled it will meet it halfway. 

A future-facing shift has been evident in Delhi’s outreach to Rahman recently. Minister S 

Jaishankar travelled to Dhaka to attend Khaleda Zia’s funeral in December, and Speaker Om Birla 

was present at Rahman’s swearing-in. Rahman steered clear of anti-India rhetoric during his 

election campaign, while his party manifesto pledged to uphold religious freedom and communal 

harmony. Yet, going ahead, there will be challenges. Foremost among them is Hasina. Dhaka has 

submitted a formal extradition request, but New Delhi is unlikely to send her back — rightly so — 

particularly when international assessments agree that the ICT verdict was driven by vendetta, 

not justice. Then, the hardline Jamaat-e-Islami is in a stronger position after this election, and a 

large chunk of the constituencies it has won lie close to the India-Bangladesh border. Security 

cooperation with the Rahman government will be essential for India, given the historical baggage 

of insurgent groups operating actively during the rule of the BNP-Jamaat coalition in 2001-2006. 

The Muhammad Yunus-led interim government failed to prevent incidents of violence against 

Hindus — it will be the new dispensation’s responsibility to reassure the minorities. China’s 

expanding footprint and Islamabad’s bid to rebuild ties with Dhaka during Yunus’s tenure suggest 

that New Delhi will need to be engaged and vigilant. 

The logic of a shared history and culture, and strong economic cooperation provide a strong 

foundation for mutually beneficial ties. A meaningful reset calls for prudence on both sides and, 

from the larger player, magnanimity. The Rahman government must address New Delhi’s 

concerns. India’s political establishment must temper policy and rhetoric with long-termism and 

sobriety. 

WHY INDIA CHOSE TO BE AN OBSERVER IN TRUMP’S BOARD OF PEACE  

US President Donald Trump’s ‘Board of Peace’ held its first meeting on Thursday in Washington 

to discuss the reconstruction of Gaza, with India taking part as an “observer”. 

Key Takeaways: 

— Trump first announced the Board of Peace in September last year while outlining his plan to 

end Israel’s war in the devastated territory, with the United Nations (UN) backing the plan. But 

since then, as the body’s chair, he has expanded its mandate to “resolving global conflict”, 

triggering criticism that it could undermine the UN. 
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— While 27 countries, many of them from West Asia, have accepted Trump’s invitation to join the 

board, India and several others in the West and Global South have not. 

— India’s decision to attend the meeting as an observer was, therefore, an attempt to maintain a 

circumspect level of engagement with a controversial body while not shutting the door on a 

country with whom it has just agreed a trade pact framework. 

— The board’s 27 members include major West Asian countries such as Israel, Egypt, Jordan, 

Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Turkey and Bahrain. Trump’s right-wing allies Argentina and Hungary 

are members, as are Vietnam and Cambodia. Pakistan, too, is a member. Its Prime Minister, 

Shehbaz Sharif, himself attended Thursday’s meeting in Washington. 

— Besides the board members, 22 countries took part in the meeting as “observers”. These 

include the UK, Germany, Italy, Norway, Switzerland, Poland and the Netherlands. The EU, too, 

took part, as did Oman and Japan. 

— At the meeting, Trump announced that nine of the board members had pledged a combined $7 

billion towards relief in the war-battered strip. He also announced that the US was pledging $10 

billion for the Board of Peace, but did not specify what the money would be used for. 

— On January 24, when Trump unveiled his Board of Peace in Davos, India stayed away. It chose 

to wait and watch which countries would end up joining — and which ones would not. 

— Now, with the board holding its first meeting, its composition has become clearer: West Asian 

countries with much at stake, Trump’s ideological allies, and those seeking favours from the US 

President or looking to placate him. 

— Also important to note is who is not part of the board — Russia, China, France and the UK, the 

permanent members of the Security Council. The absence of these major powers reduces the 

Board of Peace’s heft and legitimacy. 

— New Delhi is also assessing its longevity. As of now, it is Trump’s passion project. The day he 

demits office — in three years — the Board of Peace becomes infructuous 

— India’s commitment to the UN and multilateralism will be put on test if the Board of Peace tends 

to undermine the UN framework and positions itself as a parallel body. 

— The choice of taking part as an observer also comes ahead of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 

visit to Israel. India is well aware of the diplomatic negotiations as part of the next steps in the 

fragile ceasefire. 

— India, which has consistently backed a “two-state solution” to the Palestine question, wants 

peace to return to the region. A peaceful West Asia will help the government push for the India-

Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor. 

— The choice of taking part as an observer also comes ahead of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 

visit to Israel. India is well aware of the diplomatic negotiations as part of the next steps in the 

fragile ceasefire. 

— India, which has consistently backed a “two-state solution” to the Palestine question, wants 

peace to return to the region. A peaceful West Asia will help the government push for the India-

Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor. 
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— So, the Board of Peace observer status gives it a ringside view of how the players in the region 

are navigating the issues regarding bringing peace and stability to the region, without being part 

of the negotiations. 

Do You Know: 

— After WWII, Britain decided to exit from Palestine and shifted the responsibility to address the 

issue to the United Nations (UN). On May 15, 1947, the UN established the United Nations Special 

Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) to study the case of  Palestine. On August 31, 1947, UNSCOP 

published its findings and recommended the partition of Palestine. 

— On November 2, 1947, the UN General Assembly passed Resolution 181, recommending the 

partition of Palestine into a Jewish state (on around 56 per cent of land), and an Arab state (on 

around 43 per cent of land), with Jerusalem and Bethlehem put under a special international 

regime. 

— Shortly after the UN Resolution 181, a civil war broke out, resulting in the violent expulsion of 

Palestinians from their towns and villages, which culminated in what is known as the Nakba 

(Catastrophe). By the time Britain withdrew, Israel had control over 77 per cent of the land, and 

one-third of the Arab population had been displaced and became refugees in neighbouring 

countries. Israel declared independence on May 14, 1948. 

— India’s position in this conflict has remained consistent. It has supported a “negotiated two-

state solution, towards the establishment of a sovereign, independent and viable State of Palestine 

within secure and recognised borders, living side by side in peace with Israel.” 

FROM MARITIME TO DIGITAL: INDIA, SEYCHELLES GIVE TIES A SHOT IN ARM  

While stressing that defence and maritime cooperation are important pillars in the relationship 

between India and Seychelles, Prime Minister Narendra Modi said on Monday that in the coming 

days, the two countries would also cooperate in renewable energy and climate solutions. He was 

addressing a joint press meet in New Delhi along with visiting Seychelles President Patrick 

Herminie. 

Key Takeaways: 

— “In the areas of marine research, capacity-building and data-sharing, India will share its 

expertise with Seychelles. Defence cooperation and maritime security are important pillars of our 

cooperation,” Modi said. He also welcomed Seychelles as a full member of the Colombo Security 

Conclave, a regional maritime security grouping formed in 2011 by India, Sri Lanka, and the 

Maldives – now expanded to include Mauritius and Bangladesh as well. 

— “This will strengthen our efforts for peace and stability in the Indian Ocean and deepen our ties. 

Together we will shape not just bilateral cooperation, but a shared future for the Indian Ocean,” 

said the Prime Minister. 

— After extensive discussions between the two leaders on Monday morning, India and Seychelles 

adopted a Joint Vision for Sustainability, Economic Growth and Security through Enhanced 

Linkages (SESEL) and signed a series of key agreements covering health, maritime cooperation, 

digital transformation, capacity-building and cultural exchange. 
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— As part of the visit, seven MoUs were signed, including on 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. 

— Modi 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, the MEA said. 

The package will support Seychelles’ developmental needs in public housing, mobility, 

infrastructure, capacity-building and maritime security. 

— During their meeting, both leaders underscored that India-Seychelles ties are people-centric 

and play an important role in ensuring peace, security and stability in the Western Indian Ocean 

Region. 

— Modi also reiterated that Seychelles is a key pillar of India’s Vision MAHASAGAR (Mutual and 

Holistic Advancement for Security and Growth Across Regions), while Herminie invited the PM to 

be the Guest of Honour for the 50th anniversary of Seychelles’ Independence. He made the 

announcement during the joint press meet with Modi on Monday. 

Do You Know: 

— India and Seychelles have an elaborate architecture of defence and security cooperation that 

has deepened over the years against the backdrop of the growing menace of piracy and other 

economic offences in the strategic Indian Ocean region. The fact that President Herminie came to 

India within the first 100 days of his swearing-in spells out the importance the island nation 

accords to India. 

— The doctrine of MAHASAGAR builds on SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) and 

indicates a broadened scope of India’s maritime engagement. This perceptibly includes not only 

the immediate neighbourhood but also extends to the broader Indo-Pacific space and connects 

with India’s strategic collaboration with QUAD members—the United States, Japan, and Australia. 

INDIA, GREECE SIGN JOINT DECLARATION OF INTENT TO STRENGTHEN DEFENCE 

COOPERATION 

INDIA AND Greece on Monday 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. 

Key Takeaways: 

— The agreement was signed following bilateral talks between Defence Minister Rajnath Singh 

and his Greece counterpart Nikolaos-Georgios Dendias at the Manekshaw Centre. 

— Welcoming the announcement from the Greek side, Singh later posted on X that an 

International Liaison Officer from that country will be positioned at the Information Fusion 

Center-Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), Gurugram, to enhance maritime cooperation between 

both seafaring nations. 
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— According to a statement from the Ministry of Defence, during the meeting, both ministers 

reiterated that the India-Greece Strategic Partnership is based on shared values of peace, stability, 

freedom, and mutual respect.  

— The two countries decided to expand the capacity of their respective indigenous defence 

industries through partnership between India’s ‘Aatmanirbhar Bharat’ and Hellenic defence 

reforms under ‘Agenda 2030’, the statement said. 

— A Bilateral Military Cooperation Plan for 2026 was also exchanged, charting the course for 

military engagements between the armed forces of both countries, it said. The two ministers 

discussed issues related to regional peace and security and acknowledged the deepening of their 

bilateral defence cooperation and strategic ties. 

Do You Know: 

— According to MEA, “Following India’s nuclear weapon test in 1998, while other European 

powers were calling for sanctions against India, the Greek defence Minister paid a bilateral visit 

in December 1998 and signed an MoU on Defence Cooperation.  

— India has similarly shown consistent support to Greece on its core international interests 

particularly related to the Cyprus issue, and its positions on maritime issues with Turkey.” 

AI SUMMIT IS AN OPPORTUNITY. GLOBAL SOUTH MUST SEIZE THE MOMENT  

The AI Impact Summit, which begins in New Delhi, will be the first such conclave in the Global 

South. The choice of venue is more than just symbolic. Earlier editions of the summit paved the 

way for larger conversations on global AI governance. However, the Global South has largely been 

underrepresented in the norm-setting processes. The Delhi Summit is an opportunity to address 

this imbalance. It’s almost certain that AI will be much more deeply embedded in disciplines 

central to human well-being — medicine, agriculture, law, even humanities and social sciences —

compared to any other technology in the past. Innovation, therefore, cannot remain moored in the 

languages, insights and datasets of the advanced economies. For countries in large parts of Asia, 

Africa and Latin America, correcting the AI skew is not merely a technical issue — it’s closely 

intertwined with developmental concerns. In a geopolitically volatile world, this equity 

imperative is also tied to national security concerns. 

India’s journey offers a persuasive framework for an alternative AI pathway. The country’s digital 

public infrastructure (DPI) — the cornerstone of welfare provisions, ranging from agriculture and 

food security to subsidies for cooking gas to vaccine delivery — has underlined inclusion and 

affordability. Instead of focusing only on capital-intensive proprietary frontier models, developed 

countries could work on building AI layers atop existing DPI systems. When governed responsibly, 

datasets in such systems can power service optimisation. India’s multilingual AI initiative, 

Bhashini, is a good example. It addresses one of the biggest barriers in welfare delivery — 

language accessibility. When voice interfaces are integrated with DPI systems, citizens can 

interact online with government service delivery systems in their own languages. In the 

linguistically diverse nations of the Global South, such AI tools can become harbingers of good 

governance. 
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Close to 90 per cent of AI patents today originate in the US, Europe and China. That’s why even as 

it charts its own course and tries to democratise AI development, the Global South cannot afford 

to remain disengaged with the advanced economies. In India, like in many other developing 

countries, innovations — including DPI — have historically been stewarded by the government. 

State control has come down substantially in the past three decades. But a technology that thrives 

on experimentation, collaboration, risk-taking, and access to global research networks requires 

the government to become an enabler, not a controller. At the same time, concerns over privacy, 

security — national and individual — and fairness are central to AI development. These issues are 

part of global conversations . The Delhi Summit could help open the way to a richer and more 

inclusive AI ecosystem. 

INDIA AI IMPACT SUMMIT 2026  

— India hosted the AI Impact Summit 2026 in New Delhi from February 16 to February 20. The 

AI Impact Summit 2026 is the fourth edition in a series of such global gatherings. 

Key takeaways from the Summit: 

(i) New Delhi Declaration on AI Impact:  

The key outcome document of the five-day India AI Impact Summit was so far have been 

signed by 88 countries and international organisations, including the United States, China, 

France, Australia and the UK. The declaration has been centered along the seven Chakras 

(pillars) of the AI Impact Summit 2026.  Through the declaration, India has maintained 

the focus on its key pitch ahead of the AI Summit — “democratising” AI, while respecting 

the sovereignty of countries. 

(ii) ‘MANAV’ vision  

— During the summit, PM Modi unveiled India’s AI vision ‘MANAV’, which encompasses moral 

and ethical systems, accountable governance, and national sovereignty. He outlined a nuanced 

approach to AI not as an autonomous force driven solely by data and algorithms, but as an 

extension of human aspirations, ethics, and dignity. 

MANAV stands: 

M– moral and ethical systems: AI should be based on ethical guidance. 

A– accountable governance means transparent rules, robust oversight; 

N– national sovereignty means whose data, his right. 

A– accessible and inclusive means AI should be a multiplier, not a monopoly. 

V– valid and legitimate means AI should be lawful and verifiable”. 

(iii) Prime Minister Modi has outlined three key suggestions for the ethical and responsible use of 

artificial intelligence. 

First, Modi called for a global trusted data framework that respects data sovereignty. 

Second, he stressed transparency in AI systems, advocating for what he described as a “glass box” 

approach. “We need a glass box approach instead of a black box, where safety rules can be viewed 
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and verified,” he said, adding that this would strengthen accountability and ethical business 

practices. 

Third, referring to the “paperclip problem” often cited in AI research, Modi warned about 

unchecked machine objectives. “If a machine is given the goal of simply making paperclips, it will 

continue to do so, even at the cost of devouring all the world’s resources. Therefore, AI requires 

clear human values and guidance,” he said. 

(iv) India enters Pax Silica 

— On the sidelines of the AI Impact Summit, India signed the Pax Silica declaration to formally 

enter into the American-led strategic initiative to counter China’s dominance in artificial 

intelligence and technology supply chains. 

— Pax Silica is a US-led initiative to counter China’s dominance in new age sectors such as critical 

minerals that has created a wide gap in the price points of Chinese products and those produced 

elsewhere. 

— Members of Pax Silica: the USA, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Singapore, the Netherlands, Qatar, 

Greece, the United Kingdom, Israel, the United Arab Emirates, Australia, and India. 

(v) Qualcomm Technologies has announced a strategic collaboration with the Anusandhan 

National Research Foundation to strengthen India’s research ecosystem in science, engineering 

and next-generation technologies. Under the partnership, Qualcomm will contribute up to Rs 90 

crore over the next five years to support mission-driven research programs identified through 

ANRF’s evaluation frameworks. The focus areas include AI systems, advanced wireless 

technologies and next-generation computing. 

(vi) Adobe has announced free access to Acrobat, Firefly AI, and over 20 Creative Cloud apps for 

students in 15,000 schools and 500 colleges under the government’s Content Creator Labs 

initiative. This initiative was announced in the Union Budget 2026 to boost the orange economy 

in India. 

(vii) Gnani.ai has announced the launch of Vachana STT, a foundational, enterprise-grade Indic 

speech recognition model trained on over 1 million hours of real-world voice data spanning 1,056 

domains. Vachana STT is the first model released under Inya VoiceOS, a sovereign AI model stack 

being built as part of the India AI Mission. 

(viii) At the summit, Google CEO Sundar Pichai announced a new initiative called the India-

America Connect Initiative. The initiative aims to increase AI connectivity between India, the US 

and multiple locations across the Southern Hemisphere, delivering new sub-scale cable routes. 

The project will establish a new international subsea gateway in Visakhapatnam; three new 

subsea paths connecting India to Singapore, South Africa and Australia; and four strategic fiber-

optic routes to boost network connectivity between the US, India and multiple locations across 

the Southern Hemisphere. This builds on Google’s ongoing subsea cable projects across the Pacific 

and Africa, it said in a press release. 

SC SLAMS STATES FOR FREEBIES TO AFFLUENT WHILE RUNNING DEFICIT  

The Supreme Court Thursday slammed the practice of political parties and elected governments 

announcing freebies and direct cash transfers to woo voters ahead of elections, wondering if it 
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would not amount to appeasement and asking how long the trend, which will only hamper the 

country’s development, can go on. 

Key Takeaways: 

— A three-judge bench presided over by Chief Justice of India Surya Kant suggested that 

governments seeking to provide subsidies should include them in their planned expenditure. 

— The bench, also comprising Justices Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M Pancholi, was hearing a writ 

petition filed by the Tamil Nadu Power Distribution Corporation Ltd challenging Rule 23 of the 

Electricity Amendment Rules, 2024. 

— The Rule provides that the tariff must be cost-reflective and that there should be no revenue 

gap between the approved annual revenue requirement and the estimated annual revenue from 

the approved tariff, except in situations of natural calamity. 

— Issuing notice to the Centre, the CJI touched on the free power distribution by state 

governments without distinction between those who can afford and those who cannot and asked, 

“Is it in the public interest that…the state is absorbing all these?” 

— The CJI said, “It is understandable that there are some people who cannot afford and they have 

to be provided. There are children who cannot afford education, they have to be provided…It is 

the state’s duty…The society should welcome it. But the persons who…are simply enjoying despite 

all means available, and are affluent and therefore any such kind of freebie first comes to their 

pocket, is it not the high time for the states to revisit these policy frameworks?” 

— The CJI said, “What should be the format of the welfare scheme, how it should be given, 

implemented, it is all for the political wisdom, for elected government to decide. Our worry is that 

states are running in deficit and still giving all these. From where all this money is coming?” 

— Appearing for the Regulatory Commission, Senior Advocate P Wilson pointed out that Article 

39 (b) dealing with directive principles of state police says that the ownership and control of the 

material resources of the community are so distributed as best to subserve the common good. 

— Justice Bagchi said, “If you take a welfare policy and as you say it is part of the directive 

principles, the courts have no headache on that. What we are really concerned and what this 

Article 32 petition really throws up this issue is planned expenditure versus non-planned 

expenditure. If you wish to have welfare schemes, put it as a part of your budgetary proposals and 

give justification as to this is my outlay on planned education. This is my outlay on unemployment 

people giving them advantage through any monetary schemes, but you don’t do it as in this case.” 

Do You Know: 

— Over the past decade, India has moved from a welfare system based on ration shops and public 

works to one increasingly defined by digital transfers and women-focused income support. This 

change has become most visible after 2020, when several states began transferring cash directly 

into women’s bank accounts at a scale not seen before. 

— Thus, India’s welfare system has travelled far from its early years. After independence, the state 

focused on fighting hunger and building basic economic security. The Constitution’s Directive 

Principles – reducing inequality (Article 38) and securing livelihoods (Article 41) – shaped the 

welfare model built on food distribution, public works, and subsidised services. 
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— The Public Distribution System (PDS), land reforms, and early employment programmes 

became essential tools in a country grappling with shortages and weak markets. 

— Over time, welfare took two clear forms. Initially, in-kind transfers delivered essential goods: 

subsidised grain through the Public Distribution System, cooked meals under PM-POSHAN, 

housing through PMAY, and nutrition kits under POSHAN. These programmes provided a 

minimum level of security when household incomes dipped. 

— Cash transfers came later, enabled by Aadhaar, Jan-Dhan, and DBT. These schemes deposit 

money directly into beneficiaries’ accounts, giving households the freedom to use it according to 

their needs. PM-KISAN gives income support to farmers; pensions reach the elderly, widows, and 

the disabled generally through direct transfers. 

— Together, these two forms – cash and kind – have built a hybrid welfare state, which is closely 

connected to households. 

SUPREME COURT STEPS IN; JUDICIAL OFFICERS WILL NOW JOIN BENGAL SIR PROCESS  

The Supreme Court on Friday took an “extraordinary” decision to involve the judiciary in the 

ongoing special intensive revision (SIR) of electoral rolls in West Bengal, saying the persistent 

“trust deficit” between the Mamata Banerjee government and the Election Commission (EC) has 

led to a “stalemate”, with time running out. 

A three-judge Bench headed by Chief Justice of India Surya Kant requested the Chief Justice of 

Calcutta High Court to deploy a force of serving and retired judicial officers of West Bengal to take 

over the quasi-judicial task of Electoral Registration Officers/Assistant Electoral Registration 

Officers. They would hear lakhs of voters who had been dropped from the draft roll and had 

received hearing notices after the EC found them “unmapped” or detected “logical discrepancies” 

in their personal details. 

Now, with hardly a week to go for the claims/objections phase to end on February 28, the court 

found the State government and the EC exchanging recriminations over the quality and rank of 

personnel the State had deputed to the EC for the SIR exercise. 

The past hearings had seen the court try to intervene and bring the “running dispute” between 

the two to an amicable end. Friday saw the court compelled to move in. 

“The foremost and urgent issue revolves around the completion of SIR in West Bengal... 

Allegations and counter-allegations are being traded between two constitutional functionaries, 

namely the State government and the Election Commission of India. The SIR process is stuck,” the 

top court said. 

The Bench asked the High Court Chief Justice to hold a meeting on Saturday with the State Election 

Commissioner, the West Bengal Chief Secretary, the Director-General of Police and the Advocate-

General of the State, to iron out a plan for the deployment of judicial officers, who should be in the 

rank of District or Additional District Judge. Their instructions would be deemed to be that of the 

apex court, and the State/district administration would have to comply without demur. 

‘Extraordinary state’ 

“The circumstances being extraordinary, the inclusion of judicial officers is extraordinary in 

nature. It may have some impact on the pending court cases,” the court acknowledged. 
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The Bench proposed shifting urgent cases pending with the deployed judicial officers to other 

courts for a period of a week or 10 days “by which the entire process [SIR] is required to be 

completed”. 

The top court agreed with a suggestion from the EC that it should be allowed to publish the list of 

voters whose names have been cleared in the SIR process on February 28. The rest could be 

included in a supplementary roll. 

Senior advocate Kapil Sibal, for West Bengal, said such a publication may lead to a “law-and-order” 

situation. But the Chief Justice said the electoral roll of names published on February 28 would 

not be treated as a final one. 

“It is an ongoing process,” the court said. 

It posted the case on March 10, 2026. 

SC ASKS GOVT. TO CONSIDER PLEA TO TREAT ‘RACIAL SLUR’ AS A HATE CRIME  

The Supreme Court on Wednesday disagreed with the notion of pigeonholing crime on the basis 

of race and region, saying it would fuel polarisation, while hearing a petition seeking 

comprehensive guidelines to recognise ‘racial slur’ as a separate category of hate crime. 

Chief Justice of India Surya Kant, heading a three-judge Bench, said crime, whoever was on either 

end of it, should be dealt with an iron hand. 

Classifying crimes based on a victim’s identity could risk dividing society, Chief Justice Kant said, 

adding that 75 years after Independence, the nation must find strength and unity in treating all its 

diverse citizens equally. 

Parting words 

The court asked Attorney-General R. Venkataramani to consider the petition and refer it to an 

appropriate authority. 

The petition was filed by advocate Anoop Prakash Awasthi in the aftermath of shock and public 

grief over the fatal attack on Anjel Chakma, a 24-year-old MBA student from Tripura, by a group 

of men in Uttarakhand. 

Chakma was attacked after he resisted heckling while out shopping with his younger brother. He 

died under medical treatment on December 27, 2025, never regaining consciousness. The petition 

recounted Chakma’s tragic words to his attackers, “We are Indians. What certificate should we 

show to prove that?” 

‘Can’t walk away’ 

The petitioner urged the Supreme Court “that we must do something” and said people cannot 

shrug and walk away when somebody was being beaten up by a mob. 

He had argued that the new bouquet of criminal laws, including the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 

hardly addressed the issue of hate crime, racial discrimination, and violence against Indian 

citizens, especially from the northeastern States and other frontier regions. 
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THE NEED FOR DIVERSITY IN THE JUDICIARY  

The story so far: 

P. Wilson, senior advocate and Rajya Sabha MP of the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) party, 

has introduced a private member Bill to amend the Constitution in order to bring diversity in 

judicial appointments and set up regional benches of the Supreme Court. 

What does the Constitution provide? 

Article 124 of the Constitution provides that judges of the Supreme Court shall be appointed by 

the President after consulting the Chief Justice of India (CJI). Similarly, Article 217 provides that 

judges of a High Court shall be appointed by the President after consulting the CJI, the Chief Justice 

of the High Court and Governor of the State. Article 130 of the Constitution provides that the seat 

of the Supreme Court shall be in Delhi or such other place(s) as appointed by the CJI with the 

approval of central government. 

What is the collegium system? 

As per the process laid down in the Constitution, judges were appointed by the government after 

consultation with the judiciary till the 1980s. In the First Judges case (1981), the Supreme Court 

upheld the primacy of the executive in judicial appointments since it is accountable to the people. 

However, considering the need to maintain the independence of the judiciary and insulate it from 

political favouritism, the Supreme Court in the Second Judges case (1993) created the collegium 

system for the appointment of judges. This was reaffirmed by the Supreme Court’s opinion in the 

Third Judges case (1998). The collegium consists of the CJI with four senior judges of the SC for 

appointments to the Supreme Court, and the CJI with two senior judges for appointment to the 

High Courts. The collegium initiates the proposal for appointment of judges to the higher judiciary 

and sends the recommendation to the Central government. The Centre may return a 

recommendation in case of any objection. However, if the collegium reiterates the 

recommendation, the appointment should be made. 

The collegium system has ensured the independence of the judiciary from the executive, in the 

matter of appointments. Nevertheless, it has its own drawbacks like lack of transparency and 

accountability. There is also resentment on account of alleged nepotism in this process whereby 

kith and kin of sitting judges are favoured for appointments to higher judiciary. Parliament 

through the 99th constitutional amendment in 2014 had set up the National Judicial 

Appointments Commission (NJAC) to provide recommendations to the executive for appointment 

of judges. The NJAC was to consist of the CJI, two senior judges, the Union law minister and two 

eminent persons. This was however struck down by the Supreme Court in 2015 as it violated the 

basic structure of the independence of the judiciary. Hence, the collegium process continues till 

date for appointments. 

What is this Bill? 

The collegium process lays emphasis on merit in the selection of judges. However, it does not 

reflect the social diversity of our country. For instance, out of the judges appointed to higher 

judiciary between 2018 and 2024, only around 20% belonged to the Scheduled Castes (SC), 

Scheduled Tribes (ST) and Other Backward Classes (OBC). The proportion of women and religious 

minorities is less than 15% and 5% respectively. The Bill introduced by the private member 

mandates that due representation should be given to SC, ST, OBC, religious minorities and women 
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in proportion to their population while appointing judges to the Supreme Court and High courts. 

It also sets a maximum timeline of 90 days for the Central government to notify the 

recommendations of the collegium. 

Considering that the Supreme Court only sits in Delhi, access to the highest court for common 

citizens remains a challenge. There are also more than 90,000 cases pending in the Supreme Court 

as of January 2026. In order to address these issues, the Bill requires setting up of regional benches 

of the Supreme Court in New Delhi, Kolkata, Mumbai and Chennai. These regional benches shall 

exercise full jurisdiction of the Supreme Court except over cases of constitutional importance to 

be heard by the main Constitution bench in Delhi. 

What can be the way forward? 

The onus for ensuring social diversity in the appointment of judges primarily falls on the judiciary 

through the collegium process. The private member Bill is relevant as it would create a 

constitutional directive to achieve the desired objective. The long-term reform could be to revive 

the NJAC by broad basing its composition. It can include representatives from the legislature, bar 

council and academia like in South Africa and the U.K. This would make the consultation broad 

based and inclusive. Suitable representation for SC, ST, OBC, minorities and women should be 

ensured through this process. 

As recommended by Parliamentary committees and Law Commission in the past, regional 

benches of the Supreme Court can be set up under existing provisions of the Constitution itself. 

The Court may even consider setting up a bench in one region initially and extend to other regions 

in a time bound manner. 

DATA LAW: SC TO EXAMINE PRIVACY, PUBLIC INTEREST & PRESS FREEDOM  

Three separate PIL petitions have been filed in the Supreme Court challenging the 

constitutionality of the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 (DPDP Act). 

Key Takeaways: 

— While the statute was enacted to safeguard digital privacy of individuals, the petitioners argue 

that the Act — and the Rules notified under it — paradoxically undermines the fundamental Right 

to Information (RTI), handicaps investigative journalism, and expands state surveillance powers. 

— The petitions have been filed by the National Campaign for Peoples’ Right to Information 

(NCPRI), a civil society network instrumental in the enactment of the RTI Act; Venkatesh Nayak, a 

transparency advocate; and The Reporters’ Collective Trust, a group of investigative journalists. 

— A central point made by all three petitioners concerns the amendment to the RTI Act, 2005. 

Section 44(3) of the DPDP Act alters Section 8(1)(j) of the RTI Act, which governs the disclosure 

of personal information held by public authorities. 

— Before this amendment, public officials could deny personal information requested under the 

Act only if it had no relationship to any public activity or interest, or if it caused an “unwarranted 

invasion of the privacy of the individual”. 

— The unamended Section 8(1)(j) also contained a public interest exception, which allowed the 

public information officer (PIO) to disclose even personal information if they were satisfied that 

the “larger public interest justifies the disclosure”. 
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— The substituted Section 8(1)(j) now simply exempts “information which relates to personal 

information”. The NCPRI petition states that this amendment “extinguishes” the statutory power 

of PIOs to weigh public interest against privacy. 

— The NCPRI petition contends that this converts a “carefully calibrated privacy exemption into 

an absolute bar”, thereby shielding corrupt officials. Nayak’s petition calls this a “death knell for 

participatory democracy” and “ruinous to ideas of open governance”. 

— All three petitions invoke the Supreme Court’s landmark Puttaswamy judgment of 2017, which 

mandates that any restriction on fundamental rights must satisfy the “proportionality test”. 

— The Reporters’ Collective petition highlights an adverse effect on the freedom of the press. 

Under the DPDP Act, journalists collecting data on individuals — for instance, while investigating 

a fraudulent scheme or reporting on government beneficiaries — may be classified as “data 

fiduciaries”. This classification, under the Act, imposes onerous obligations such as giving notice 

to and obtaining consent from the very individuals being investigated. 

— The petition argues that this requirement is “infeasible” and “counter-productive” for the 

purpose of investigative journalism. If the person to whom the data relates does not give consent, 

Section 12 of the Act mandates that their data be erased by the data fiduciary. The petition argues 

this would “[make] post-facto validation of a news report or article impossible”. 

— The petition also warns of a “chilling effect” due to the high penalties (rising up to Rs 250 crore) 

prescribed under the Act. The threat of such “unaffordable penalties”, the petition argues, will 

dissuade journalists from reporting on matters of public interest involving personal data. 

— Nayak and the Reporters’ Collective also allege that the Data Protection Board of India — the 

body tasked with enforcing the Act and imposing penalties — lacks independence. 

— Under the newly notified Rules for implementing the Act, the search-cum-selection committee 

for appointing the board’s chairperson and members consists entirely of government secretaries 

and experts nominated by the government. 

Do You Know: 

— The RTI Act, which came into force in October 2005, was seen as a significant development 

towards freedom of information. It gave ordinary citizens the right to request information from 

government bodies, making authorities accountable for their actions and decisions. 

— According to the official site of the Right to Information, “the basic object of the RTI Act is to 

empower the citizens, promote transparency and accountability in the working of the 

Government, contain corruption, and make our democracy work for the people in a real sense.” 

These are the four pillars of the Act. 

— Union Minister Vaishnav, in response to the opposition claims, underlined that protection of 

personal information was important as the Supreme Court in the Puttaswamy judgment had held 

privacy to be an integral part of the Right to Life. This data protection act is in harmony with both 

privacy and transparency in public life. 

— In August, 2017, a nine-judge bench of the Supreme Court of India in K. Puttaswamy v Union of 

India Case ruled unanimously that  “the right to privacy is protected as an intrinsic part of the 
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right to life and personal liberty under Article 21 and as a part of the freedoms guaranteed by Part 

III of the Constitution”. 

WHAT HAS GOVT. LAID DOWN ON AI LABELLING? 

The story so far: 

The Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) earlier this week notified an 

amendment to the IT Rules, 2021, that would require users and social media platforms to label 

AI-generated content, and tighten the takedown timelines for all content — not just AI-generated 

posts — from 24-36 hours to two to three hours. The rules come into effect on February 20. 

What about AI-generated content? 

The Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) 

Amendment Rules, 2026 require social media platforms to “prominently” label “synthetically 

generated” content, or AI-generated images and videos. The requirement was first proposed in 

October last year, and was notified this week. Social media platforms with more than five million 

users are required to obtain a “user declaration [for AI-generated content] and [conduct] technical 

verification before publishing [AI-generated content]”. 

MeitY said in an explanatory document that this requirement was introduced to counter 

“deepfakes, misinformation, and other unlawful content capable of misleading users, causing 

users harm, violating privacy, or threatening national integrity,” and that it was important that 

users be aware whether what they are viewing is inauthentic. 

The October draft definition of “Synthetically Generated Information” (SGI) was wider, 

encompassing any audiovisual content that was AI-modified or generated. The final rules carve 

out some exemptions: for instance, smartphone-clicked photos that are retouched automatically 

by the camera app will not be considered SGI, and special effects in films will not be considered 

something that needs to be labelled. The rules also prohibit certain types of SGI: child sexual 

exploitation and abuse material, forged documents, information on developing explosives, and 

deepfakes falsely representing a real person. 

How can AI-generated content be detected? 

The government has asked large platforms to “deploy reasonable and appropriate technical 

measures to prevent unlawful SGI, and to ensure labelling/provenance/identifier requirements 

for permissible SGI”. A senior official at the IT Ministry argued that large platforms have 

sophisticated tools to detect SGI, and that this requirement merely requires them to perform 

detection that they are already doing. Additionally, some AI firms and platforms have participated 

in the Coalition for Content Provenance and Authenticity (C2PA), which offers technical standards 

to invisibly label AI-generated content in a way that can be read by other platforms, in case AI-

based detection fails. The rules allude to this effort by requiring “provenance/identifier 

requirements,” but the official said they don’t want to endorse any single effort, but would like to 

formalise the aims of such collaborations. 

How have time limits changed? 

The IT Rules enable some government authorities and police officials to issue takedown notices 

under Rule 3(1)(b), and users to send in grievances for “illegal” categories of content enumerated 
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in the IT Rules. Those categories include misinformation, nudity, and threats to sovereignty. For 

both government- and court-issued takedown notices, the timelines have been reduced to 2-3 

hours, while for all other categories of user complaints (like defamation and misinformation), the 

response timelines have been reduced from two weeks to one week. The timelines for responding 

to user reports (under Rule 3(2)(b)) on “sensitive” content has also been slashed from 72 hours 

to 36 hours. The government reasoned that the previous limits allowed a lot of damage to be done 

even within those timelines, necessitating a revisit of the time platforms have to act. 

What other changes have been made? 

Users will now have to receive a reminder of platforms’ terms and conditions more often. “The 

amendments include revisions to Rule 3(1)(c) of the Intermediary Rules, increasing the frequency 

of user notifications from once every year to at least once every 3 (three) months, and expanding 

the content of such notifications to clarify potential consequences of non-compliance and 

reporting obligations,” JSA Advocates and Solicitors said in an analysis. 

The rules also require platforms to specifically warn users that harmful deepfakes and other 

illegal AI-generated content could expose them to legal action, including the disclosure of their 

identity to law enforcement agencies and “immediate disabling of access or removal of such 

content, suspension or termination of user accounts”, JSA said in its analysis. 

ON THE IMPORTANCE OF SATIRE  

If lampooning was a threat to national security, defence, reputation and India’s foreign relations, 

the first Prime Minister of the country, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru would have desisted from telling 

cartoonist K. Shankar Pillai — “Don’t spare me, Shankar”. 

Recently, access to a 52-second cartoon video reportedly featuring Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

was blocked from the social media handles of The Wire, an online news portal. The portal reported 

that one of its editors was “informed orally.... that the grounds for blocking the cartoon were that 

it spread rumours/unverified information that would affect the defence, security, reputation of 

the country and India’s relations with foreign countries”. 

The Editors Guild of India issued a statement that the incident was yet “another example of the 

rising intolerance to comment and scrutiny on the part of the government and its 

representatives… and serves to tarnish India’s credentials as an accommodative democracy that 

gives space to media, including satire and humour”. 

Legal precedents 

The Guild drew attention to the government’s “unsheathing” of the Information Technology 

(Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Amendment Rules of 2026, which is 

poised to come into effect from February 20, the day the Global AI Impact Summit ends in New 

Delhi. The amended rules give social media platforms three hours, a sharp reduction from the 24-

36 hours under the 2021 Rules, to take down content, including synthetically-generated ones, 

deemed illegal by a court or an “appropriate government”. 

Meanwhile, the Karnataka High Court has recently upheld the ‘Sahyog’ content-blocking portal, a 

government platform to automate the process of sending notices to intermediaries in order to 

facilitate the removal or disabling of access to any information, data or communication link being 

used to commit an unlawful act. 
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The High Court had rejected a petition by X (formerly Twitter) that the portal bypassed procedural 

safeguards which need to be mandatorily followed by government authorities before blocking 

public access to online content under Section 69A of the Information Technology Act, 2000. The 

social media platform had argued that the government was using the “safe harbour” regime to 

nudge social media intermediaries into blocking content and restricting free speech and 

expression. 

On the other hand, the Supreme Court, in its March 2015 judgment in Shreya Singhal versus Union 

of India, held that not only the social media intermediary but also the ‘originator’ of the online 

content must be heard before a blocking is passed by the government. 

The Shreya Singhal verdict had held that any blocking of content under Section 69A could be done 

by the Union government only for reasons prescribed in Article 19(2) of the Constitution, such as 

threatening the security or defence of the country, friendly relations with foreign nations, and in 

order to maintain public order or prevention of incitement. 

The reasons for the blocking order have to be given in writing and it can be subject to review by a 

committee. 

Defining satire 

However, the question is whether satire, comedy or a work of art is a threat to national security 

or defence of the nation. The Supreme Court has consistently held that satire was basically an 

exaggeration of a particular situation or event beyond normal bounds that it becomes ridiculous, 

inducing laughter, and in the process exposes certain ills or shortcomings. 

The Supreme Court in Indibily Creative (P) Ltd. versus State of West Bengal, a 2019 judgment, 

quoted senior advocate Madhavi Goradia Divan that “satire is a literary genre where topical issues 

are held up to scorn by means of ridicule or irony”’. The top court went on to note that satire was 

one of the most effective art forms revealing the absurdities, hypocrisies and contradictions of life. 

The judgment highlighted satire’s “unique ability to quickly and clearly make a point and facilitate 

understanding in ways that other forms of communication and expression often do not”. 

Justice K. Ramaswamy, speaking for the Supreme Court Bench in the 1997 caselaw of D.C. Saxena 

versus Chief Justice of India cautioned the government that “prohibition of freedom of speech and 

expression on public issues prevents and stifles the debate on social, political and economic 

questions which in the long term endangers the stability of the community and maximises the 

source and breeds for more likely revolution”. The Supreme Court, in the Indibly Creative caselaw, 

had even quoted Albert Camus to defend the freedom of artistic expression through satire and 

comedy, noting that “art, by virtue of that free essence I have tried to define, unites whereas 

tyranny separates. It is not surprising, therefore, that art should be the enemy marked out by 

every form of oppression”. 

In Kama versus M. Jothisorupan, a 2018 judgment of the Madras High Court, the single judge 

Bench termed a cartoon as a close relation of caricature, implying a deliberate exaggeration 

intended to produce satirical effect. The Bench termed a satirical cartoon as “intrinsically a 

weapon of ridicule”. The judgment explained that the appeal of the political cartoon or caricature 

was often based on exploitation of unfortunate physical traits or politically embarrassing events 

— an exploitation often calculated to injure the feelings of the subject of the portrayal. The High 

Court said the political cartoon was a “weapon of attack”, a bee sting of scorn, ridicule and satire. 

Something which would be least effective if it tried to “pat some politician on the back”. 
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The right to poke fun 

Globally, courts in democracies have entitled cartoons and satire with greater latitude, tolerating 

them as an essential ingredient of public life and opinion. 

The Madras High Court referred to how there was an “early cartoon portraying George 

Washington, the father of USA, as an ass”. 

The Supreme Court has, time and again, underscored that the art of satire and cartoons have to be 

evaluated through the eyes of a reasonable person who could laugh it off, unlike a “touchy and 

hyper-sensitive individual”. 

The Delhi High Court, while dismissing a plea for injunction against Netflix for streaming online 

content derogatory to lawyers, had championed the liberty of a creative artist to “project the 

picture of the society in a manner he perceives”. It termed satire as one of the prime forms of 

exposing the ills of the society. It underscored the value of stand-up comedians in society as they 

use satire and exaggerate the ills to an extent that it becomes ridiculous. 

The top court, in a March 2025 verdict, said “75 years into our Republic, we cannot be seen to be 

so shaky on our fundamentals that a mere recital of a poem, or for that matter, any form of art or 

entertainment, such as, stand-up comedy, can be alleged to lead to animosity or hatred amongst 

different communities”. The observation was part of a judgment which found Congress MP Imran 

Pratapgarhi innocent of spreading communal hate and communal discord through his poem on 

“suffering injustice with love”. 

The same month saw the Supreme Court issue notice to the Union government on a petition filed 

by Software Freedom Law Center (SFLC) challenging provisions of the Information Technology 

(Procedure and Safeguards for Blocking for Access of Information by Public) Rules, 2009. The 

petition has argued that Rules 8 and 9 make it optional for the government to inform the original 

creator of the online content about the proposed blocking action. The petition, argued by senior 

advocate Indira Jaising, said the government could use Rule 9 as an “emergency” provision to 

block content with hardly a word to the creator of the information. It contended that Rule 16 

facilitated a blanket confidentiality regarding requests, complaints and actions taken for blocking 

information. 

A similar petition filed by actor Sushant Singh challenging the 2009 Rules has been tagged with 

the SFLC petition. The Supreme Court has also issued notice in a third petition filed by senior 

journalist Sanjay Sharma, editor of the digital news platform ‘4PM’, against the blocking of his 

YouTube channel by the government on grounds of national security and public order. 

THE FOUR STANZAS OF VANDE MATARAM: A TRUNCATED SONG, A LONG -RUNNING ROW 

The Union government’s January 28 directive on singing all six stanzas of the National Song, Vande 

Mataram, at official functions has sparked objections from Muslim organisations in India. 

Key Takeaways: 

— The directive, which notified the first set of protocols for singing the National Song, stated that 

the full version of Vande Mataram — lasting 3 minutes and 10 seconds — must be played before 

Jana Gana Mana when both are part of official functions, and that the audience shall stand in 

attention when it is performed. 
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— So far, at all public functions, we only get to hear the first two stanzas of Vande Mataram. Some 

of the later parts of the composition contain religious imagery, which have been a source of 

contention. 

— The government, however, repeatedly brought up the “dropped” stanzas, including in 

Parliament, as it commemorates 150 years of the National Song. The latest move appears to be in 

line with that larger push. Here’s a history of the composition of Vande Mataram and why 

objections are being raised about the latter four stanzas. 

— Vande Mataram (meaning mother, I bow to thee) was composed in Sanskritised Bengali by 

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay in 1875. Six years later, it was included in his novel Anandamath, 

which tells the story of the late-18th century Sanyasi Rebellion — a series of armed uprisings 

against the rule of Mir Jafar and his East India Company overlords. 

— Vande Mataram emerged as a rallying cry during the Swadeshi movement (1905–08), 

becoming closely associated with the freedom struggle. 

— An October 1937 letter from Jawaharlal Nehru to Subhas Chandra Bose expressed 

apprehension that the song could provoke Muslims owing to its Anandamath background. But he 

added that the outcry was “manufactured” by “communalists”. 

— A Congress Working Committee resolution from October 1937 recommended that whenever 

Vande Mataram is sung at national gatherings, only the first two stanzas should be sung. It noted 

that there was nothing in the first two stanzas to which any one can take exception, and that the 

latter stanzas were not well known. 

— Indeed, the first two stanzas describe the beauty of the motherland — its fertility, its waters, 

its greenery. And in 1950, these stanzas were adopted as India’s National Song. 

— While the Constituent Assembly accorded the song equal honour and respect alongside the 

National Anthem, there had been no compulsory etiquette, posture, or legal requirement 

associated with singing or reciting it. The government’s move now looks to change this. 

— The opposition to Vande Mataram from Muslim scholars is rooted in the interpretation that the 

song’s imagery of “Mother India” as a goddess violates the basic Islamic tenet of strict 

monotheism, which forbids followers from worshipping anyone other than Allah. 

— Then comes the issue of the latter stanzas. The third stanza talks about “crores and crores” of 

arms ready to bear swords in the defence of the motherland. 

— The fourth says the motherland’s image is carved out in every shrine, and the fifth likens the 

motherland to goddesses Durga, Lakshmi and Saraswati. This invocation of Hindu goddesses has 

sparked objections from Muslim scholars. 

Do You Know: 

— 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. 
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— The National Anthem enjoys explicit constitutional and statutory protection, unlike the 

National Song. Article 51A(a) of the Constitution places a fundamental duty on citizens to respect 

the national anthem, with its recitation and use governed by detailed executive orders issued by 

the MHA. 

BJP, NISHIKANT DUBEY’S ATTEMPTS TO SILENCE LEADER OF OPPOSITION RAHUL GANDHI 

SHRINK THE HOUSE  

The first half of the Budget session was not marked by rigorous debate or enlivened by sparkling 

parliamentary exchanges. It showcased, instead, a concerted — and disquieting — bid to silence 

the Leader of the Opposition. First, the Speaker and senior ministers prevented Rahul Gandhi from 

completing his reply to the motion of thanks on the President’s address. Gandhi attempted to read 

out from the unpublished memoirs of a former Army chief, and the Speaker and Treasury benches 

insisted that the rulebook did not allow him to do so. The targeting of the LoP was 

unparliamentary. Then, late last week, BJP MP Nishikant Dubey introduced a “substantive motion” 

against LoP Gandhi, for being “hand in glove” with “anti-national forces”, seeking the cancellation 

of his LS membership, and asking that he be debarred from contesting elections. 

Dubey’s motion cannot be dismissed as that of an individual MP who has patented a provocative 

and polarising brand of politics. A substantive motion has been used in the past to suspend or 

disqualify MPs for criminal conduct, as in the aftermath of the “cash for votes” scandal in 2005. 

Rahul Gandhi’s criticism of the interim India-US trade deal, on the other hand, is a legitimate 

questioning of the government. Dubey paints Gandhi’s dissent as part of a conspiracy to 

“destabilise” India. This conflation of disagreement with being “anti-national”, this equating of 

political opponents with enemies, is part of a disturbing trend that shrinks spaces for debate, both 

inside and outside the House. 

The position — and voice — of the LoP is crucial in a parliamentary democracy. MP Dubey, and 

the Treasury benches, have every right to object to the tone and content of Gandhi’s speeches in 

the House. Seeking his disqualification, however, reeks of intolerance. This is not the first such 

move — Rahul Gandhi was disqualified with unseemly alacrity in March 2023, following a 

conviction in a defamation case by a lower court; he was reinstated after the SC stayed the 

sentence in August 2023. Both then and now, the ruling party undermines itself, and diminishes 

the House, by being seen to use its considerable firepower to silence the LoP. 

IN CLAMPDOWN ON DELHI UNIVERSITY STUDENTS, A FAILURE OF LEADERSHIP  

The word university comes from the Latin word universitas, meaning “the whole”. It is a reminder 

that higher education is meant to be capacious enough to hold friction, dissent and discomfort. 

Unfortunately, this understanding of the university’s space and role seems to be conspicuous by 

its absence in the administration of Delhi University. On Tuesday, it barred gatherings, protests 

and rallies on campus for a month, citing law-and-order concerns in the aftermath of clashes 

linked to the UGC Regulations against discrimination. The blunt instrument of a ban, the impulse 

to prohibit, speaks of a failure of leadership in one of the country’s premier institutions — 

according to the 2025 National Institutional Ranking Framework, DU ranks fifth among Indian 

universities. 

The ban follows a larger pattern of administrative paternalism that has come to characterise 

institutions of higher education in the country. It assumes that debate and dissent are aberrations 

rather than animating principles of university life, that a sharp and tidy line separates scholarship 
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from student politics. The bogey of the “anti-national” student in public-funded universities 

reached its crescendo in 2016 with sedition charges against protesting students for raising 

allegedly “anti-national” slogans in Jawaharlal Nehru University, but it has had a long afterlife. The 

university’s approach, more punitive and less compassionate, continues. At the TISS in Mumbai, 

student union elections have been reformatted to expand participation but also, as student bodies 

rightly point out, to dilute the powers of students’ representatives. 

From the Emergency to the Mandal agitation, student politics has often been central to the 

republic’s story. Many student leaders have gone on to play crucial roles in national politics, 

including in the current government. Universities have functioned as apprenticeships in 

democratic practices — messy, argumentative, imperfect, but vital. As classrooms become more 

socially, economically and linguistically diverse, conversations around equity and inclusion will 

only grow more urgent — not as distractions but as an integral part of the educational journey. 

DU should be a model for how these difficult conversations are conducted, not for how they are 

shut down. For that to happen, however, it must find a way to embrace the idea of the university 

in its entirety. 

A SEPARATE CLASSIFICATION FOR DENOTIFIED TRIBES  

The story so far: 

On January 30, the Union government assured community leaders from Denotified, Nomadic, and 

Semi-Nomadic Tribes (DNTs) that the Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner 

of India had agreed to enumerate these communities in the upcoming second phase of the Census 

due in 2027. However, with no clarity on how this enumeration will be conducted, leaders of these 

communities are organising to push for their demand for a “separate column” for DNTs in the 

Census form. This demand has found support from academics and scholars, who have noted that 

the demand for a Census count of DNTs has been reiterated time and again by successive 

Commissions that have been set up to examine their condition in society. 

Who are the DNTs? 

The communities referred to as denotified, nomadic, and semi-nomadic tribes were, at one point, 

classified as “criminal” by colonial administrators, who had concluded that there were certain 

communities “addicted” to committing crimes. This was codified in the Criminal Tribes Act (CTA), 

first introduced in 1871, the same year that synchronous Censuses began in India. 

The CTA, 1871, was introduced for the “registration, surveillance and control of certain criminal 

tribes and eunuchs”, describing “criminal tribes” as a “tribe, gang, or class of persons” that are 

“addicted” to committing non-bailable offences. While introducing the legislation, then Member 

of Law and Order, T.V. Stephens had said that, “the special feature of India is the caste system... 

Keeping this in mind, the meaning of professional criminal is clear. It means a tribe whose 

ancestors were criminals from times immemorial, who are themselves destined by the usages of 

caste to commit crime and whose descendants will be offenders against law...” 

It was only in 1952, that the Government of India officially repealed the CTA, which had by that 

time been amended a couple of times. The repeal of the Act had led to the denotification of 

communities classified as “criminal” under the CTA, leading to these groups becoming known as 

the DNTs. 
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However, in the same year, India saw the introduction of various habitual offender laws 

throughout the States, which, while doing away with the hereditary definition of people being 

compelled to commit crimes, classified certain people as “habitual offenders”, leading to the 

continued targeting of these communities — this time not as “criminal” but as “habitual 

offenders”. 

What is the history of their enumeration? 

While both the CTA and synchronous Censuses in India began in 1871, it was from 1911 onwards 

that Census reports started discussing “criminal tribes” specifically. Provincial Census reports 

from 1911 and 1931 provide an insight into the enumeration of these communities, where they 

were specifically classified as such. The 1931 Census was, however, the last time these 

communities were accounted for in the Census exercise. Since the repeal of the CTA and the 

denotification of the communities, specific enumeration of these communities was done away 

with in subsequent Censuses, given the Republic’s conclusions at the time that it was not 

necessary to enumerate castes (apart from Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST)) in 

Censuses. 

But the state’s effort to account for these communities had begun even before their official 

denotification, with the establishment of the Ayyangar Commission in 1949. Since 1952, by which 

time the concept of backward classes apart from SCs and STs had been introduced, several of the 

denotified communities were accommodated in these lists as “Vimukt Jatis”. Eventually, the 

decades after India’s Independence saw a majority of the denotified communities being 

assimilated into the SC, ST, or the Other Backward Classes (OBC) lists. 

In 1998, author Mahasweta Devi and scholar G.N. Devy constituted the Denotified, Nomadic, and 

Semi-Nomadic Tribes-Rights Action Group (DNT-RAG), the work of which had led to a technical 

advisory group on DNTs, and the eventual formation of the first National Commission for DNTs, 

headed by B.S. Renke. The Commission submitted its report on recommendations to uplift DNTs 

in 2008. Following this, another national Commission was set up under the leadership of Bhiku 

Ramji Idate, which submitted its report in 2017. All Commission reports on the subject of DNTs 

began with the question of identifying and classifying them, before noting that a full, accurate 

classification and identification exercise was not possible until a Census count was conducted for 

these communities. 

The latest assessment of the communities in the Idate Commission’s report had identified close to 

1,200 communities that were DNTs, noting that all of these communities had been assimilated 

into the existing classifications of SCs, STs, and OBCs. Apart from this, the Commission had 

identified about 268 other denotified communities that had not been classified at all. A NITI 

Aayog-commissioned study conducted by the Anthropological Survey of India on these 268 

communities had recommended their classifications. But this report has gone into cold storage. 

What is their status now? 

While in many States, DNTs have been incorporated into backward classes lists, and in SC and ST 

lists, where certain benefits of policies like reservations may have trickled down to them owing to 

selective application of sub-classification, State governments have formulated policies specifically 

targeting them as well. However, community leaders have argued that despite this, the stigma 

they had been subjected to continued even after their denotification, through the operation of 

laws like the Habitual Offenders Act. They argue that this led to their continued discrimination, 

and that they remained largely socially, economically, educationally, and politically backward, 
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except for a few denotified communities that were settled and had used available resources to 

uplift themselves to a certain extent. 

Even though the Idate Commission report had recommended a permanent National Commission 

for the DNTs, the first Narendra Modi-led government had decided that, since most of these 

communities had already been included in SC, ST, and OBC lists, a Welfare Board would be 

sufficient to address their concerns. 

The Social Justice Ministry, eventually, also rolled out the SEED scheme for livelihood, education, 

housing, and health interventions for DNTs. But the government has been able to spend only a 

fraction of its intended ₹200 crore spending over the last five years. A principal problem with 

implementing this scheme was that it required an identification of a beneficiary as a DNT, which 

required them to have a DNT certification that need not be exclusive of the SC, ST, or OBC identities 

(if they were already included in these lists). The loudest complaint of the community across 

States has been that they are not being issued DNT certificates despite continuous reminders and 

letters from the Central government, with government data showing that only select districts in 

about half a dozen States issue these certificates. 

This has only fed the movement of DNTs across many parts of India seeking a separate 

Constitutional classification for themselves on par with the SC, ST, and OBC categorisations, 

arguing that this would then lead to uniform issuance of DNT certificates. Further, this movement 

has also called for sub-classification within the specific DNT list to recognise uneven 

backwardness of communities within this grouping. 

Moreover, community leaders and associations like the All India Denotified Nomadic Tribes 

Development Council have been framing their struggle for a separate classification as the need to 

have their specific discrimination and stigmatisation recognised by the State. In doing so, they 

have argued that the only reason colonial administrators labelled them “criminal” was because of 

their insistence on resisting foreign aggressors. Many community leaders have also noted that 

they had been the first line of defence even before colonialism, and had histories of resisting 

Islamic rulers as well. 

What now? 

Apart from assurances to community leaders that they will be counted, there has been no 

indication as to how this enumeration will take place. 

DNT associations have made their demand clear that they want a specific column or question in 

the Census forms to classify people as DNTs. This demand has found support from scholars like 

Mr. Devy, who have consistently argued for a separate Census for the DNTs. 

However, so far, the Union Government’s public statements have indicated that it is not 

considering any proposal for a separate classification for the DNTs. 

FRONT AND CENTRE 

In a further instalment of its continuing engagement with regulating processed food products, the 

Supreme Court of India has, once again, staked out for the right of citizens to health. In a recent 

judgment, a Bench directed the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) to consider 

introducing mandatory front-of-package warning labels on packaged food products high in sugar, 

salt and saturated fat. Justices J.B. Pardiwala and K.V. Viswanathan directed the FSSAI to file its 
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response to the proposal within four weeks. There is adequate evidence available to associate 

these sugar, salt and saturated fat additives in processed foods with non-communicable diseases, 

including diabetes, hypertension, and cardiovascular diseases, all of which are inching up their 

way up to epidemic proportions in India. The petitioner, the NGO 3S and Our Health Society, 

informed the Court that such disclosures would enable consumers to make informed decisions 

and choices and could help with stemming the tide of rising deaths due to diabetes and heart 

ailments. Earlier, in 2025, the Court had directed an expert committee under the FSSAI to submit 

its recommendations on the amendments required to be made to the Food Safety and Standards 

(Labelling and Display) Regulations, 2020, to implement front-of-package labelling. On the count 

of holding consultations with all stakeholders across the country, an extension was sought and 

secured, but in February 2026, the Bench expressed unhappiness at the regulator’s compliance 

report, noting that the exercise undertaken thus far had failed to yield any “positive or good 

result”. One of the elements of contention between the FSSAI and the petitioner was the former’s 

proposal to introduce an Indian Nutrition Rating model, an indigenous system of rating a product; 

the latter opposed it on the grounds that this was not in line with globally accepted standards. 

The Court’s persistent intervention on the issue of front-of-package labelling should lean on the 

massive ultra-processed food industry to implement these universally endorsed safeguards, to 

inform consumers of the content and additives in the packaged food, to guide choices, ultimately. 

Non-communicable diseases have already swept through vast swathes of the population in the 

country: the 2023 ICMR-INDIAB study found that 101 million people in India (11.4% of the 

population) have diabetes, with an additional 136 million suffering from prediabetes. Other 

concomitant factors including hypertension (35.5% national average), abdominal obesity (39.5%) 

and high cholesterol (24%) were also estimated to be high. Introducing front-of-package labelling 

is an essential part of establishing a continuum of care that begins with prevention. 

TREATISE FOR FEDERALISM 

A high-level committee on Union-State relations appointed by the Government of Tamil Nadu has 

mapped the pattern of centralisation of power and the weakening of federal democracy in India 

over the decades, and suggested comprehensive corrective measures. The three-member 

Committee, chaired by a former Supreme Court judge, Justice Kurian Joseph, has drawn on 

scholarship across various disciplines, Constituent Assembly debates, and the findings of three 

other committees on Centre-State relations, while also critiquing recent governance trends that 

weaken the authority of States. It concludes that centralisation is increasing — which it notes is 

not healthy — and calls for urgent remedial measures. The report is an expansive critique of the 

dilapidation of federalism, threatening India’s progress, and calls for changes to reverse the 

dangerous course, stating that “Indian federalism now requires a structural reset comparable in 

ambition to the economic reforms of 1991”. India’s constitutional framework took shape against 

the backdrop of Partition, and the consolidation of princely States. The context encouraged the 

founders to tilt towards a centralising constitutional scheme; legislative, administrative, and 

judicial measures in the ensuing decades further reinforced this line of thinking. The report 

convincingly takes down the arguments for centralisation, and argues that federalised governance 

is essential for a country of India’s size and diversity, and that it would in fact be dangerous to 

overlook this imperative. 

The Kurian Joseph Committee report comes amid repeated and deliberate moves by the Union to 

centralise power. The Constitution can be amended far too easily for a federal polity, and this 

creates a self-perpetuating cycle of centralisation. The territorial integrity of States is at the mercy 
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of the Centre, most blatantly illustrated by the dismantling of Jammu and Kashmir into two Union 

Territories in 2019. The misplaced idea that the country needs one national language is being 

pursued by the Union government, which is particularly assertive on the question. Governors have 

become instruments of the Centre’s overreach in all areas of governance. The impending inter-

State delimitation of Lok Sabha constituencies is causing anxiety among States that have stabilised 

their populations and stand to lose their relative weight in national governance. The Union has 

overt power in the conduct of elections, and key sectors such as education and health are being 

increasingly centralised. The GST regime has restructured India’s fiscal landscape in favour of  the 

Union and at States’ expense. This report lays out the logic, facts and common sense about why 

federated governance should be the path to progress. This report must form the basis for a new 

national conversation. 

KASHMIR REVIVAL 

The April 2025 Pahalgam attack forced India to confront the fact that tourism recovers only when 

visitors can predict what will happen to them and local communities see credible benefits from 

keeping the sites open. Following the attack, the local administration closed 48 government-

approved tourist sites, later reopening them in phases, including 14 on February 16. Tourists have 

rated the Kashmir Valley as relatively safe overall while still differentiating types of risk, which 

means that tourism policy in the region needs to focus on what visitors can be certain about and 

whether the state has a fixed and lucid rationale for closing or reopening sites. In the Union Budget 

2026-27 announcement, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman described a two-pronged plan to 

enhance tourism: institutional capacity building and developing trails and heritage sites. She also 

singled out the development of ecologically sustainable mountain trails in Jammu and Kashmir, 

which is good because formal trails admit better management, including ticketing, permits, 

deployment of rangers, and medical facilities, and reduce fragility by diversifying the ‘Kashmir 

experience’. Kashmir could also do with a third prong: it is a biodiverse region that has become 

heavily militarised and shared environmental governance can help build trust. 

The central government should consider paid civic roles rather than relying only on volunteer 

awareness campaigns, using protocols that forest protection committees already implement 

around protected areas. These can include trail maintenance, waste management, guiding, fire 

watch, and (wildlife) conflict mitigation. An influx of tourists can jolt the local economy to provide 

more and better services, so that over time, more families are incentivised to speak out against 

terrorism that suppresses tourism. Functional sites also need clear rules, reliable permits, fast 

help during emergencies, working roads, clean public spaces, and good communication, and the 

lower disruption is the state’s incentive to solve these problems. Tourism can also help reduce 

fear and isolation by bringing people from across India into local contact and fostering business 

ties. Tourism and allied services can give young people a real path into the economy by skilling or 

reskilling them. The people of the region deserve more civilian ownership of social stability and 

more negotiating power, especially one that outstrips their cause for resentment. 

POLL SOP 

When welfare measures to uplift underprivileged sections are deployed as a political tool in an 

election year it raises the question whether it is an instance of affirmative action or merely a 

cynical device that plays out as a poll-eve incentive. Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K. Stalin’s 

surgical action of crediting ₹5,000 each in the bank accounts of over 1.31 crore women 

beneficiaries of the Kalaignar Magalir Urimai Thittam (KMUT), triggers exactly this uncomfortable 
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thought. The KMUT, in operation since September 2023, envisages a monthly direct transfer of 

₹1,000 “rights grant” recognising the dignity and contribution of women heads of families. 

Notably 32% of its beneficiaries are SC/STs. Citing political and legal apprehensions that the 

scheme, which is being projected as a rights-based social entitlement and not as a populist freebie, 

could be suspended prior to the Assembly election, Mr. Stalin chose to give it the force of a political 

multiplier by disbursing ₹3,000 each for February, March and April in one go. He also introduced 

a novel “summer assistance” of ₹2,000. Mr. Stalin’s concerns about the possibility of the scheme 

being stopped after the announcement of the election schedule are not unwarranted. The Election 

Commission of India (ECI) has not been consistent in its interpretation of what constitutes a 

violation of the Model Code of Conduct. A recent precedent for voter incentivisation emerged 

during the 2025 Bihar elections, when the JD(U)-BJP coalition deposited ₹10,000 each to one crore 

women under the Mukhyamantri Mahila Rojgar Yojana. The ECI turned a blind eye to what was 

widely seen as an attempt to buy votes for the ruling coalition with funds from the exchequer. 

Previously, in Tamil Nadu, the ECI had suspended a cash support scheme for farmers (2004) and 

distribution of free colour television sets (2011). Adoption of double standards by the ECI when 

it comes to adjudication of such issues has become common. 

The overall outgo from the exchequer on a single day exceeded ₹6,550 crore including an 

unplanned expenditure of ₹2,620 crore for the summer component. Offering cash benefits 

through government schemes on poll eve does not guarantee absolute voter loyalty. But it 

certainly places the ruling party in the pole position to politically leverage the exchequer. Unless 

the ECI plays fair in the implementation of the model code, it is difficult to fault such measures by 

those in power. At least, in the case of Tamil Nadu, this was an ongoing scheme since 2023, and 

only the newly added summer assistance raises a political stink. But, in the context of what the 

BJP-led coalition did in Bihar, this is innocuous. 

SAFETY FIRST 

If a bruised and bleeding Manipur wants to heal, the words of its first woman Deputy Chief 

Minister, Nemcha Kipgen, must be heard. She wants the buffer zones between the Meiteis and the 

Kuki-Zo communities to remain for now, particularly in areas where the scars run deep, because 

safety comes first. Hailing from the Kuki-Zo community, Ms. Kipgen had to take oath virtually from 

New Delhi when a new government was installed in the State capital, Imphal, on February 4, after 

two years of violence and a long stint of President’s Rule. While Chief Minister Yumnam 

Khemchand Singh is a Meitei, in an attempt to represent the three major communities in the 

government, Ms. Kipgen and Losii Dikho, a Naga, were named Deputy Chief Ministers. But the 

complexity of the ground situation is such that Ms. Kipgen is stationed in Kuki-dominated 

Kangpokpi, and unable to attend the Assembly session in Imphal due to security concerns. In an 

interview to The Hindu, she described approaching the road to peace like a mother, with empathy 

and care. Her work is cut out because, at this juncture, there is an acute deficit of trust in the BJP 

government, and between the majority Meiteis, who dominate Imphal Valley, and the tribals, 

particularly the Kuki-Zo communities, of the hill districts. 

More than 250 people have been killed and around 60,000 people were displaced after ethnic 

violence between the Kuki-Zo and Meitei people erupted in the northeastern State on May 3, 2023. 

What is worrying is that skirmishes have begun between the Kuki-Zo and Nagas as well, with the 

Manipur police having to evacuate Kuki students from a school in Naga-dominated Ukhrul district 

after a recent flare-up between the communities. Manipur is no stranger to violence, having 

witnessed waves of insurgencies ever since it attained full Statehood in 1972, and the three main 
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communities must find a way to peaceful coexistence in the geographical space they live in. Ms. 

Kipgen wants to hear each community’s pain on their terms but she also drives home the point 

that every one must recognise the common ground that binds Manipuris — “our shared spaces, 

tribal heritage, cultural values, languages, faith traditions, social institutions, and our future, 

especially the future of our children”. Harmony, she says, does not mean sameness; “it means 

respecting distinct identities while strengthening the bonds that allow us to live together”. Her 

political masters too will do well to hear these words because the cycle of violence has to be 

broken. A rhetoric of hate has no winners. But first, Ms. Kipgen has to feel confident to travel to 

Imphal. 

PUNJAB ENCOUNTERS SOUND ALARM BELLS, POINT TO DANGEROUS SLIDE  

Thirty-four encounters in three months, a third of them in police custody. Those figures tell a grim 

story in Punjab. It is a state beset by spectres of narco-terrorism fuelled by drugs smuggled across 

the border and the rise of transnational gangs that signal a possible nexus between gangsters and 

the separatist fringe. It is also a state where the shadows cast by the decade lost to militancy are 

yet to fade. In recent times, a spate of extortions and targeted shootings have reinforced the sense 

of a creeping lawlessness. Against this backdrop, the alarming frequency of police encounters — 

and the short-circuiting of due process by a trigger-happy force that they represent — adds to the 

many challenges in Punjab. 

The Aam Aadmi Party, whose political footprint has shrunk to Punjab, confronts persistent 

charges on the law-and-order front. The judiciary, too, has signalled its disquiet. Two months ago, 

a division bench of the Punjab and Haryana High Court took serious note of the murder of a 

kabaddi player in full public glare and directed the DGP to explain why adequate security 

arrangements were not made at the stadium. More recently, the court highlighted the chilling 

spectacle of an NDPS Act-accused being gunned down outside the office of the Senior 

Superintendent of Police in Mohali. The anti-drug campaign, Yudh Nasheyan Virudh, has yet to 

yield notable results; the offensive against organised crime, Gangsteraan Te Vaar, remains 

inconclusive. 

The AAP government swept to power in Punjab in 2022 amid expectations of a new start in the 

state. Encounters, including and especially those involving individuals in the state’s custody, will 

only deepen disillusion and cynicism. They invite allegations of human rights violations, and risk 

fuelling a cycle of revenge. Punjab’s history stands as a cautionary tale of how quickly such cycles 

can spiral into prolonged turmoil. Punjab Police must adhere scrupulously to the rule of law. 

Because, when law enforcers become law breakers, there is a wide and high price to be paid. 

DESPITE DAMAGE, BLACK BOXES HOLD KEY TO PAWAR AIR CRASH PROBE  

Weeks after the Learjet 45 aircraft carrying then Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister Ajit Pawar 

and four others crashed on January 28, the Aircraft Accident Investigation Bureau (AAIB) said 

Tuesday (February 17) that both flight recorders or “black boxes” had sustained fire damage. 

While data was successfully retrieved from one recorder, the agency has sought foreign technical 

assistance for the rest. 
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Key Takeaways: 

— Initial information from the crash site indicated that low visibility conditions in the area might 

have played a role in the accident. The data from the recorders, along with the wreckage, are 

expected to help reconstruct the events leading up to the crash. 

— The black box, or aircraft flight recorder, has been around in some form since the 1930s, when 

French engineer François Hussenot originated a data recorder equipped with sensors that would 

optically project around 10 parameters onto a photographic film. 

— The film ran continuously in a box constructed to prevent any light from entering it, lending it 

the name “black box”. The name has endured ever since, even though the external metal casing 

has always been orange, to help its speedy identification and retrieval. 

— The invention of the box, however, is credited to Australian jet fuel expert David Ronald de Mey 

Warren, who was reportedly inspired by a miniature recorder he had seen at a trade fair. While 

analysing the mid-air explosion of the world’s first commercial jet aircraft, the British de Havilland 

Comet jetliners in 1953, he concluded that in-flight recordings could help analyse the events 

leading to the crash. 

— Despite limited success and heavy resistance from pilots who feared increased surveillance, in 

1956, he created a prototype he called the ARL Flight Memory Unit, which could store up to four 

hours of voice and flight instrument data. 

— Most aircraft today are mandatorily equipped with two black boxes, the cockpit voice recorder 

(CVR) and the flight data recorder (FDR). The CVR records radio transmissions and other sounds 

in the cockpit, including the conversations between the pilots and the engine noises. The FDR, on 

the other hand, records numerous technical details pertaining to the flight itself, such as altitude, 

airspeed, vertical acceleration, autopilot status, etc. 

— The FDR data helps investigators to reconstruct the flight by generating a video simulation. 

This helps them visualise the aircraft’s altitude, power settings, instrument readings and other 

flight characteristics. It typically takes 10-15 days to analyse the data recovered from the black 

boxes after a crash. 

— The recorders are stored inside a unit made of a strong material such as steel or titanium, and 

are insulated from extreme heat, cold, and wetness. These boxes are equipped towards the tail 

end of the aircraft, which usually sustains the least impact from a crash. 

— These recorders are equipped with a beacon that can send out ultrasound signals for 30 days, 

which becomes handy when planes crash into water bodies. However, in some cases, like the 

Malaysian Airlines MH370 flight, the recorders weren’t found. 

Do You Know: 

— An attached office of the Ministry of Civil Aviation, AAIB is responsible for the classification of 

‘safety occurrences’ involving aircraft operating in the Indian airspace into accidents, serious 

incidents, and incidents. All accidents and serious incidents involving aircraft with an All Up 

Weight (AUW) of more than 2250 kgs or turbojet aircraft are investigated by the specialised 

investigation agency. 
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— Once an occurrence is classified as an accident or serious incident, an investigator-in-charge or 

investigators are appointed by AAIB under Rule 11 of the Aircraft (Investigation of Accidents and 

Incidents) Rules, 2017. An investigator-in-charge is responsible for conducting an investigation 

into the circumstances of an accident or serious incident. 

— The initial notification of the occurrence is sent to the country of registry, the country of 

operator, the country of manufacturer, and the country of design of the aircraft involved. The 

Accredited Representatives from the countries concerned are associated with the investigation 

undertaken by AAIB. 

— Upon receiving notification of an occurrence, AAIB immediately deputes one or more 

investigators to reach the site and gather evidence. MoCA officials said the aim of the initial 

investigation is to gather and preserve perishable evidence for subsequent analysis, which may 

be lost over time. 

LAUNCH VEHICLE DEBRIS WITH ISRO LOGO, NATIONAL EMBLEM FOUND ON MALDIVES 

ISLAND 

The debris from a launch vehicle bearing the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) logo and 

the National Emblem has reportedly been found recently on an uninhabited island in the Maldives. 

The debris of the payload fairing, believed to be from the ISRO’s Launch Vehicle Mark-3 (LVM-3), 

washed up on an island near L. Kunahandhoo in the Maldives and was found on February 12. 

A website which tracks Indian spaceflight and aerospace developments said on X that the debris 

was likely from the LVM3-M6 mission. 

“A PLF [payload fairing] has washed up on an uninhabited island near L. Kunahandhoo, #maldives 

(found February 12, 2026). The @isro logo’s position below the national emblem suggests it is 

likely from the LVM3-M6 launch. This follows a similar recovery on December 28, 2025, in Sri 

Lanka (Trincomalee), which also appeared to be from the same mission,” the website 

indianspaceflight.in posted on X. 

On December 19, 2025, the ISRO launched the LVM3-M6/BlueBird Block-2 Mission, a dedicated 

commercial mission aboard the LVM3 launch vehicle. 

During the mission, it successfully launched the BlueBird Block-2 satellite of AST SpaceMobile, 

U.S., and on November 2 the space agency used the LVM-3 to launch the CMS-03 communication 

satellite. 

The LVM3 is the heaviest rocket developed by the ISRO and is a three-stage launch vehicle 

comprising two solid strap-on motors, a liquid core stage, and a cryogenic upper stage. The ISRO 

is yet to confirm whether the debris is from an Indian launch vehicle. 

HOW DISTRICT COOLING CAN EASE INDIA’S CLIMATE AND URBAN PLANNING TROUBLES  

With rising temperatures, longer heatwaves, and a rapidly growing urban economy, cooling in 

India is rapidly shifting from a lifestyle choice to a basic need, driving up air-conditioner use in 

homes and workplaces. This surge is now a major part of cities’ power demand, in turn raising 

concerns about blackouts and higher emissions and about keeping urban areas livable. In this 
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context, planners and experts are looking at district cooling as a way to keep people comfortable 

while using less electricity and emitting less carbon. 

A central cooler 

District cooling is a centralised system that supplies air-conditioning to a cluster of buildings, like 

a shared air-conditioner for an entire neighbourhood or campus. Instead of every building 

running its own chillers or rooftop units, one large plant makes chilled water and sends it through 

insulated underground pipes to many buildings, much like a public utility such as piped natural 

gas or electricity. 

Inside each building, this water passes through heat exchangers, cools the indoor air by absorbing 

heat, then returns slightly warmer to the central plant, where it’s cooled again and sent back into 

the network. Buildings therefore don’t need to install or operate large cooling systems. They 

simply draw ‘cooling as a service’ from the network.  

Like other utilities, district cooling usually follows a multi-part tariff: a one-time connection 

charge to join the network, a fixed demand charge based on the maximum cooling capacity, and a 

consumption charge based on actual cooling energy used.  

Efficiency gains 

District cooling plants use large, high-efficiency chillers and cooling towers to deliver more 

cooling from each unit of electricity than individual building systems. They typically supply chilled 

water at about 6-7°C and receive it back at around 12-14°C, after it has absorbed heat. Many 

systems use thermal storage so that 20-40% of the cooling can be produced at night, when 

demand and tariffs are lower. 

Together, these choices allow well-run systems to operate roughly twice as efficiently as many 

stand-alone building chillers, cutting electricity use for cooling by 30-50% and reducing peak 

demand on the grid by 20-30%. These efficiency gains translate into important environmental 

benefits. Lower electricity use means greenhouse gas emissions can fall by roughly 15-40% while 

concentrating equipment in a one unified plant can cut refrigerant volumes in buildings by up to 

80%, reducing leak risks. At the street level, fewer small outdoor units spewing hot air outside can 

also mitigate the urban heat-island effect.Some districts abroad have already reported local 

temperature drops of 1-2°C where such systems operate.  

Water use is often raised as a concern, especially in water-stressed cities. In district cooling 

systems, the chilled water circulating between the plant and buildings runs in a closed loop and 

consumes very little water. A district cooling plant of about 10,000 tonnes of capacity typically 

requires a little over one kilolitre of make-up water during cooling tower operation. Because these 

systems are built at scale and centrally managed, they can also be designed to use treated sewage 

or wastewater. 

Making sense 

All of this connects directly to India’s National Cooling Action Plan. Using less power for cooling 

and shifting part of the load to the night eases pressure on the grid, improving energy security and 

reducing the risk of outages during heatwaves, when people most need cooling. 

Lower emissions and easier use of low/zero global warming potential refrigerants in central 

plants support India’s climate goals and its Kigali commitments to phase down 
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hydrofluorocarbons while reliable, high-quality cooling underpins the growth of services, IT, 

hospitals and data centres in dense urban areas. By freeing up rooftops and indoor space 

otherwise taken up by cooling equipment, district cooling can also help cities use urban land 

better, making it a tool of comfort as much as climate action and smarter urbanisation.  

District cooling works best where cooling demand is high, dense, and predictable. This makes it 

suitable for commercial districts, transit-oriented corridors, airports and aerocities, hospitals, 

universities, and IT parks. In India, Navi Mumbai, Hyderabad’s financial districts, Ahmedabad’s 

GIFT City, and parts of Bengaluru are often cited as strong candidates because they combine new 

development, dense commercial loads, and planned infrastructure.  

Business case 

For operators, district cooling is a utility-style business with revenue typically coming from a one-

time connection charge, a fixed demand charge, and a variable consumption charge. The model 

can be financially attractive if there are enough long-term customers and city planning offers 

certainty about future demand.  

For customers, cooling can account for 30-50% of electricity use in many commercial buildings, 

and by using energy more efficiently and sharing infrastructure, district cooling can cut operating 

costs by about 20-40% over the life of a project. 

Not having to install separate chillers and cooling towers in each building can also save developers 

5-10% of project cost and unlock 1-2% extra usable or saleable space. Utility-grade reliability 

(often above 99.9%) is also a major plus for hospitals and data centres.  

The main concern is the fixed demand charge: customers pay for reserved capacity even if the 

building is partly empty. 

If they over-estimate their needs or have inefficient internal systems that waste chilled water, bills 

can feel high, making good building design and right-sizing of contracts crucial.  

For electricity utilities, the primary benefit is lower peak load from air-conditioning during hot 

afternoons. District systems use large, efficient chillers, benefit from diversity where different 

buildings peak at different times, and often include thermal storage to shift 20-40% of cooling 

production to the night, helping flatten daytime peaks. This allows utilities to avoid or defer new 

peak load plants and reduce purchases of expensive peak power. 

Economy of scale 

To move to a real network of district cooling systems, many players need to work together. Urban 

authorities should demarcate district cooling zones in master plans, set aside land for plants and 

pipe corridors, and coordinate underground utilities. 

Municipal bodies need to be empowered and strengthened to introduce clear concession rules, 

service standards, and long-term frameworks so private players know how they will recover 

investments. 

Likewise, state electricity regulators and DISCOMs can consider shifting loads from day to night 

as a formal demand-side resource, link it to tariff design, and recognise the value of avoided peak 

capacity. Central agencies can also issue standard technical guidelines and model PPP contracts 
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while developers design new buildings with ready connection points and compatible internal 

piping.  

GIFT City in Gujarat has already demonstrated district cooling. Studies here have suggested full 

deployment could reduce power demand by around 6,100 MW, save about 7,850 GWh annually, 

and avoid roughly 6.6 million tonnes of CO2 emissions each year. 

With effective coordination and clear governance frameworks, Indian cities can replicate and 

expand such examples, transforming cooling from a climate vulnerability into a cornerstone of 

sustainable, resilient urban infrastructure. 

WHAT ARE BIO-BASED CHEMICALS AND ENZYMES? 

The story so far: 

Bio-based chemicals are industrial chemicals produced using biological feedstocks like sugarcane, 

corn, starch, or biomass residues, often through fermentation or enzymatic processes. Examples 

include organic acids (such as lactic acid), bio-alcohols, solvents, surfactants, and intermediates 

used in plastics, cosmetics, and pharmaceuticals. Enzymes are biological catalysts widely used in 

detergents, food processing, pharmaceuticals, textiles, pulp and paper, and increasingly in 

biomanufacturing. Enzymes often work at lower temperatures and pressures, reducing energy 

use and emissions. 

Why does India need such chemicals? 

India has strong fundamentals for scaling bio-based chemicals and enzymes: a large agricultural 

base, deep expertise in fermentation from pharmaceuticals and vaccines, and a growing 

manufacturing sector. Expanding this space could reduce import dependence on petrochemicals, 

create new markets for agricultural produce, and position India as a competitive supplier of 

sustainable industrial inputs. For example, India imported roughly $479.8 million worth of acetic 

acid in 2023. 

Where does India stand today? 

India has prioritised bio-based chemicals and enzymes as a priority area under the Department 

of Biotechnology’s BioE3 policy. In the bio-based chemicals segment, companies such as Praj 

Industries and Godrej Industries are leading. Other firms such as Godavari Biorefineries are 

pioneering ethanol-based, bio-derived chemicals in India, while Jubilant Ingrevia produces 

“acetyls” intermediates (for example, acetic anhydride/ethyl acetate). Emerging companies such 

as StringBio are using novel microbial strategies to develop such chemicals. The India enzymes 

market is consolidated in nature with top players accounting for more than 75% of the market 

share. Companies such as Novozymes India, DuPont, DSM, Advance Enzyme Technologies, BASF 

SE, and Ultreze Enzymes Private Limited are key players in the Indian market. 

What are other countries doing? 

The EU Bioeconomy Strategy and Action Plan provides coordinated support for bio-based 

chemicals as part of circular bioeconomy goals. It links industrial transformation to climate goals, 

waste reduction, and sustainable growth. In the U.S., the USDA BioPreferred Program mandates 

federal procurement preference for certified bio-based products, including chemicals and 

enzymes, creating early markets for producers. China’s bioeconomy development plans explicitly 
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prioritise high-value bio-based chemicals and enzyme technologies as strategic sectors. In Japan, 

priority projects funded through METI/NARO integrate bio-based chemical research with 

manufacturing readiness. 

What are the risks? 

A key risk in developing the bio-based chemicals sector is the comparative cost of bio-based 

products relative to petrochemical alternatives. While this cost disadvantage may be temporary 

and limited to early stages of scale-up, it nonetheless creates a significant entry barrier for private 

investment. A second risk relates to the availability of reliable feedstocks and supporting 

infrastructure required to produce different categories of bio-based chemicals at scale. A third 

challenge lies in market adoption — specifically, whether bio-based chemicals can seamlessly 

substitute existing inputs in manufacturing pipelines and whether downstream manufacturers 

are willing to switch, even when costs are comparable. 

Scaling shared biomanufacturing infrastructure — such as biofoundries, pilot plants, and 

demonstration facilities under BioE3 — can reduce capital risk for firms. Clear standards, 

certification, and procurement policies can help create build investor confidence. 

94.5% SURVIVAL IN CHILDHOOD CANCER, SAYS STUDY; FLAGS LATE RISKS  

India’s first nationwide registry tracking childhood cancer survivors has reported encouraging 

survival outcomes, while cautioning that many children face health problems months or even 

years after completing treatment. 

Key Takeaways: 

— The findings, published in The Lancet Regional Health Southeast Asia in February 2026, are 

based on data from 5,419 survivors enrolled across 20 centres under the Indian Childhood Cancer 

Survivorship (C2S) cohort. 

— Survival data were available for 5,140 children. Measured from the time of initial diagnosis, 

five-year overall survival stood at 94.5 per cent — meaning nearly 95 out of every 100 children 

were alive five years later. 

— The study, titled Long-term outcomes of the Indian childhood cancer survivorship C2S cohort: 

a multicentre study (2016–2024), was launched to understand how children fare after completing 

cancer treatment. 

— Children were enrolled only after completing treatment and being declared in remission. Those 

who relapsed, abandoned treatment, or died early were not included. Nearly half of the children 

were between two and eight years old at diagnosis. Most were boys, and many came from families 

with modest income and educational backgrounds, particularly those treated in government 

hospitals. 

— Acute leukaemia was the most common cancer, accounting for 40.9 per cent of cases, followed 

by Hodgkin lymphoma at 12.9 per cent, bone tumours at 8.4 per cent, and retinoblastoma at 7.4 

per cent. Almost all children received chemotherapy, about one-third underwent surgery, and 

one-quarter received radiotherapy. 
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— Event-free survival — indicating children remained free from relapse or serious complications 

— was 89.9 per cent at five years. Among 2,266 survivors followed for at least two years after 

treatment, overall survival rose to 98.2 per cent and event-free survival to 95.7 per cent. 

— However, the study also highlights the hidden burden of survivorship. International research 

shows that one-third to one-half of childhood cancer survivors experience long-term 

complications, some of which can be life-threatening. These may include heart problems, 

hormonal disorders, learning difficulties or emotional challenges that emerge long after treatment 

ends. 

Do You Know: 

— Cases of cancer in the country have risen from 84.8 per 1,00,000 people in 1990 to 107.2 per 

1,00,000 in 2023. This means nearly 1.5 million people are diagnosed with cancer annually. 

Cancer mortality has increased from 71.7 per 1,00,000 in 1990 to 86.9 per 1,00,000 in 2023, 

translating to around 12.1 lakh yearly deaths. 

— India’s cancer burden is becoming heavier, resulting in a system grappling with late diagnoses, 

uneven access to care, and, in certain cases, avoidable complications. 

— To break the cycle, India must make preventive action the backbone of its cancer policy. This 

includes investing in cleaner air and water, scaling up HPV and hepatitis B vaccinations, expanding 

public awareness on the triggers of certain cancers. 

REFURBISHED MEDICAL DEVICES: A NEW GLOBAL VS DOMESTIC DEBATE  

The import of refurbished or pre-used medical devices such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) 

scanners, computed tomography (CT) machines, robotic surgery systems, and other high-end 

diagnostic equipment has divided India’s medical device industry, with stakeholders sharply split 

over regulation. 

Key Takeaways: 

— Indian manufacturers have raised concerns about safety, oversight and the impact on domestic 

industry. International medical device associations argue that instead of restrictions or bans, India 

needs a clear and robust policy under the Medical Devices Rules, overseen by the Ministry of 

Health and Family Welfare (MoHFW). 

— On February 3, the Department of Pharmaceuticals under the Ministry of Chemicals and 

Fertilizers informed the Rajya Sabha that MoHFW has constituted a committee on “Policy on 

regulation of refurbished medical devices”, which will examine the scope of refurbished devices, 

develop methodologies to evaluate their safety, performance and remaining useful life, and 

suggest guidance for waste disposal. 

— Refurbished medical equipment are essentially used devices and systems that have been 

restored to their original operating specifications and are then sold to hospitals and clinics at a 

lower cost. Most of these are capital-intensive technologies that cost several crores, depending on 

their configuration. 

— These include high-end diagnostic and imaging systems such as CT scanners, MRI machines, 

PET-CT systems, advanced endoscopy and laparoscopy systems, and robotic navigation systems. 
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— A new 1.5T MRI machine (T stands for Tesla, the unit to measure magnetic field) can cost 

between Rs 4 crore and Rs 8 crore or more, while refurbished versions typically range between 

Rs 1-3.5 crore. Such expenditure is often beyond hospitals in Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities, district 

centres, and standalone diagnostic facilities. Refurbished equipment can reduce upfront capital 

costs, enabling local access to advanced diagnostics and supporting affordability and 

decentralisation of healthcare. 

— Although India’s medical device manufacturing ecosystem is expanding, the country continues 

to depend on imports for advanced imaging and highly specialised technologies due to 

technological complexity, advanced detector systems, precision component supply chains and 

established global manufacturing hubs. 

— India has no dedicated regulatory pathway under the Medical Devices Rules, 2017 defining or 

governing refurbished devices. Medical devices were brought under a phased regulatory 

framework beginning in 2017 through the Medical Devices Rules, and in 2020 all medical devices 

were notified as “drugs” under the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, expanding central regulation but 

without creating a specific pathway for refurbished products. 

— Currently, imports are allowed through no-objection certificates issued by an expert committee 

under the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC). The committee can 

approve imports of 38 high-end and high-value medical equipment items, strictly based on a list 

prescribed by MoHFW’s Directorate General of Health Services.  

— Imports of used medical equipment are governed primarily under the Hazardous and Other 

Wastes (Management and Transboundary Movement) Rules, 2016. Earlier, used critical-care 

devices were prohibited. In December 2022, amendments permitted the import of certain “high-

end and high-value used medical equipment” subject to stringent conditions. 

— These include prior permission from MoEFCC after expert scrutiny, submission of maintenance 

history and quality assurance reports, compliance documentation, technical inputs from the 

Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation (CDSCO), and import authorisation from the 

Directorate General of Foreign Trade. 

— India also lacks a statutory definition distinguishing “used”, “refurbished”, “reconditioned”, or 

“remanufactured” medical devices, creating ambiguity over classification, licensing and 

compliance. 

— The debate centres on the absence of a clear regulatory pathway under the Medical Devices 

Rules. The issue is no longer whether refurbished devices should exist, but how they should be 

regulated. 

— Another dimension concerns industrial policy versus healthcare access. Some stakeholders 

argue unrestricted imports could hurt domestic manufacturing. Others stress that refurbished 

equipment plays a vital role in expanding advanced diagnostics in Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities. 

Internationally, refurbished devices are regulated rather than universally banned. 

MATERNITY BENEFIT ACT IS PROGRESSIVE. EMPATHY IS KEY  

“For decades, India has celebrated the academic brilliance of its women. They consistently top 

school boards, civil services, medical entrances, and university examinations. And yet, when we 
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look at corporate boardrooms or senior decision-making spaces, their presence thins out sharply. 

Motherhood, for many women, is the point at which this quiet exit begins.” 

Key Takeaways: 

— “The Maternity Benefit Act, with its provision of six months of paid leave, is undeniably 

progressive and among the more generous protections globally. But no law can legislate the 

emotional reality of a new mother. Many return carrying guilt, anxiety, and exhaustion, and are 

seen as less reliable. A new mother needs reassurance both at home, where she must be 

encouraged to believe that seeking professional growth is not selfishness, and within her 

organisation, where she must feel confident that thinking about her child does not diminish her 

capability or commitment.” 

— “Although the Act extends to almost all wage-earning women except the self-employed, the 

quality of support they receive varies dramatically. A woman in a permanent government post 

enjoys not only maternity leave but access to long-term childcare leave of up to 730 days, with full 

pay for the first year and partial pay thereafter, providing her with a relatively structured path 

back into her career.” 

— “In smaller private establishments, while employers may comply with the Act, this does not 

equate to acceptance. Many women return to find their responsibilities reassigned, their 

promotion prospects diminished, and their growth trajectory slowed. For the Act to succeed, 

empathy needs to be woven into organisational behaviour. Women need workplaces that believe 

ambition and motherhood can coexist with dignity.” 

— “One of the most significant barriers for new mothers is the lack of dependable, affordable 

childcare. Yet this challenge presents an extraordinary opportunity. Millions of unskilled and 

semi-skilled women in India are seeking employment. Through training, certification, and skilling 

modules, they can form a new, formalised workforce of caregivers. It has the potential to become 

a major employment generator for women and a critical support pillar for working mothers. 

Importantly, empowering one woman to work should not come at the cost of another’s 

exploitation.” 

— “In recent years, the rise of “DINK” (Double Income, No Kids) couples has often been portrayed 

as a lifestyle preference. But for many women, it is a choice born of fear of career stagnation and 

societal expectations that motherhood is a woman’s sole responsibility. While laws can protect 

wages and jobs, they cannot dictate how families behave. The burden of motherhood grows 

heavier when a woman is expected to project an image of “effortless coping” as she balances 

childcare and work pressure. Unless families and workplaces share this load, women will continue 

to drop out quietly, painfully, and permanently.” 

Do You Know: 

— In a judgment on May 23, 2025, the Supreme Court set aside a Madras High Court order that 

had denied maternity leave to a government school teacher for the birth of her third child. The 

Court ruled that maternity leave is part of a woman’s reproductive rights and requires 

constitutional protection.  

— This case once again highlights how maternity benefits are integrally connected to notions of 

social justice and inclusion. Historically, the provision of paid maternity leave is connected to the 
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idea of the welfare state from the 1880s. It emerged as an outcome as well as a cause of women’s 

influence in policy making.  

— Maternity benefits were first granted in welfare states such as Bismarckian Germany and 

France to deal with concerns about depopulation and maternal and infant health problems. This 

helped incorporate more and more women into the state apparatus as well as workforce. 

LOVE AND ITS NEWFANGLED TERMS 

Married couples in India are, reportedly, increasingly opening themselves up to alternative relationship 

models and structures, often in pursuit of authentic happiness and trust. Perceived for long as 

conservative, it seems Tamil Nadu is not entirely so. Some of the cities are now accommodating ethical 

non-monogamy — very simply, a relationship involving many and with consent. Preeti M.S. syncs up with 

married couples in Tamil Nadu to explore these new trends 

In the world of ethical non-monogamy, or ENM as it is popularly called in the online dating 

stratosphere, the couple date other people on the app, with each other’s consent, while being 

transparent to the people they date.  

ENM, as a concept, has been growing among married couples in the last 15 years and the pandemic 

turned out to be a catalyst, not only in Indian metros but also in smaller towns and tier-two cities, 

including Guwahati, Lucknow, and Bareilly. As the acronym suggests, ENM refers to a couple 

committed to each other either as primary partners or a married couple, opening their 

marriage/relationship to find other suitors/lovers/partners within the parameters of a mutually 

agreed framework, with clear rules and communication guidelines. 

“Healthy boundaries, clear communication, and mutual respect are the cornerstones of any 

relationship; and when you open up a marriage or a once-committed monogamous relationship, 

then the need for rules, clarity, and communication becomes even more imperative,” says Vidya 

Jebaraj, a Bengaluru-based marriage counsellor, who handholds couples looking to open up their 

marriage. 

Anecdotal stories 

One has to rely on surveys conducted by dating apps, the odd research paper, or news article for 

more reliable data and statistics on open marriages and relationships. On the contrary, anecdotal 

stories of couples in open marriages offer a plethora of insight and wisdom. 

Married couples who have successfully explored ENM claim that it has not only helped build trust 

in the marriage but also spiced things up, especially when a relationship has lasted until it hit 

drudgery.  

Speaking to many young couples in their 20s and 30s in smaller cities indicates that not just 

Chennai but towns such as Salem, Madurai, Coimbatore and Tiruchi are, indeed, accommodative 

of couples exploring ENM. It is also evident from talking to them that patriarchal dynamics, far 

more firmly entrenched in the non-metro cities, enable men to more openly explore ENM. The 

women, however, either reluctantly follow along or do not themselves date other men, but consent 

grudgingly or sometimes willingly, for their husbands to meet or date other women. In among 

only two of the eight couples interviewed from smaller cities do the women also feel an equal 

dynamic, with their husband, in exploring ENM. Almost no one was willing to share their real 
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names, much less be photographed, indicating that while the more things change, the more they 

stay the same. 

A 2022 Bumble study found that 61% of single Indians surveyed were open to exploring ENM, 

indicating a growing interest in consensual non-monogamous structures. Mumbai-based 

psychologist Amanpreet Nagpal noted an increase in polyamorous clients over the past five years; 

they associate this lifestyle with being modern and progressive, though many also seek her help 

for the emotional complications and insecurities that often tend to arise in such situations. 

Why choose ENM? 

Married couples in India pursue ENM for diverse reasons. Some discover polyamorous 

inclinations years into marriage. Others view marriage as providing practical benefits, including 

legal and society sanction, while going with non-monogamy. There is, of course, no set practice — 

there are variations galore. Some couples date separately, others together, and many create 

hybrid models that work best for them. Hierarchical arrangements with primary and secondary 

partners remain common, though couples maintain boundaries that evolve over time through 

ongoing negotiation. 

There still is much stigma surrounding ENM in India but this does not seem to deter its 

practitioners; but it means that most people are discreet about their polyamorous status at work, 

with family, friends, or even online. Finding housing proves nearly impossible for the openly 

polyamorous, and women face disproportionate judgment compared with men. Ms. Nagpal 

observes a dearth of emotional grounding in open marriages, with boundaries about who 

constitutes the “real” couple blurring. Jealousy, insecurity, and fear of rejection surface regularly, 

requiring significant emotional labour and honest communication, she says. 

Progressive court verdicts, including the decriminalisation of adultery and Section 377, have 

helped forge some acceptance of alternative sexualities and romantic lifestyles, and recognition 

that familial relationships may take non-traditional forms and be functional. However, legal 

frameworks do not recognise polyamorous relationships. Indian metros have a history of small 

but thriving online communities engaged in exploring ENM, but the real popularity in lived 

practice seems to point to smaller towns and cities where there is greater patriarchal sway for 

married men to explore ENM with the wife tagging along, most times, reluctantly. 

Facebook groups such as ‘Polyamory India’ and ‘Indian Polyamory and Open Relationships’ exist, 

while Reddit’s polyamoryindia group remains small if active. Even mainstream dating apps like 

OkCupid, Feeld, and Bumble now include options for identifying as non-monogamous, facilitating 

connections that circumvent awkward disclosures and discoveries. 

Small polyamory meet-ups too exist, including fortnightly groups addressing loneliness within 

marriage in Chennai. Participants support each other with navigating family pressures, child-

rearing, and secrecy, viewing polyamory as aspirational rather than mainstream. Niche apps such 

as Flamr and SwingTowns list Chennai poly-seekers, indicating a quiet demand in a cultural 

context that is still largely rigid and conservative, but is definitely changing. At the end of the day, 

ENM among married couples in Tamil Nadu, and India in general, continues to exist in a 

paradoxical bubble. There is growing interest and acceptance coupled with persistent stigma 

requiring couples to be strategically closeted, as modern aspirations lock horns with traditional 

structures. While data suggest shifting attitudes and openness to new ways of navigating 

relationship dynamics, particularly among urban, educated Indians, actual practice remains 

largely underground. 
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Grounding in polyamory 

Polyamory is “perhaps, the last existing taboo” in India, where even liberal minds struggle when 

the singularity of love is challenged. 

It is not just the younger couples but also older ones who have been in monogamous 

relationships/marriages for decades, who are opening themselves up to ENM, as they are on a 

journey to seek new and alternative ways of exploring their deeper desires and authentic selves. 

Post-pandemic shifts 

The post-pandemic period in India saw significant societal shifts. A 2023 Bumble study revealed 

that 60% of single Indians are open to consensual non-monogamy. A 2023 Gleeden-IPSOS survey 

of 1,503 married Indians found that 22% have embraced the notion of being an open couple and 

are now in non-monogamous relationships. Dating platforms experienced explosive growth post 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Gleeden grew from 800,000 users in 2017 to 2 million by early 2023, and 

reached 3 million by mid-2025, making India the fifth largest market globally. 

Research points to several factors behind this growth: work-life imbalance contributing to 

relationship dissatisfaction, social media enabling connections, progressive court verdicts 

decriminalising adultery and Section 377; and overall greater emotional self-awareness among 

urban Indians who have begun to find value in centering mental well-being. 

The availability of more reliable and centralised data and statistics on ENM might take at least 

another generation, as stigma and societal shaming are still prevalent around these newer 

relationship dynamics. 

A 2020 research paper in the International Journal of Indian Psychology compared mental well-

being between polyamorous and monogamous individuals and found that the former had better 

mental health. Shobha James, a Bangalore-based relationship therapist who has worked with over 

150 non-monogamous couples, notes, “The challenge isn’t love itself but navigating a society that 

doesn’t yet have the vocabulary for it.” 

THE 1946 ROYAL NAVY REVOLT: SOLIDARITY AMID SHARPENING POLARISATION  

February 18 marks the 80th anniversary of the Royal Indian Navy’s (RIN) revolt of 1946, a brief 

armed uprising that began at the naval barracks in Bombay and quickly spread to the streets, 

gaining popular support. 

Eighty years later, one must reassess the significance of this short-lived uprising amid these 

turbulent years, where South Asia is experiencing a worsening of inter-communal relations. 

Mutiny or revolt? 

Characterising the revolt as a mere localised breakdown of military discipline and 

insubordination by naval ratings, which lacked both centralised leadership and coordination, 

successive colonial officials often described the insurrection as a mutiny. However, a brief account 

of the events that unfolded between February 18-22 would help one understand the scale of the 

‘mutiny’. 

The ‘mutiny’ started on February 18, 1946 when hundreds of ratings of the Royal Indian Navy at 

HMIS Talwar in Bombay went on a hunger strike. These ratings protested against poor food 
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quality, low wages, and racial discrimination by British officers. As news of their strike spread, 

shore establishments across the castle and fort barracks, along with 22 ships anchored in the 

Bombay harbour, also refused to work. The naval ratings organised a procession in the city, 

carrying a portrait of Subhas Chandra Bose, and raised the flags of the Congress, the Muslim 

League, and the Communist Party on their ships. A naval central strike committee, formed shortly 

after the hunger strike, combined their grievances with broader national issues, such as the 

release of Indian national army soldiers. 

On February 21, a more or less peaceful hunger strike transformed into a brief armed uprising in 

the city. It reached its climax when naval ratings inside the barracks waged a pitched battle with 

firearms against British military forces after they opened fire on the naval ratings. The threat of a 

full-scale military conflict hung over the city as the rebel ships, in response, manned guns, 

intending to defend their fellow ratings on shore. Over the next five days, the uprising spread to 

other naval establishments, ranging from Karachi and Bombay on the western coast to Madras, 

Cochin, the Andaman Islands, and Vishakhapatnam and Kolkata on the eastern coast. At its height, 

78 naval ships from these naval establishments, 20 shore establishments, including one in Delhi, 

and nearly 20,000 naval ratings participated in this revolt. 

Such a momentous event and a flashpoint in India’s decolonisation journey has, however, left so 

few traces in public memory. It was soon submerged in the abyss of communal polarisation and 

in the violence of the Partition. 

Moment of solidarity 

While assessing the importance of the revolt, one often overlooks the broader context of the 

growing communal discord in the country since the breakdown of the Shimla Conference in 

September 1945. Bombay was no exception; it experienced communal rioting during this period 

but also saw an unprecedented, though short-lived, display of communal unity during the RIN 

revolt in February, 1946. After clashes between the British military and the RIN ratings, Hindu-

Muslim protesters jointly took to the streets, urging people to observe a hartal in lieu of the firing 

on the rebels. That afternoon, the crowd raided post offices, dug up tram tracks, set up 

obstructions, and lit bonfires on the roads, bringing the city to a standstill. The Muslim 

neighbourhood of Bhendi Bazar and the mill district became sites of stone-throwing and street 

fights between workers and police. 

On February 22, this popular fraternisation took the shape of a popular uprising against colonial 

rule. Workers, students, and poorer inhabitants came out on the streets in support of the naval 

ratings to defy the colonial authority’s power to govern the city. They took out processions, 

barricaded various localities with boulders and barrels and torched buses and military vehicles to 

disrupt transport services. Muslim localities, which had been relatively quiet during the previous 

Congress’s protests, emerged as focal points of this popular uprising. Muslim neighbourhoods 

were barricaded and patrolled by socially diverse groups. These processions crisscrossed various 

Hindu-Muslim localities, where citizens moved around carrying the tricolour, the League flag, and 

the Communist flags. 

Bombay’s mill district emerged as the epicentre of this uprising. All the textile mills, along with 

the railway workshops and other factories, were closed. Schools and colleges followed suit. 

Workers took control of the mill district, torched police stations, and indulged in pitched street 

battles with the patrolling police parties and British soldiers, leading to several casualties. To 
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suppress this popular uprising, the British government left no stone unturned, mobilising army 

battalions and armoured vehicles to restore order. 

A fierce battle erupted at Kamatipura and Madanpura, where Hindu and Muslim mill workers 

erected barricades and hurled stones along with petrol bombs at the advancing British forces. The 

stone-throwing crowd was then indiscriminately shot at by the British troops armed with 

machine guns and bayonets. In this intense and unequal street fight, around 200 working poor 

were killed, and hundreds more were injured. Despite this overwhelming use of brute force and 

violence, the military was unable to take control of the mill district and the city for a couple of 

days, even after the naval ratings surrendered on February 23. 

Enduring legacy 

The remarkable unity this historic event fostered was short-lived, as from August 1946, the failure 

of the Cabinet Mission and the call for direct action led to widespread communal violence. In 

retrospect, however, the uprising was part of a broader post-war anti-colonial radicalisation that 

represented alternative possibilities for popular mobilisation in our nation’s life. While the revolt 

was undeniably a catalytic moment of insurrection aboard naval warships and in barracks, it was 

also a moment of popular fraternisation on the streets of Bombay. 

Amid the spiralling communal discord, the RIN revolt of 1946 remains a moment of remarkable 

Hindu-Muslim unity, which the famous progressive poet Sahir Ludhianvi termed as “a flower of 

hope amidst a garden- scorched and desolate” (Jhulse hue viraan gulshan me, ek aas-umeed ka 

phool khila). The RIN revolt was part of a series of localised, often militant and united, popular 

mass actions by soldiers, workers, and peasants in the final years of colonial rule that cut across 

the hardened boundaries of communal polarisation. 

Today, 80 years later, this historic event serves as a reminder that the potentialities of popular 

solidarities did not entirely diminish under the weight of the spiralling communal frenzy of the 

postwar era. 

TIME LOST IN LITIGATION GIVES ARUNACHAL POWER PROJECT 11 -YEAR EXTENSION OF 

GREEN CLEARANCE 

Sixteen years after granting environmental clearance (EC) to the 1,750 MW Demwe Lower Project 

on the Lohit River in Arunachal Pradesh, an expert panel of the Ministry of Environment, Forest 

and Climate Change has now held that the EC will be valid for another 11 years, till 2037, on the 

grounds that the project was stuck in litigation for over 10 years. 

Key Takeaways: 

— The expert appraisal committee (EAC) on river valley and hydroelectric projects made this 

decision in its January 9 meeting, relying on a combination of notifications giving relaxations to 

hydel projects and a key October 2025 office memorandum (OM), which treats time lost to 

litigation in the National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) or courts as ‘zero period’.  

— The panel, however, appears to have overlooked a key detail. The NGT matter—an appeal 

against the project’s forest clearance—did not merely stall the project, but culminated in the 

Tribunal setting aside the project’s wildlife clearance. 
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— It was this nod that formed the basis for the forest clearance. It directed the National Board of 

Wildlife to reconsider the issue, while suspending the forest clearance in the interim. The project 

was appraised and given wildlife clearance again in 2018. 

— The NGT had ruled against then environment minister Jayanthi Natarajan’s decision to clear 

the project by overruling the views of expert members of the National Board for Wildlife without 

proper reason. The experts had opposed the project for its potential impact on the Dibru-

Saikhowa National Park in Assam. 

— The ministry’s 2025 OM, while rationalising time lost to litigation as ‘zero period’, is silent on 

whether this process should apply when judicial orders have struck down related project 

clearances. 

— Under the EIA notification, fresh baseline studies are only sought for fresh appraisal of projects, 

and there is a fixed validity for baseline studies only at the stage when a project is still under 

scrutiny for the grant of a green nod. 

— Prior to the 2025 OM, projects that had not started work on ground within an EC’s validity 

period were to be considered ‘de novo’ or afresh for an EC grant. The ‘zero period’ dispensation 

was brought ostensibly to reduce further delays ‘for no fault’ on the project proponent’s part, and 

to rationalise the loss of time. 

— The project’s EC, granted originally in February 2010, was valid till 2020. However, based on a 

2022 notification which holds ECs for hydel projects valid for 13 years due to their long gestation 

period, and a 2022 OM, which allows EC validity to be counted from the issuing date of final forest 

clearance or a maximum of two years, whichever is lesser, the Demwe project’s green nod validity 

was counted from February 2012. 

— This kept its EC valid till February 2025. Further, the project had also received a Covid-period 

relaxation of one year, thus taking the validity up to February 2026. 

— The project spanning Anjaw and Lohit districts will see the construction of a 162.12 m tall 

concrete gravity dam across the Lohit River. 1,416 hectares of forest land will be diverted, and 

1,589.97 hectares will be submerged 

— The Lohit basin and Kamlang Tiger Reserve, upstream of the project, serve as a crucial habitat 

for the critically endangered White-Bellied Heron. While the EAC had itself recommended a 

detailed conservation plan for the avian species in 2020, the January 2026 meeting did not feature 

any discussion on biodiversity, as per the minutes of the meeting 

— As per Greenko’s submissions, Demwe Lower is the lowermost scheme/stage on the allotted 

river stretch of the 3,000 MW hydel project. 

Do You Know: 

—The development-environment debate is a contemporary matter of contestation that explores 

the conflict between economic advancement and ecological conservation. This issue is particularly 

relevant in developing nations such as India which has ambitions of raising its quality of life while 

simultaneously contending with challenges related to environmental degradation and climate 

change. 
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— Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has emerged as a mechanism to aid nations in walking 

the tightrope between economic development and environmental protection, ensuring that 

growth does not come at the expense of ecological sustainability. 

— EIA is a systematic process used to evaluate the potential environmental effects – both positive 

and negative – of a proposed project or development before it is approved. The primary objectives 

of EIA include the prediction and evaluation of the environmental, economic and social impacts of 

development projects. 

— It facilitates informed decision-making by providing in-depth analysis of a proposed project 

and promotes sustainable development by identifying potential negative effects early in the 

planning stage, while also suggesting appropriate alternatives and mitigating mechanisms. 

TROUBLED WATERS 

Proponents of the controversial Great Nicobar Project will be enthused by an order from the 

Kolkata bench of the National Green Tribunal (NGT) ruling that all environmental safeguards are 

in place, that the potential impact of this gargantuan project on resident native populations of the 

region is duly accounted for, and the project’s “strategic utility” is reason enough for the 

government to not be fully transparent with what it shares in the public domain. But the dominant 

narrative around the project mirrors the classic development versus environment conflict of a 

pristine Pandora being ravaged for the greed of far-away mainlanders. The Great Nicobar Island 

Project (GNIP) envisages a trans-shipment port, an international airport, township development, 

and a 450 Megavolt-Amperes (MVA) gas and solar-based power plant. In the early 20th century, 

the British Phosphate Commissioners (a joint venture of the U.K., Australia, and New Zealand) 

began large-scale phosphate mining for fertilizer on Nauru and Banaba in the Pacific Ocean. By 

1945, the island had been so physically devastated by strip mining that it was deemed 

uninhabitable. The native Banabans were forcibly relocated to Rabi Island in Fiji, over 2,000 

kilometres away. Today, Banaba is a desolate landscape of jagged limestone “pinnacles” and the 

displaced population is fighting for the rehabilitation of its homeland. These serve as historical 

precedents for why economic logic alone cannot dictate actions in remote territories. Though 

accorded an environment and preliminary forest clearance by the Union Environment Ministry, 

concerns about the potential loss of biodiversity, tree-felling, and impact on resident tribes 

prompted the NGT to order a review of the environmental aspects of the project. 

Independent scientists and environmentalist groups have said that the felling of tracts of pristine 

tropical forest — nearly nine lakh trees across 130 sq.km — for this project would significantly 

harm the biodiversity of the region and constitute an irreparable loss. This is not counting the 

disturbance to leatherback turtle nesting grounds and the assault on the corals. There was also 

the contested matter of whether the community rights of the local Shompen and the Nicobarese 

tribes were fully settled under the requirements of the Forest Rights Act. Recently, members of 

the Tribal Council said they were being coerced to sign “surrender certificates” that implied their 

consent to large parts of their land being diverted for the project. The NGT order essentially 

rubber-stamps the government’s appraisal process without independently examining the 

concerns raised. It only imposes faith that the government will be a conscientious executor of the 

project. Whether the Great Nicobar Project is a ‘net good’ can only be judged by future generations, 

but the lack of a process that offers a fair appraisal of independent concerns bodes ill for the 

present. 

Do you Know: 
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— A six-member National Green Tribunal (NGT) special bench has given nod to the Great Nicobar 

mega infrastructure project. 

— The bench, headed by NGT chairperson Justice Prakash Shrivastava, also noted the “strategic 

importance of the project” and the issues that were dealt with by a high-powered committee 

(HPC) tasked with revisiting the project’s environmental clearance, as per a 2023 order of the 

NGT. 

— The Great Nicobar Island (GNI) infrastructure project was conceived by NITI Aayog and 

launched in 2021. The project involves construction of an international container transshipment 

terminal, a township and area development, a 450 MVA gas and solar-based power plant, and a 

dual use civilian and military airport. The project will be spread over 166 sq km. 

— The project is being implemented by the Andaman and Nicobar Islands Integrated 

Development Corporation (ANIIDCO). It aligns with India’s Maritime Vision 2030 and is one of the 

key projects under the Amrit Kaal Vision 2047. 

— The Andaman and Nicobar Islands are a cluster of 836 islands, split into two groups — the 

Andaman Islands to the north and the Nicobar Islands to the south — by the 150-km wide Ten 

Degree Channel. 

— Great Nicobar is the southernmost and largest of the Nicobar Islands, a sparsely inhabited 910-

sq-km patch of mainly tropical rainforest in the southeastern Bay of Bengal. Indira Point on the 

island, India’s southernmost point, is only 90 nautical miles (less than 170 km) from Sabang at the 

northern tip of Sumatra, the largest island of the Indonesian archipelago. 

— Great Nicobar has two national parks, a biosphere reserve, small populations of the Shompen 

and Nicobarese tribal peoples, and a few thousand non-tribal settlers. Notably, the Great Nicobar 

Biosphere Reserve was included in the list of Man and Biosphere (MAB) Program of UNESCO in 

2013. 

PESKY TUSKER PADAYAPPA AT IT AGAIN IN MUNNAR  

Whether roaming through tea plantations or stopping by roadside shops, the wild tusker 

Padayappa has become a familiar presence in Munnar, Kerala. However, the popular hill station 

icon is currently on the rampage, damaging vehicles and raising concerns among travellers. 

The tusker recently attacked vehicles along the Munnar–Marayur interstate route and several side 

roads. According to Forest Department sources, the animal has damaged four vehicles this month 

alone. While some residents argue that Padayappa has become a “conflict animal,” plantation 

workers and many local people continue to express deep affection for the elephant. 

 “In recent years, the tusker has displayed aggressive behaviour during its musth period in January 

and February,”. “Once the musth subsides, he returns to his normal routine, roaming peacefully in 

and around Munnar. Because of this seasonal aggression, certain groups are portraying 

Padayappa as a conflict animal and demanding his relocation. With another Assembly election 

approaching, we fear the government may yield to such pressure.” 

Mr. Mohan added that Padayappa is a symbol of the region. “Most tourists who arrive at the hill 

station hope to see him. He has truly become a tourism icon. Local residents and plantation 

workers care deeply for the animal and want him to remain in his natural habitat.” 
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Jayan J., head of the Forest Department’s Rapid Response Team (RRT) for the Munnar division, 

said Padayappa currently roams between the Munnar and Devikulam forest ranges. 

‘Never attacks people’ 

“He may be in the Devikulam range in the morning and move to the Munnar range by evening,” 

Mr. Jayan said. “The RRT is closely monitoring his movements. Neither the public nor plantation 

workers have called for his relocation. He does not attack people; his aggression is linked solely 

to musth, and he is expected to return to normal behaviour soon,” he added. Officials noted that 

during last year’s musth period, the elephant destroyed more than 20 vehicles. 

Named after Rajinikanth’s hit film, Padayappa has many admirers in a region otherwise known 

for human–wildlife conflict, largely because of his usually calm temperament. He is known for 

making “friendly” roadside appearances and occasionally helping himself to food stored in shops 

without causing structural damage. 

Believed to be around 60 years old, the elephant is easily recognised by a limp caused by a hind 

leg injury and by his unusually long tusks. 

SHORT NEWS  

HELSINKI TREATY 

— Nordic government ministers meet in Denmark to discuss elevating Greenland and two other 

autonomous territories to equal status in a regional forum, boosting cooperation after U.S. 

President Donald Trump’s push to control the Arctic island. One of the agenda items of the meeting 

was to update the Helsinki treaty. 

— The Helsinki Accords, signed on August 1, 1975, framed a common security framework for 

Europe. It represents a collective effort to foster cooperation among 35 participating states from 

Europe, the U.S., and Canada during the Cold War. 

INDIA-BRAZIL RELATIONSHIP  

— Brazil’s President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva paid a state visit to India from February 18 to 22, 

2026. He also participated in the AI Impact Summit. 

— This is Lula’s second state visit to India — he had last visited Delhi for the G20 leaders summit 

in September 2023. 

— Last year, in July 2025, the State Visit of Prime Minister Modi to Brasilia (7-8 July 2025) was 

the second-ever bilateral visit by the Prime Minister of India, taking place after a gap of 57 years. 

— A total of ten agreements were exchanged between India and Brazil in areas such as critical 

minerals, digital cooperation, sharing of traditional knowledge, health, MSME, entrepreneurship, 

and mass communication, among others. 

— India-Brazil Digital Partnership for the Future agreement was signed that embodies a shared 

vision for a digitally empowered future, to be built on mutual trust and collaborative progress. It 

will encompass bilateral cooperation across a wide range of critical areas, including Digital Public 
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Infrastructure (DPIs), through joint initiatives, institutions, and projects that draw on the 

experience of the two countries. 

INDIA-FRANCE ELEVATED THEIR BILATERAL TIES TO A SPECIAL GLOBAL STRATEGIC 

PARTNERSHIP  

— The President of France, Emmanuel Macron, was on an official visit to India from 17 to 19 

February 2026 to participate in the Artificial Intelligence Impact Summit 2026. 

— This is President Macron’s 4th visit to India, and it follows Prime Minister Modi’s visit to France 

in February 2025. 

—  India and France jointly launched the 2026 India-France Year of Innovation in Mumbai on 17 

February. 

— Both leaders agreed to elevate their ties to a Special Global Strategic Partnership to guide 

bilateral cooperation in the coming decades. 

— They jointly inaugurated the H125 Final Assembly Line, a first-of-its-kind private sector 

helicopter manufacturing facility in India. It will combine the strength of TATA Advanced Systems 

and Airbus to serve India’s growing market and export to third countries. 

— They also launched the Indo-French Centre for AI in Health, Indo-French Centre for Digital 

Science and Technology, and National Centre of Excellence for Skilling in Aeronautics. 

CORRUPTION PERSPECTIVE INDEX 2025 

— Transparency International has published the 2025 Corruption Perception Index (CPI). The 

index evaluated 182 countries based on perceived public sector corruption, using a scale from 

zero (highly corrupt) to 100 (very clean). 

— The index shows that corruption globally is worsening, even in advanced democracies, as the 

number of countries scoring above 80 has decreased from 12 a decade ago to just five this year. 

— Denmark, maintaining its eight-year streak, tops the CPI 2025 with the highest score of 89, 

followed closely by Finland (88) and Singapore (84). 

— South Sudan and Somalia, both scoring 9, tied at rank 181. Venezuela ranks slightly higher at 

180 with a score of 10, placing these three nations at the bottom of the index. 

— In 2025, India ranked 91st globally on the Corruption Perceptions Index, scoring 39 out of 100, 

which is a slight improvement from the previous year. In 2024, India’s overall score was 38 and 

ranked 96 out of 180 countries. 

BHARAT-VISTAAR 

— Union Agriculture Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan has launched the Bharat-VISTAAR (Virtually 

Integrated System to Access Agricultural Resources), an AI-powered multilingual tool designed to 

provide farmers with relevant information. 
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— This AI tool was announced by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman in the Union Budget 2026-

27, and allocated Rs 150 crore. 

— Bharat-VISTAAR is a Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) initiative in agriculture that uses 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) to personalise advice by integrating information from trusted sources 

across the Centre, state government, and cooperative systems. 

— It is an AI-powered multilingual tool that provides information to farmers in their native 

language through mobile or a simple phone call. The tool offers guidance on crop planning, 

agricultural practices, pests, weather forecasts, markets, scheme information, eligibility, 

applications, and grievances. It serves as a single “digital doorway” for farmers to access required 

information. 

— Farmers can access Bharat-VISTAAR by dialling the dedicated telephone number 155261 and 

talking to the AI Assistant, named ‘Bharati’. They can also download a mobile app from the Google 

Play Store or access it through a web interface link, which functions similarly to the app. 

BODHAN AI  

— The Bharat Bodhan AI 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 AI-driven transformation of India’s education ecosystem. 

— The Center plans to involve AI in education through Bodhan AI. The not-for-profit company, 

Bodhan AI, will develop the Bharat EduAI Stack as Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) for 

education. DPI is a digital system that can provide access to services on a large scale, like UPI 

(Unified Payments Interface) for payments. 

— The company will work on research to build AI capabilities for Indian languages, and develop 

assets like automatic speech recognition and speech synthesis. Applications will then be built, 

with the aim of taking them to schools and other institutions through collaborations with state 

governments. 

SWITZERLAND’S PRESIDENT ANNOUNCES GENEVA AS HOST OF 2027 AI IMPACT 

SUMMIT 

The Artificial Intelligence (AI) Impact Summit in 2027 will be held in Geneva, Switzerland’s 

President Guy Parmelin said here on Thursday, making a pitch for smaller countries to “come 

together” to ensure good governance of AI development, so it is not held in the hands of a few “big 

powers”. 

Mr. Modi welcomed plans to hold the Fifth Summit in Switzerland. 

HC RULING UPROAR PUTS GLARE ON THE OLDER, NARROWER DEFINITION OF RAPE  

Penetration, not ejaculation, is the sine qua non (Latin for essential ingredient) of rape. This oft-

repeated line in criminal law and its emphasis in a February 16 ruling by the Chhattisgarh High 

Court in which a man was acquitted of rape charges has sparked outrage. 

The HC held that the accused was guilty only of an attempt to rape charge and not of rape itself. 
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Section 375 of the Indian Penal Code, till 2013, had a narrow definition of rape. It criminalised 

only peno-vaginal penetration. That is, the offence occurred only if a penis forcefully entered a 

vagina. The statutory explanation to the provision stated: “Penetration is sufficient to constitute 

the sexual intercourse necessary to the offence of rape.” 

One of the key demands from the protests over the 2012 Delhi gang rape was recognising and 

penalising a wide range of non-penetrative sexual offences against women. The Criminal Law 

(Amendment) Act, 2013, was brought in to strengthen laws against sexual offences. The new law 

expanded the definition of rape and introduced a mandatory minimum punishment of seven years 

for rape. 

In the expanded definition, the law recognises penetration of a penis, any object or a part of the 

body, to any extent, into the vagina, mouth, urethra or anus of a woman. The explanation of the 

provision also states that the vagina would include the labia majora. If examined under the new 

definition, the offence could be considered rape since penetration to any extent is included in the 

penal law. 

VIBRANT VILLAGES PROGRAMME 

— Union Home Minister Amit Shah has formally launched the second phase of the central 

government’s Vibrant Villages programme in a village on the Indo-Bangladesh border in Assam’s 

Cachar district. 

— With a total outlay of Rs 6839 crore till the financial year 2028-2029, the second phase of 

Vibrant Villages programme aims to cover a total of 1,954 villages in Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, 

Bihar, Gujarat, J&K, Ladakh, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Punjab, Rajasthan, Sikkim, 

Tripura, Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal, Shah said. 

— In April 2023, the first phase of the Vibrant Villages programme was launched in the Indo-China 

border village of Kibithoo in Arunachal Pradesh. In that first phase, 662 villages had been 

identified for comprehensive development in 19 districts along the northern border in Arunachal 

Pradesh, Sikkim, Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, and Ladakh. 

RBI TIGHTENS BANK LENDING NORMS FOR STOCK BROKERS 

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has tightened guidelines that govern lending activities of banks 

to capital market intermediaries (CMIs) such as brokers, mandating that “all credit facilities to 

CMIs shall be provided on a fully secured basis”. This means that for a bank to provide a Rs 100 

loan to a broker, the broker must provide collateral equalling that amount to the bank.The 

collateral, the RBI said in a notification Friday, can be in the form of eligible securities or other 

cash, permissible financial assets, immovable properties, receivables, bank guarantees, and 

standby letter of credit. However, Commercial Papers and Non-Convertible Debentures (NCDs) of 

original or initial maturity up to one year are not acceptable. 

GREENLIGHT TO FIRST ROAD-CUM-RAIL TUNNEL UNDER BRAHMAPUTRA RIVER  

The Centre on Saturday approved the construction of India’s first underwater road-cum-rail 

tunnel, that 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 — has been approved by the Cabinet 

Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA). The stretch will connect Gohpur on NH-15 and 
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Numaligarh on NH-715, cutting short the distance between the two Assam cities to just 34-km 

from the current 240-km. The Ministry of Road Transport and Highways (MoRTH) officials said 

that the tunnel project will be an important milestone for developing Northeast as a gateway for 

‘Act East Policy’. 

INDIA’S FIRST PRIVATE SECTOR HELICOPTER FAL BY TATA, AIRBUS OPENS IN 

KARNATAKA 

Two years after it was announced, India’s first private sector helicopter final assembly line 

(FAL)—to manufacture Airbus’s best-selling H125 helicopters—was inaugurated on Tuesday at 

Vemagal in Karnataka’s Kolar district. The facility, built by Tata Advanced Systems (TASL) in 

partnership with European aerospace major Airbus, was inaugurated virtually by Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi and visiting French President Emmanuel Macron. The project, seen as a big boost 

to aircraft manufacturing in India, was first announced on Republic Day in 2024 in conjunction 

with Macron’s visit to India at the time. 

NANEGHAT CAVES 

— Recently, the Pune Police have booked a man after an illegal construction was found adjacent 

to the historic Naneghat Caves in Junnar taluka of Pune district. Over the past year, at least eight 

cases of illegal constructions of hotels, eateries and houses have been reported within these 

protected areas. 

— The case was registered under the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Sites and Remains 

Act following a complaint by officials of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI). 

— Junnar taluka of Pune is home to several historical sites from various eras. Of these, three sites, 

Naneghat rock-cut caves, Shivneri fort and Lenyadri caves are under the purview of the ASI. 

— The Naneghat caves, dating back to the 1st century BCE, are known for their early Brahmi 

inscriptions that provide valuable insights into the Satavahana dynasty and ancient trade routes. 

Archaeologically, they are crucial for understanding the region’s role as a corridor between the 

Deccan plateau and the western coast. 

STRAIT OF HORMUZ  

— Iran has temporarily closed the Strait of Hormuz during live-fire drills as tensions with the US 

escalated alongside nuclear talks in Geneva. 

— A strait is a narrow water body connecting two larger bodies of water. The two water bodies 

that the Strait of Hormuz connects are the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, which further flows 

out into the Arabian Sea. 

— Strait of Hormuz is 21 miles (33 km) wide at its narrowest point, with the shipping lane just 

two miles (three km) wide in either direction. 

— It is a key passage through which 20–25 per cent of global oil supply transits, as well as a critical 

corridor for LNG shipments from Qatar and the UAE. 
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FREESTYLE CHESS WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP  

— Magnus Carlsen of Norway is the winner of the 2026 FIDE Freestyle Chess World 

Championship. He defeated Fabiano Caruana in a four-game finale. This is the first official FIDE-

recognized Freestyle Chess World Championship. 

— Carlsen has five classical World Championships besides six World Rapid Championships and 

nine World Blitz Championships. Now Carlsen adds a world title in the one format that was 

missing, marking his 21st World Championship title. 

ABOUT THE FIDE FREESTYLE CHESS WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP.  

— It’s a new world championship, born out of a partnership between the global governing body 

of chess, FIDE, and the Freestyle Chess organisers, who conducted the Freestyle Chess Grand Slam 

Tour last season. 

— While officially it will be the first official FIDE Freestyle Chess World Championship, FIDE had 

organised a world championship in the Chess960 format (as the freestyle format is also known) 

twice before. 

— Back then, it was known as the Fischer Random World Championship, with Wesley So winning 

the title in 2019 and Hikaru Nakamura claiming the crown in 2022. 

— The total prize fund for the weekend is $3,00,000, with $1,00,000 (approximately Rs 90.5 lakh) 

awarded to the FIDE Freestyle Chess World Champion. 

ABOUT FREESTYLE CHESS 

— Freestyle chess is a variant of chess that goes by many names: Fischer Random Chess, Chess 

9LX and Chess 960. 

— How it differs from regular chess is that instead of positions of chess pieces on the back ranks 

being fixed, in freestyle chess positions of these pieces are randomised at the start of the game. 

— The eight pawns in front of these pieces start where they usually do. But the back ranks will 

not necessarily have rooks stationed on the corners, the knights starting on the b and g files, the 

bishops on c and f files. 

— Names like Chess960 have been given to the format because there are 960 possible starting 

positions on the board when the minor and major pieces at the back ranks are shuffled. 

— Chess pieces in Freestyle Chess still retain their regular characteristics in action: rooks move 

in straight lines, bishops cut across the board in sweeping diagonal movements, the knights make 

sickle-like veering motions and retain the ability to hop over pieces. 
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BUSINESS AND ECONOMY 

HOW IS U.S.-INDIA TRADE DEAL BEING TWEAKED? 

The story so far: 

The Interim Agreement between India and the U.S. on trade has buoyed investor sentiment in 

India, especially because of the prospect of tariffs on Indian exports to the U.S. reducing to 18%. 

However, since the deal was announced through a joint statement on February 7, the contours of 

what it could include have been the source of much ambiguity. This is especially true in four broad 

areas: oil, agriculture, textiles, and the value of overall imports from the U.S. 

What does the joint statement say? 

The joint statement said that the U.S. has agreed to apply a reciprocal tariff of 18% on imports 

from India. This would entail a reduction from the existing 25%. The statement itself did not 

mention the additional 25% penal tariff the U.S. had levied on India for its imports of Russian oil. 

However, U.S. President Donald Trump took to social media saying that Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi had agreed to stop importing Russian oil. Further, on February 6, Mr. Trump issued an 

executive order removing the 25% penal tariff saying that “India has committed to stop directly 

or indirectly importing Russian Federation oil”. Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal has said that he 

expects the executive order reducing the remaining 25% reciprocal tariffs to 18% to be issued 

this week. 

In return for this reduction in reciprocal tariffs, the joint statement said India has agreed to 

remove tariffs on U.S. exports of “all U.S. industrial goods and a wide range of U.S. food and 

agricultural products”, which includes Dried Distillers’ Grains (DDGs), red sorghum for animal 

feed, tree nuts, fresh and processed fruit, soybean oil, wine and spirits, and “additional products”. 

Further, the joint statement said that India “intends to” buy $500 billion worth of U.S. energy 

products, aircraft and aircraft parts, precious metals, technology products, and coking coal over 

the next five years. 

What is the confusion over oil imports? 

The confusion arises from the fact that the Indian government has refused to categorically deny 

the repeated statements by Mr. Trump and senior officials of his administration that India has 

agreed to stop buying oil from Russia. A factsheet on the India-U.S. deal issued by the White House 

also says the same. 

While an analysis of government data up to December 2025 shows that India’s imports of Russian 

oil had fallen to a 38-month low that month, the government has not made clear its position on 

Russian oil imports since then. When asked about the issue, both Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal 

and Petroleum Minister Hardeep Puri have directed all questions to the Ministry of External 

Affairs. In repeated press conferences, officials of the Ministry of External Affairs have not 

answered direct “yes or no” questions on whether India has committed to reducing its Russian oil 

imports. In a public statement, Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri said earlier this week that India’s 

energy sourcing is guided by pricing, availability, and risks but did not directly address the 

Russian issue. 
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How will agriculture be affected? 

The agriculture sector is another area that has created a lot of controversy. Opposition parties 

have taken the wording of the joint statement, which said India has agreed to eliminate tariffs on 

“a wide range of U.S. food and agricultural products”, to attack the government for hurting the 

interests of India’s farmers. Mr. Goyal, through various press briefings and interviews, including 

to The Hindu, made assurances that Indian farmers had no reason to worry and that all sensitive 

agricultural items and dairy would be kept out of the deal. 

While listing the various agricultural items that were excluded from the deal, Mr. Goyal told The 

Hindu that this would include “pulses in which we are self-sufficient in India, like green peas, 

kabuli chana, moong”. The question of what happens to other pulses again came to the fore when 

the White House uploaded its fact sheet. In the original version, the list of items on which India 

had agreed to eliminate or reduce tariffs included pulses. That version has since been updated, 

with the reference to pulses being removed. 

On Friday, both Mr. Goyal and Agriculture Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan released separate video 

messages assuring farmers that their interests would not be compromised in the U.S. deal. 

What about India’s purchase of U.S. goods? 

Mr. Trump’s original post on Truth Social said that Prime Minister Modi had committed to “buy 

American” in addition to $500 billion worth of energy, technology, agricultural, coal, and “many 

other products”. 

The joint statement, while clarifying that these purchases were to be spread over five years, also 

said that it was an intention and did not use the word commitment. However, the White House 

factsheet again said that India had committed to buying $500 billion worth of goods from the U.S. 

The amended version now also says this is an “intention”. 

The $500 billion of imports of goods from the U.S. will not overly concentrate on India’s supply 

chains towards the U.S., Mr. Goyal said in his interview to The Hindu. He said that India currently 

imports about $300 billion of electronics, energy, parts for data centres and semiconductors, and 

airplanes and their parts from across the world. This amount, he said, is expected to grow to $2 

trillion in five years. So, he argued that importing $500 billion of this from the U.S. would not entail 

any concentration of India’s supply chains. 

Why is there ambiguity over textile exports? 

Once Mr. Trump signs the executive order lowering India’s reciprocal tariffs to 18% from 25%, 

the tariff on India’s textile exports too will fall to 18%. The sector welcomed this with great 

enthusiasm since the U.S. is a major export destination for the sector and the earlier 50% tariffs 

were hurting the industry. 

However, just days after India and the U.S. announced their deal, the U.S. and Bangladesh also 

announced a trade deal. Under this deal, Bangladesh’s exports to the U.S. would face tariffs of 19%. 

In addition, the agreement included a clause that specified that if Bangladesh imports cotton from 

the U.S., then the textiles exported using that cotton would face 0% duties in the U.S. 

Opposition parties were quick to point out that this would render Indian textile exporters 

relatively uncompetitive even before India’s deal with the U.S. has been signed. 
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Now, however, Mr. Goyal has said that Indian textile exporters will receive the same benefits as 

Bangladeshi textile exporters. That is, under the Interim Agreement, if Indian textile makers 

import American cotton, then their exports to the U.S. would attract 0% tariffs. This had not been 

mentioned by him earlier. Mr. Goyal and other officials of the Commerce Ministry have said that 

the formal agreement is expected to be signed in mid-March. It is only after that that more details 

will be made clear. 

AMBIGUITIES IN THE U.S.-INDIA TRADE DEAL 

Almost a year after India agreed to launch negotiations for a bilateral trade agreement with the 

U.S., the two countries took the first step by agreeing on an interim agreement. This agreement 

ends a period of fractured ties between the two strategic partners that began in August 2025 when 

U.S. President Donald Trump imposed 25% tariffs on imports from India, and additional tariffs of 

25% as penalty for importing Russian crude oil. 

As per the interim agreement, the U.S. will reduce tariffs on India’s imports from 50% to 18% 

while India makes three significant concessions. First, India will eliminate or reduce tariffs and 

non-tariff barriers on its imports of all industrial goods and a wide range of food and agricultural 

products from the U.S. Secondly, India, as per Mr. Trump’s Executive Order issued alongside the 

Joint Statement, has made a huge commitment to stop “directly or indirectly” importing Russian 

oil (which Indian officials are yet to confirm). And finally, India has expressed its intent to 

“purchase $500 billion of U.S. energy products, aircraft and aircraft parts, precious metals, 

technology products, and coking coal over the next 5 years”. Mr. Trump has imposed this condition 

to ensure that henceforth, India cannot maintain the positive balance in its trade with the U.S., 

which it currently enjoys. 

The interim agreement has found support in some quarters of the country. Advocates of the 

agreement point out that the reduction in U.S. tariffs would provide opportunities to Indian 

businesses to expand their presence in the world’s biggest economy. They argue that India’s 

labour-intensive products, especially textiles and clothing, would enjoy a competitive edge over 

the products of its neighbours in South and Southeast Asia since they face higher U.S. tariffs. But 

this purported advantage would be considerably diluted as the U.S. and Bangladesh have also 

announced their trade deal on February 9, under which certain textile and clothing products from 

Bangladesh would enjoy duty-free access into the U.S. 

Protecting farmers interests 

The interim agreement raises several uncomfortable questions on a wide spectrum of issues, from 

its likely impact on several key stakeholders in India, particularly farmers, to the ability of the 

Indian government to take sovereign decisions in critical areas. 

One, the interim agreement does not explicitly state that India would not reduce tariff-sensitive 

agricultural products, especially cereals, as has been the case in all its Free Trade Agreements 

(FTAs), including the recent EU-India FTA. Does this absence of a clear statement that tariff 

protection on cereals would be maintained, suggest that India has yielded to Mr. Trump’s 

pressures to comprehensively open India’s agricultural market to U.S. agri-business? Serious 

doubts arose regarding this possibility when the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, Brooke Rollins 

tweeted that the U.S.-India deal would help “export more American farm products to India’s 

massive market, lifting prices, and pumping cash into rural America”. The Government of India 

must ensure that the final deal with the U.S. unambiguously states that imports of cereals from the 
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U.S. would not be allowed, which is the sole guarantee for protecting farmers’ livelihoods and also 

the country’s hard earned food security. This is also critical for the government’s credibility as 

Prime Minster Narendra Modi during last year’s Independence Day speech had assured farmers 

that their interests would be protected in a trade deal with the U.S. 

Unanswered questions 

Two, the interim agreement states that India would address the long-standing Non-Tariff Barriers 

(NTBs) to trade of U.S. food and agricultural products in recognition of the importance of working 

together to resolve U.S.’s long-standing concerns. The U.S. has consistently opposed India’s refusal 

to import Genetically Modified (GM) food products, long considered as India’s most significant 

NTB on food products. By agreeing to resolve “long standing concerns” in the interim agreement, 

has the government allowed imports of GM food products? 

Three, why has the government accepted the most unequal trade agreement by eliminating tariffs 

and non-tariff barriers on U.S. imports, while allowing the U.S. to impose 18% tariffs on India’s 

exports? It may be noted that before Mr. Trump began his tariff war, average U.S. tariffs on India’s 

exports was around 2.5%, implying that India has allowed a seven-fold increase in tariff 

protection on its exports to the U.S. Four, why has India accepted such an unequal deal when the 

legitimacy of Mr. Trump’s tariffs are been questioned in U.S. courts, and, more importantly, when 

several countries, including Brazil and China have refused to yield to Mr. Trump’s pressures? And 

finally, why has the government allowed the Trump Administration to maintain surveillance on 

India’s oil imports? Mr. Trump has directed his administration to reimpose 25% additional tariffs 

if India resumes its Russian oil imports. This raises a much larger question; hasn’t the Government 

of India’s acquiescence opened the door for U.S. surveillance to extend to more sensitive areas 

that could challenge India’s sovereignty? 

ARE INDIAN FIRMS INTENT ON MOVING TO VENEZUELAN OIL?  

The story so far: 

Indian refiners have not been particularly enthused with the prospect of Venezuelan oil flowing 

into the global market following the U.S’ capture of Venezuelan President Nicholas Maduro. Whilst 

announcing the trade agreement with India, U.S. President Donald Trump unilaterally mentioned 

that New Delhi had agreed to buy more crude from the U.S., potentially Venezuelan oil. However, 

the joint statement makes no such mention. 

What are the concerns? 

S. Bharathan, Director for Refiners at Hindustan Petroleum said that Venezuelan crude other than 

being bottom-heavy, also has high viscosity and a high acid number. Sanjay Khanna, Chairman and 

Managing Director of Bharat Petroleum too had indicated that Venezuelan crude contains high 

metal and nitrogen content. He further stated that the crude would have to be co-blended with 

other lighter crude to the extent of 10-15% and then processed. For perspective, higher viscosity 

indicates a potential resistance to flow while a higher acid number indicates a higher chemical 

mix existing naturally in the oil. 

Why is it a concern for any refinery? 

Amit Priyadarshan, Chief Executive Officer of Caliche, explained that pipes, bends, pressure 

vessels, outlets, inlets, valves and chokes in a refinery are designed based on a certain viscosity of 
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crude oil. “Beyond which, it leads to complication in the process,” he stated, adding specifically 

with respect to viscosity, “In the flow [of crude oil in pipes and systems of a refinery], pressure 

gets built up.” Further, enumerating about the acidic number, Mr. Priyadarshan explained that a 

higher acidic number would result in corroding. Anandh Mathew, the Group COO at Caliche, also 

pointed to refineries using catalysts and/or chemicals to process crude into final products as 

petrol and diesel among others. “Refineries procure these based on the type of crude it can process 

but if there is a different type of crude, it is not like you can go buy it from the market, the catalysts 

are used in thousands of tonnes each day,” he stated. According to Mr. Mathews, while 

recalibrating refineries may not be a particularly uphill task in terms of cost, it cannot be done 

overnight and the lack of additional storage capacity could be a constraint. Bloomberg reported 

that Reliance, India’s refining giant, “has taken one Very Large Crude Carrier with a cargo of 

around 2 million barrels”. Reliance’s Jamnagar can handle heavy and extra-heavy crude. 

What next? 

India’s Foreign Ministry has maintained that New Delhi “remains open to exploring the 

commercial merits of any crude supply option, including from Venezuela”. Speaking to the press 

on February 5, Randhir Jaiswal, official spokesperson at the ministry also pointed to Indian public 

sector entities of the oil and gas sector having established relationships with the Venezuelan state-

owned PDVSA. “We were importing energy or crude oil from Venezuela till 2019-20 and thereafter 

we had to stop. Again, we started buying oil from Venezuela in 2023-24 which were halted 

because of re-imposition of sanctions,” he observed. For context, the South American nation’s 

share in India’s crude oil basket hovered between 10-13% until President Trump imposed 

sanctions during his first term at the Oval Office. Later, after New Delhi recommenced purchases, 

Venezuelan crude constitutes about 1-2% of India’s overall basket. 

A potential determinant for higher Venezuelan uptake also entails political uncertainty. Mr. 

Trump’s actions have been condemned at the UNSC and by allies including the EU. This factor is 

important for considering any investment in Venezuela. On the other hand, an SBI Research note 

held that India’s import fuel bill could decline by $3 billion should they move to Venezuela. This 

was however subject to Indian refiners being able to avail a $10-12 discount per barrel to make it 

economically viable. 

WHAT’S IN STORE FOR GARMENT EXPORTERS TO U.S.?  

The story so far: 

In the U.S.-Bangladesh Agreement on Reciprocal Trade, signed on February 9, the U.S. has 

committed to “establish a mechanism that will allow for certain textile and apparel goods from 

Bangladesh to receive a zero reciprocal tariff rate”. A statement from the White House said this 

mechanism will provide for a to-be-specified volume of apparel and textile imports from 

Bangladesh to enter the U.S. at this reduced tariff rate, but that the volume shall be determined 

based on the use of U.S. produced cotton and MMF (man-made fibre) textile inputs. Following 

concerns in the Indian textile and garment industry, which is the largest employment generator 

after agriculture, Indian Minister for Commerce and Industry Piyush Goyal said that India is to 

have the same facility as Bangladesh, and that Indian garment and textile exporters will also 

benefit. 
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What does data of the countries indicate? 

Of the total imports of $16.1 billion of textile inputs by Bangladesh in 2024, $3.1 billion went from 

India. Bangladesh imports approximately 85 lakh bales of cotton annually, mainly from Brazil, 

India, and African countries for its nearly 500 spinning mills. India exported 12-14 lakh bales of 

cotton to Bangladesh in 2024-25, of its total production of about 300 lakh bales. It also shipped 

$1.47 billion worth of cotton yarn (570 million kg) to Bangladesh, which was the biggest 

destination for Indian yarn, in 2024-25. Bangladesh buys more yarn and fabric from other 

countries than the basic raw material — fibre, according to a report by the Global Trade Research 

Initiative (GTRI). Bangladesh exported $50.9 billion in garments globally in 2024, and of it, $7.4 

billion went to the U.S. 

Of the annual garment exports of $16 billion from India, almost one-third goes to the U.S. At 

present, international cotton prices (landed cost) have a 2% to 8% price difference, depending on 

the country of origin and the buying country. 

Will trade dynamics tilt towards Bangladesh? 

Indian textile and garment exporters feel things will not change immediately or much because of 

the U.S.-Bangladesh deal. A GTRI report notes that over 63%, or $32.3 billion, of Bangladesh’s 

garment exports went to the European Union, duty-free. Since the EU is Bangladesh’s main 

market, its garment supply chains are built to serve European buyers. 

Bangladesh’s garment industry depends heavily on imported textile inputs, especially yarn and 

fabric, for making garments. To qualify for zero tariffs of the U.S., Bangladesh should replace long-

established suppliers and invest heavily in new spinning and fabric-processing capacity, which it 

currently lacks. According to the Cotton Textiles Export Promotion Council, the Bangladesh textile 

industry should change its product mix and realign its raw material supply chains to benefit from 

the use of American cotton. Its textile mills are already in a crisis, say Indian yarn exporters. 

What is the extent of India-U.S. cotton trade? 

India imports close to five lakh bales of U.S. cotton annually, of which 2.5 lakh bales are of extra 

long staple (ELS) cotton and the other 2.5 lakh bales are non-ELS cotton. India is one of the leading 

users of American PIMA cotton, which is a premium ELS variety. Several Indian textile mills are 

already nominated by American brands to supply yarn made of American cotton for garments. 

India currently levies 11% import duty on cotton, except for ELS cotton. Indian garment exporters 

will get similar access to the U.S. market as Bangladesh exporters, Mr. Goyal has said. 

What are the concerns? 

While Indian goods will attract 18% reciprocal tariff in the U.S., goods from Bangladesh will attract 

19% from the earlier 20%. Thus, the U.S. tariff difference between India and Bangladesh has 

halved with the U.S.-Bangladesh agreement. Bangladesh is already among the leading exporters 

of textiles and apparel to the U.S., alongside China, Vietnam, and India. Both, India and Bangladesh 

make predominantly cotton-based apparel. 

Shafiqul Alam, information adviser to Chief Adviser Mohammed Yunus, told The Hindu that 

Bangladesh has traditionally imported cotton from India and Central Asia as it does not produce 

the cotton or yarns necessary for its textile sector. It will replace Indian cotton with U.S.-produced 

cotton as a result of the U.S.-Bangladesh trade deal, he said. The immediate impact is likely to be 

on Indian cotton and yarn exporters. However, Indian exporters still have a lot of unanswered 
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questions, such as if the U.S.-India agreement does give Indian garment exporters a similar facility 

to the U.S. market, will the Indian government waive the import duty on U.S. cotton? Will it allow 

specific quantities to be imported by India duty-free? 

Will there be benefits for garment exporters buying American cotton? 

There is every possibility of U.S. cotton prices firming up when demand increases. If cotton is 

available from any other country at a lower cost, will U.S. customers find it cost competitive to buy 

garments made from U.S. cotton? There is also no clarity on how the U.S. will determine the 

quantity of U.S. cotton in a garment or textile product. Both India and Bangladesh garment 

exporters will get relief only from the reciprocal tariff if they use U.S. cotton and not the basic duty. 

While waiving of tariff by the U.S. for products made from U.S. cotton or MMF will certainly benefit 

Indian garment exporters, they are hoping the Indian government will evolve a system that will 

take into consideration all the practical implications and necessities for the effective operation of 

such a facility. 

INDIANS’ LOVE FOR GOLD IS WEIGHING ON THE ECONOMY  

Indian households have, with the times, updated how they make their savings. The rise in stock 

market investments, by way of mutual funds, has sparked concerns among bankers about the 

future of deposit growth. 

Key Takeaways: 

— In 2022-23, bank deposits made up 35% of households’ financial assets, while mutual fund and 

equity investments accounted for 7%. In 2024-25, the former had fallen to 33% while the latter 

more than doubled to 15%. 

— The commerce ministry said on Monday gold imports tripled from December to $12.07 billion 

in January. And one route to gold as an investment that not only illustrates the financialisation and 

formalisation of household savings but has also become an increasingly bigger driver of the 

import of the yellow metal: exchange-traded funds (ETFs). 

— According to data from the World Gold Council, India’s gold ETFs bought a record 15.52 tonne 

of gold in January, almost equal to the demand seen in the previous three months combined. 

— More than a decade ago, Indian households had lost some confidence in formal saving 

instruments and had also turned to gold. High domestic inflation in the years following the global 

financial crisis of 2008, a rapidly weakening rupee, and stuttering growth had seen gold imports 

surge so much so that the Indian government and the Reserve Bank of India had to take measures 

to stop free import of the metal. 

— One of these was the Sovereign Gold Bonds scheme, which was started in late 2015 and offered 

households exposure to gold prices along with an interest rate of 2.5%. 

— According to RBI data, Indians bought SGBs equivalent to 147 tonnes of gold worth Rs 72,274 

crore over the scheme’s life. This helped reduce India’s gold imports by that sum as the 

government did not import gold to meet these bond purchases but only set aside money for 

interest payments and change in price of gold. 
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— However, the SGB scheme was discontinued in early 2024 as rapidly rising gold prices made it 

an increasingly expensive proposition for the government: it was having to pay nearly Rs 18,000 

crore every year as interest and payment for maturing bonds. 

— While high inflation is not a concern now, the fear that some households could be after gold 

because of loss of confidence in the modern monetary system should not be completely ignored. 

— The world has become rather volatile in recent years, marred by geopolitical conflicts and 

policy uncertainty. The advent of artificial intelligence has spurred stock markets of certain 

countries, while others – such as in India – have lagged due to their low AI exposure. 

Do You Know: 

— The RBI maintains a component of forex reserves, with foreign currency assets forming the 

largest part. The second-highest allocation is in gold. Gold reserves help the central bank diversify 

its foreign exchange holdings and also play a role in the de-dollarisation process. 

— ETFs are, in essence, mutual funds that invest in gold. For households, it is better to invest in 

gold ETFs than physical gold: they don’t have to bother with verifying the purity of gold or 

ensuring its security and can buy it in small amounts; it is the fund that must buy the gold 

depending on the investments it gets. 

— World Gold Council was formed in 1987 as a non-profit organisation with the aim of promoting 

the use and demand for gold through marketing, research, and lobbying. Its headquarters is 

located in London (UK), with offices around the world in New York, Shanghai, Singapore, Beijing, 

and Mumbai. 

URBAN CHALLENGE FUND GETS CABINET NOD; CENTRAL AID TO COVER 25% OF PROJECT 

COST 

A year after it was announced in the Union Budget 2025-26, 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. 

Key Takeaways: 

— Announcing the Cabinet’s decision on Friday, Information and Broadcasting Minister Ashwini 

Vaishnaw said on Saturday that a “wide range of cities” would be covered by the fund. The 

investment is envisaged over five years. 

— The fund will provide Rs 1 lakh crore of Central assistance to projects worth Rs 4 lakh crore in 

total, with the remaining amount coming from the market and the local bodies/state 

government’s own sources. Cities will have to raise at least 50% of the project cost from the 

market, including through municipal bonds, bank loans and public-private partnerships. 

— The Urban Challenge Fund will leverage market finance, private participation and citizen-

centric reforms for delivery of high-quality urban infrastructure. The fund aims to build resilient, 

productive, inclusive and climate-responsive cities, positioning those as the key driver of the 

country’s next phase of economic growth,” a government statement said. 

— It added that the fund will be operational from this financial year, that is 2025-26 until 2030-

31, and can be extended up to 2033-34. The projects to be funded will be identified by a challenge-
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based framework, with three kinds of proposals considered (cities as growth hubs, creative 

redevelopment of cities and water and sanitation). Among the projects that will be covered are 

urban mobility, retrofitting of legacy infrastructure and upgradation of water supply and 

sewerage networks. 

— The government will provide the guarantees for cities in the north-east/hilly states and those 

with populations below 1 lakh. A credit repayment guarantee scheme of Rs 5,000 crore for this 

has been approved, which will give Central guarantee of up to Rs 7 crore or 70% of the loan 

amount (whichever is lower) for first-time borrowers. 

— Vaishnaw clarified that the administrative control of projects, created with private partnership, 

will remain with the state governments and urban local bodies. He added it had taken one year to 

frame the scheme after a lengthy consultation with the states. 

Do You Know: 

— Urbanisation is the process of transformation that occurs as a society evolves from 

predominantly rural to predominantly urban areas. It involves the increase in the proportion of a 

country’s population residing in urban areas, leading to the expansion and growth of cities and 

towns. Additionally, it encompasses not only the physical expansion of cities but also their social, 

economic, and cultural transformations. 

— The Urban Challenge Fund is designed to address three aspects. First, to make cities productive 

and efficient centres of economic growth (cities as growth hubs); second, to develop and 

redevelop them in a creative way (creative redevelopment of cities ), and third, to improve 

infrastructure. (Water and sanitation). 

LOWER BEEDI TAXES ARE SHORT-TERM GAIN BUT LONG-TERM PAIN 

If increasing cigarette taxes is a public health measure to discourage smoking, then lowering beedi 

taxes to ‘protect’ rural workers ignores the long-term cost to their lives. While most tobacco 

products are taxed at the highest Goods and Services Tax (GST) slab of 40%, beedis are taxed at 

just 18%, making them significantly cheaper than cigarettes and other forms of tobacco. The latest 

tax rates became effective this month. 

Several government reports affirm that beedis are no less lethal than cigarettes. In fact, studies 

quoted in reports suggest that cancer incidence is often higher among beedi smokers. Given that 

cancer treatment costs three times more than other ailments — even in public hospitals — 

capping beedi taxes is a short-sighted subsidy. 

A critical distinction between beedi and cigarette consumption lies in demographics. Data suggest 

that there is a substantial overlap between the labour force that rolls beedis and the primary 

consumer base. While cigarette smokers lack a defining demographic profile, beedi consumption 

is confined to a much more specific socio-economic segment. 

Data from the National Family Health Survey show that beedi smoking is most pronounced among 

older rural men from the poorest 20% of the population. So, keeping beedi taxes low may enable 

workers to save a few coins in their youth, only for those savings to be eroded by the exorbitant 

cost of healthcare in later years. 
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Tobacco use in India is overwhelmingly concentrated among men. As of 2019-21, about 13.3% of 

men smoked cigarettes, while 7.8% smoked beedis. Among women, smoking rates were around 

0.1% or lower. Beedi smoking was almost twice as prevalent in rural areas (8.3%) compared to 

urban areas (4.5%) among men (Chart 1). 

While beedi smokers represent a relatively smaller share of the population than cigarette 

smokers, their frequency of consumption is significantly higher. Data reveal a stark divide: over 

80% of beedi smokers consumed more than five sticks daily, whereas over 70% of cigarette 

smokers consumed fewer than five (Chart 2). So, an important distinction is that beedi policy 

should not just look at the number of people smoking; it needs to look at how much they are 

actually smoking. 

The divide is more pronounced across education and age. While cigarette smoking is distributed 

relatively evenly across all schooling levels, beedi use is heavily concentrated among those with 

the lowest education levels. While younger and middle-aged men largely prefer cigarettes, beedi 

consumption is disproportionately prevalent among the older population. 

Also, while there is almost no caste-based difference in cigarette smoking, beedi use shows a slight 

shift. Over 15% of the Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) populations smoke 

cigarettes, which is similar to the share among the general category. With beedis, however, the 

numbers tilt slightly: 10.6% of the SC population smokes them, compared to 7% in the general 

category. 

The economic disparity in tobacco choice is stark: while wealth has little impact on cigarette 

consumption, it is the primary driver of beedi use. Among India’s poorest households, the share 

of beedi and cigarette smokers is nearly identical (around 14-15%). However, as household 

wealth increases, beedi consumption plummets. In the richest households, while cigarette use 

remains steady at 11.5%, beedi consumption drops to just 2.1% (Chart 3). 

The 2022 Report on Tobacco Control in India indicates that beedi smoking poses serious health 

risks, in many cases exceeding those of cigarettes. The report highlights striking differences in 

respiratory risk: beedi smokers are 2.87 times more likely to suffer from asthma, compared to 

1.82 times for cigarette smokers. 

Cancer risks show a similar pattern. A Mumbai cohort study found that beedi smokers faced a 

higher risk of all cancers than cigarette smokers, with particularly elevated risks for lung and 

laryngeal cancers. Tuberculosis mortality is also more severe, with beedi smokers facing 2.6 times 

the risk of death. “Poor people who are the main consumers of beedis end up spending more on 

health care,” said health economist Rijo John. “That is only going to increase the existing inequality 

between the poor and the rich.” 

The Global Adult Tobacco Survey 2016-17 (GATS-2) shows that the average monthly expenditure 

of Indians on tobacco rose for both cigarette and beedi users, but for very different reasons. Daily 

smokers spent about ₹1,192 per month on cigarettes, up from ₹668 in 2009-10 (GATS-1), and 

spent ₹284 per month on beedis, up from ₹156, after adjusting for inflation. 

For cigarettes, this increase was largely price-driven, the survey argued. The number of cigarettes 

smoked per day did not rise significantly between GATS-1 and GATS-2, indicating that higher 

spending reflects higher taxes and prices, rather than higher consumption. On the other hand, the 

number of bidis smoked per day increased significantly between the two surveys, driving up 
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overall expenditure. This suggests that tax policy has been effective in containing cigarette 

consumption, but not beedi use. 

John said specific excise is considered a better form of taxation in regulating consumption. “If the 

tax is levied solely on the basis of the quantity consumed, we pay the same tax whether the beedi 

is sold at a lower price or at a higher price by the manufacturer. This directly discourages 

consumption,” he said. 

TAXES PROVE FUTILE TO BURN OUT CIGARETTE USE IN INDIA  

One puff of a cigarette, within seconds, infuses the human bloodstream (via the lungs) with 

nicotine, the acutely addictive and carcinogenic chemical in tobacco. Nicotine binds to the brain’s 

cellular receptors, sparking the dopaminergic reward system to keep smokers hooked. And then 

there are additives in cigarettes, such as menthol, which gets nicotine to linger longer in the body, 

affecting the central nervous system. 

Tobacco use, one of the major causes of death and disease in India, kills 1.35 million people every 

year, from cancer, lung disease, cardiovascular disease and stroke, according to the World Health 

Organization (WHO). India happens to be the world’s second largest consumer and producer of 

tobacco. A huge source of revenue for the country, cigarettes aren’t banned, but every Budget, 

raises the price of a stick. 

The additional excise duty, starting February 1, pushed up the price of cigarettes by 15–30% yet 

still fell short of the WHO’s benchmark on how much taxes should make up the retail price. 

“We have strong evidence globally about the effectiveness of tax hikes in reducing tobacco 

consumption in India,” Upendra Bhojani, senior fellow, and the lead, Centre for Commercial 

Determinants of Health, at the Institute of Public Health, Bengaluru, told The Hindu. But he added 

that the challenge is that historically, especially until the last couple of years, tax increase on 

tobacco products “was not significant,” and especially did not keep pace with the consumer 

inflation index. 

“This makes tobacco products affordable rather than costly,” Dr. Bhojani said. 

He pointed to a 2017 peer reviewed paper that studied the association between State-level VAT 

rates and tobacco use in India. It showed that every 10% increase in cigarette VAT rates was 

associated with a decrease of 0.9% or 17.2% in cigarette smoking by men, and a decrease of 6.5% 

or 21.6% in the dual use of cigarette and beedi smoking among men. “The Tobacco Control Policy 

India survey showed lower decline, the Global Adult Tobacco Survey showed an even steeper 

decline,” said Dr. Bhojani. 

Low income users 

The recent taxes on cigarettes in India account for only 53% of the retail price. That is well below 

the 75% benchmark recommended by WHO as the level at which tobacco taxes begin to 

significantly deter consumption, especially among young and low-income users. 

The last couple of years have seen government efforts to raise taxes on tobacco, said Dr. Bhojani, 

citing the example of a significant upward revision of excise duties as well as GST rate revision to 

40% for cigarette and smokeless tobacco. There is also a cess now on smokeless tobacco. “These 
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are certainly positive moves from the public health perspective. However, they are still lower than 

international best practice of upto 75%.” 

The GST rate on beedis, however has been reduced to 18%, he pointed out. “Beedis are more 

prevalent than cigarettes, and the second most prevalent form of tobacco use after smokeless 

tobacco.” They are consumed by the lower income strata, “so its a lost opportunity as it will 

worsen the inequities in tobacco use and burden.” The GST rate on beedis could be made 40%, he 

added. 

Not just lobbying 

With strategies varying from lobbying to outright attempts to manipulate delegations, the tobacco 

industry’s tactics are a cause for serious concern, Andrew Black, acting head of the secretariat of 

the the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC), said in a release. 

In October last year, the FCTC alerted governments and the public that the tobacco industry is 

intensifying efforts to interfere with the work of the Conference of the Parties (COP), the treaty’s 

decision-making body, to weaken global tobacco control measures. 

“This is not just lobbying; it is a deliberate strategy to try to derail consensus and weaken 

measures to further the treaty’s implementation. The tobacco industry’s interference is one of the 

biggest constraints and barriers to the implementation of the Convention,” said Dr. Black. He 

cautioned vigilance against the industry’s tactics and misinformation.  

“All sectors of the tobacco industry — cigarette, beedis, and smokeless tobacco companies — have 

been shown to influence tobacco control-related policy in their favour in India,” said Dr. Bhojani. 

We have seen this through the India tobacco industry Interference Index, he added. “India is a 

party to the FCTC and the tobacco Industry’s Interference Index shows that the country has 

reduced marginally over the years.” 

Industry’s pollution 

In November 2025, the 11th session of the COP, which was held in Geneva, Switzerland, brought 

together Parties to the Convention to make necessary decisions to achieve the objectives of the 

FCTC, “including the discussion of measures to prevent nicotine addiction, and for the protection 

of the environment and human health, among others.” 

During the COP, 160 Parties gathered for six days and made decisions on tobacco control and the 

environment; increasing sustainable resources for tobacco control; forward looking tobacco 

control measures; and issues relating to the liability of the tobacco industry for the damage it 

causes. 

“These important decisions made by Parties to the Convention will contribute towards saving 

millions of lives in the years to come and protecting the planet from the environmental harms of 

tobacco,” said Dr. Black. 

Among the themes discussed were protecting the environment and human health from the harms 

of tobacco, including measures to prevent and manage the waste produced by tobacco and 

nicotine products and related electronic devices. “Trillions of cigarette butts containing plastic 

filters and leaching harmful chemicals pollute the environment each year,” another WHO release 

stated. 
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Prashanth N. Srinivas, senior fellow at the Institute of Public Health, Bengaluru, goes beyond 

tobacco: “The experiences with tobacco industry interference and tobacco-related regulation 

need to be transferred to other health-harming industries, including the alcohol industry and the 

food processing industry,” he told The Hindu. 

THE COST OF CONTROLS ON THE FERTILISER INDUSTRY  

There is perhaps no industry in India as controlled as fertilisers. The maximum retail price (MRP) 

of urea is fixed at Rs 266.5 per 45-kg bag, a rate practically unchanged since November 2012. 

Key Takeaways: 

— Di-ammonium phosphate (DAP) is technically decontrolled. Companies, on paper, can sell this 

fertiliser to farmers at market-determined prices, with the Centre merely paying a flat subsidy of 

Rs 1,490 per 50-kg bag. But the subsidy given to the companies is conditional upon their charging 

an MRP of only Rs 1,350 per bag, also frozen since the Covid-19 pandemic. 

— Even on the other “decontrolled” fertilisers — muriate of potash (MOP) and complexes 

containing nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), potassium (K) and sulphur (S) in different proportions 

— the companies have to ensure that the MRPs are “maintained in accordance with the subsidy 

rates as notified”. 

— The MRPs are to further be reported regularly to the Centre, i.e. department of fertilisers (DOF), 

with any “unreasonable” profit recoverable from the subsidy amounts paid. And it’s not just price 

controls. 

— The movement, distribution and allocation of all subsidised fertilisers — urea, DAP, MOP and 

NPKS complexes — from the various plants and ports in the country is also controlled by the 

Centre. 

— The DOF prepares an “agreed supply plan” for each fertiliser, based on the requirement as 

assessed by the Union agriculture ministry in consultation with the respective state governments. 

— After the fertiliser is sent to a state as per the agreed plan for the particular month, the district-

wise allocation, too, is decided by the government. 

— In short, fertiliser firms may be private, state-owned or cooperative entities. But the business 

they do — where, when and how much to sell and at what price — is entirely government-

controlled. 

— The Uttar Pradesh (UP) government has recently come out with a directive that takes control 

to a new level. 

— The state agriculture directorate at Lucknow, on January 13, issued an order to all 

manufacturers and suppliers of urea in UP, banning them from selling any “gair-anudaanit (non-

subsidised)” fertilisers. The “poornataya pratibandh (complete prohibition)” order, effective from 

January 1, has been issued to about 15 fertiliser concerns. 

— UP’s ban on sale of non-subsidised fertilisers by urea manufacturers and suppliers comes 

despite these being notified products under the Centre’s Fertiliser Control Order, 1985.  
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— The UP government’s move follows allegations of companies resorting to “tagging” —forcing 

farmers to buy non-subsidised fertilisers along with subsidised fertilisers. 

— Moreover, the market for non-subsidised fertilisers in UP is reckoned at hardly over Rs 1,300 

crore, a tenth of the MRP value of Rs 13,000 crore for subsidised fertilisers. 

Do You Know: 

— Fertiliser subsidy: It is the second largest subsidy (about Rs 2 trillion) in the Union budget, and 

bigger than the entire budget of the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers’ Welfare (MoAFW) (Rs 

1.37 trillion). 

— The excessive subsidy for urea amounts to subsidising toxins. Urea is not being used in a 

balanced manner — the excessive use of phosphatic (P) and potassic (K) fertilisers is 

contaminating groundwater and increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. A sizeable part (20 

to 25 per cent) also leaks away. 

— The solution is direct cash transfers to farmers and decontrolling fertiliser pricing. If the 

government can’t do that immediately, it can at least bring urea under the nutrient-based subsidy 

(NBS) and give the same subsidy as on DAP and MOP. Also, shift the fertiliser subsidy from the 

Department of Fertilisers to MoAFW, which deals with farmers directly. 

FLIGHT OVERREACH 

A disturbing phenomenon in aviation is unruly passenger behaviour. The International Air 

Transport Association (IATA) has pointed out that in 2023, there was one incident for every 480 

flights, from one for every 568 flights in 2022. In India, the Directorate General of Civil Aviation 

(DGCA) is proposing to amend rules such that airlines can directly impose a flying ban of up to 30 

days without referring the matter to the competent authority. The DGCA has broadened the 

concept of unruly behaviour too with six new categories: smoking on board, consumption of 

alcohol on domestic flights, tampering with emergency exits, unauthorised use of life-saving 

equipment such as life jackets, engaging in protests or sloganeering, and unruly conduct arising 

from intoxication. Currently, airlines must report disruptive passengers to an independent 

committee, headed by a retired district and sessions judge, which will decide within 45 days 

whether to add them to the official no-fly list. Unruly behaviour would now be monitored by 

airlines from the check-in counter although the focus is on the flight since such behaviour can 

impact passenger safety and comfort. 

It would seem tolerance levels are dipping with several incidents such as attempts to open 

emergency exits and accessing lifesaving equipment without reason. Reports also cite passengers 

abusing crew and fellow travellers, and the loud chanting of prayers and bhajans. The 

amendments seek to empower airlines and cabin crew act immediately, unlike before, when such 

behaviour was overshadowed by lengthy No-Fly List procedures that focused on more serious 

issues such as national security. Whether the proposed changes would lead to high-handedness 

and offset the balance of power between passengers and airline staff is a moot point. Aviation 

experts stress that the cabin crew’s primary role is for flight safety. However, a credible argument 

against the proposed amendments would cite the IndiGo fiasco where the airline’s response to 

pilot deployment rules was found to be influenced by revenue considerations, leading to much 

anger among passengers. It would seem that the amendments would empower airlines against 

“unruly” behaviour arising from legitimate anger over unfair practices too. So, while the 
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amendments may be necessary in the overall interest of flight safety and a smooth passenger 

experience, they should not serve other purposes such as deflecting passenger grievances. One 

safeguard would be to make a distinction between “unruly” behaviour on the ground versus 

disruptive behaviour during flight. Safeguards are needed to allow redress against airline 

overreach. 

AS CRITICAL MINERALS BECOME STRATEGIC ASSETS, U.S. LOOKS TO REALIGN SUPPLY 

CHAIN 

Trump administration’s Project Vault aims to create a reserve of critical minerals to protect 

domestic industry from a disruption as witnessed when China restricted export of rare earth 

magnets to retaliate against U.S. tariffs, causing a near shutdown of car manufacturing operations 

in the U.S. 

In the first week of February, the Trump administration unveiled Project Vault, an independently 

governed and operated public-private partnership aimed at establishing a strategic domestic 

reserve of critical minerals in the U.S. The partnership, backed by $10 billion in financing by the 

Export-Import Bank of the United States (EXIM) and an additional $2 billion in private funds, aims 

to store 60 critical minerals listed in the U.S. Geological Survey’s 2025 Critical Minerals List to 

strengthen the resilience of civilian industries against supply chain disruptions. Under this 

development model, EXIM provides long-term loans to purchase and store critical minerals in the 

country. This stockpile build-up represents a whole-of-government transformative approach to 

reduce dependence on foreign-controlled supply chains prone to geopolitical risks and economic 

coercion, complementing other major policy efforts to build substantive domestic production and 

processing of critical minerals. 

Reason for the move 

The concept of strategic reserves in the U.S. goes back to 1975 when it established its Strategic 

Petroleum Reserve to protect its economy from the energy shocks caused by the 1973 Arab oil 

embargo. In the 21st century, critical minerals are foundational to modern economic and 

technological power, and China dominates different stages of mineral production such as mining, 

processing, and magnet manufacturing. In 2025, China retaliated against U.S. tariffs by restricting 

exports of rare earth magnets, causing a near shutdown of operations of car manufacturing in the 

United States and across the world. The unprecedented disruption forced production lines to 

rethink shifting some production to China, whose finished exports had minimum restrictions. 

Importantly, the disruption laid bare the vulnerabilities in the supply chain and caused a decisive 

blow to the Trump administration’s plan to shore up manufacturing in the U.S. Therefore, the 

project to maintain critical mineral strategic reserves is underlined by the growing risks posed by 

the concentration of critical minerals and rare earth elements in the hands of one player, which 

directly affects access, affordability, and geopolitical leverage. 

In this context, Project Vault is intended as a long-term insurance for domestic manufacturers, 

who could procure minerals without geographic restrictions, based on supply availability and 

commercial considerations, and store them. Moreover, withdrawal from the reserves and their 

replenishment are guided by clear and predefined conditions of market disruption. In short, 

Project Vault represents not another industrial policy but a new strategic doctrine, in which 

critical minerals and rare earth elements are not just commodities but strategic assets that 

underpin comprehensive national power. 
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U.S. first, allies second? 

EXIM chairman John Jovanovic emphasised that Project Vault will initially focus on building and 

securing domestic manufacturing capacity in critical minerals, with a broader focus on allied 

engagement to strengthen shared supply chains through partnerships. However, analysts point 

out that given the deep pockets of the U.S. and the exhaustive list of stockpiles, its intervention 

could directly help non-Chinese producers, who have struggled in competing against cheaper 

Chinese mining. Diversified purchases by the U.S. could directly contribute to the strengthening 

of alternative supply chains globally if partner countries also agree to trade minerals between 

each other at border-adjusted price floors (minimum price). In this regard, the U.S. administration 

has already signed 11 new bilateral agreements, with Japan, the EU, Mexico, and the United 

Kingdom, announcing action plans to develop border-adjusted price mechanisms. 

On a multilateral level, the Trump administration’s decision to host 54 countries at the Critical 

Minerals Ministerial signalled a welcome return to plurilateral initiatives to create a preferential 

trading bloc that would enforce similar rules. The multilateral initiative was named by Secretary 

of State Marco Rubio as the Forum on Resource Geostrategic Engagement (FORGE), whose 

broader objectives are to coordinate on critical minerals policy, pricing, and project development. 

For allies and partners, the FORGE initiative provides a platform to collaborate at the policy level 

on investments and access to critical minerals and set the price floor to build resilient supply 

chains. 

Pax Silica 

The Pax Silica initiative was launched by the United States in December 2025 to form a coalition 

of capable countries committed to building secure and resilient supply chains foundational to 

artificial intelligence (AI), which include energy, critical minerals, and semiconductors. Its 

members include Australia, Greece, Israel, Japan, Qatar, Singapore, the Republic of Korea, the 

United Kingdom, and the United Arab Emirates, with India being invited to join as a full member 

and the European Union, Canada, the Netherlands, and Taiwan as guest contributors. The U.S., 

through Pax Silica and several bilateral agreements, intends to combine capital, energy, mineral 

reserves, knowledge, and demand across allied jurisdictions to multiply capabilities in AI by 

coordinating investment and aligning regulatory standards. 

However, even as Project Vault and Pax Silica complement each other and represent a holistic 

approach to critical minerals diplomacy, their implementation remains vulnerable to being 

dominated by ‘America First’ politics, which tends to treat partners hierarchically and prefer 

absolute alignment with American national security priorities. This behaviour is already evident 

in the asymmetrical nature of U.S. trade deal negotiations as partner countries had to not only 

assess the risks of long-term commitments to join U.S.-led supply chains but also hedge against 

the volatile and coercive behaviour of the Trump administration. Such an approach remains 

relevant here against the backdrop of the recently released U.S. National Security Strategy, which 

asserts that U.S. exports in technology and U.S. standards drive the world forward. In the end, 

coalitions on supply chains deliver best when there is predictability, trust, and less volatility, and 

ensuring these will remain the biggest challenge for the U.S.-led initiatives. 

NVIDIA, OPENAI ANNOUNCE PARTNERSHIPS WITH INDIAN FIRMS, ACADEMIC INSTITUTES  

U.S. tech giants Nvidia and OpenAI on Wednesday announced partnerships with Indian industry 

and academia at the ongoing AI Impact Summit. The former will work with three firms – Yotta 
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(which runs data centres), L&T, and E2E Networks. The latter has signed on with multiple 

universities with a view to “strengthening AI use among students”. 

“India’s AI cloud infrastructure will host workloads as well as manufacture intelligence for model 

training, fine-tuning and high-scale inference,” Nvidia, which makes the graphics processing units 

that run AI models, said in a statement. “Capacity within these data centers will be reserved for 

model builders, startups, researchers and enterprises to build, fine-tune and deploy AI in India.” 

The firm will provide Indian partners with access to Nemotron and NeMo, the former being a 

family of open source LLMs and the latter a software suite for managing AI agents. 

Ties in skilling 

OpenAI, the maker of ChatGPT, has partnered with multiple higher education institutes, namely 

IIT-Delhi, IIM-Ahmedabad, AIIMS, New Delhi, Manipal Academy of Higher Education, University 

of Petroleum and Energy Studies, and Pearl Academy. “By embedding AI tools, training, and 

research into the core infrastructure of schools and universities, they can equip students with the 

skills needed to thrive in a world with AI,” OpenAI India’s head of education Raghav Gupta said. 

“To expand AI capabilities beyond campuses and into the broader skilling ecosystem,OpenAI is 

also collaborating with leading ed-tech platforms including PhysicsWallah, upGrad, and HCL 

GUVI,” the firm said, adding that one lakh students and staff will benefit from the deal. 

“These platforms will launch structured courses focused on AI fundamentals and practical 

ChatGPT use cases, targeting students and early-career professionals seeking industry-ready 

skills. This complementary pathway ensures that AI fluency is not confined to select institutions 

but scaled across India’s rapidly growing learner base,” the company further said. 
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LIFE AND SCIENCES 

‘TRUMP TO ORDER RELEASE OF DATA ON UFOS AND ALIENS’  

United States President Donald Trump said Thursday he is ordering federal agencies to begin 

“identifying and releasing” government files related to UFOs and aliens, a move sought for decades 

by some Americans. 

“Based on the tremendous interest shown, I will be directing the Secretary of War, and other 

relevant Departments and Agencies, to begin the process of identifying and releasing Government 

files related to alien and extraterrestrial life, unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP), and 

unidentified flying objects (UFOs),” Mr. Trump posted on his Truth Social platform. While he did 

not specify whether classified documents would be released to the public, he added that the files 

should include “any and all other information connected to these highly complex, but extremely 

interesting and important, matters.” 

Earlier in the day the Republican President claimed that one of his Democratic predecessors, 

Barack Obama, had revealed “classified” information in his recent viral podcast remarks about the 

existence of extraterrestrial life. 

“They’re real, but I haven’t seen them and they’re not being kept in... Area 51,” Mr. Obama told 

host Brian Tyler Cohen, referring to the top-secret U.S. military facility in Nevada at the heart of 

many UFO conspiracy theories. 

“There’s no underground facility. Unless, there’s this enormous conspiracy and they hid it from 

the President of the United States.” 

Asked on Thursday about the comments, Mr. Trump told reporters that Mr. Obama “gave classified 

information, he is not supposed to be doing that.” The President did not specify what part of Mr. 

Obama’s remarks were classified, but claimed “he made a big mistake.” 

LHS 1903: A STRANGE SYSTEM 

Astronomers have observed a planetary system that challenges current planet formation theories, 

with a rocky planet that formed beyond the orbits of its gaseous neighbors, possibly after much of 

the planet-forming material had been used up. 

The system, observed using the European Space Agency’s Cheops space telescope, consists of four 

planets, two rocky and two gaseous, orbiting a relatively small and dim star called a red dwarf 

about 117 light-years from the earth. The star, named LHS 1903, is about 50% as massive and 5% 

as luminous as our sun. The innermost planet is rocky, the next two are gaseous and the fourth, 

which current planetary formation theory suggests should be gaseous, is rocky. 

The two rocky planets are superearths, meaning rocky like the earth but two to ten times more 

massive. The two gas planets are categorised as mini-Neptunes: gaseous and smaller than 

Neptune but larger than the earth. 

The researchers suspect that rather than forming all at once in a large disk of gas and dust swirling 

around their host star, the system’s planets formed in series, with gas that otherwise would have 

made up the atmosphere of the fourth planet being used up by its sibling planets before it 
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coalesced. Another possibility is that the planet was born with a gaseous atmosphere that later 

was lost in a calamity, leaving behind just the rocky planetary core. 

This fourth planet also is interesting because its surface temperature is 60º C, which means it 

could be habitable. 

SNOWBALL EARTH: NOT QUITE STILL  

In the Cryogenian Period (720-635 million years ago), some scientists believe the earth went 

through episodes when ice covered even the tropical latitudes, and the world was called ‘snowball 

earth’. If the oceans were mostly frozen, it was also believed that the usual interactions between 

the ocean, atmosphere, sunlight, and climate patterns would have been greatly weakened. 

A new study in Earth and Planetary Science Letters has reported evidence that shorter climate 

cycles still operated during at least one phase of this snowball earth. The authors analysed 2,640 

thin layers of sediment in the Port Askaig Formation on the Garvellach Islands in Scotland. They 

argued that the layers are annual varves, meaning each year produced a light, coarser layer from 

the runoff water, followed by a dark, finer layer when the melting stopped. 

Then they measured how thick each yearly couplet was. This thickness record revealed climate 

cycles matching well-known solar cycles: roughly 9-11 years (the sunspot cycle) and about 60-

150 years (which is the slower Gleissberg cycle that periodically suppresses sunspots). The data 

also showed a variability of two to five years, similar to modern climate swings like the El Nino. 

The team also simulated the climate of snowball earth with different amounts of sea ice and again 

found signs of a two to three year variability. 

In sum, even when the earth was a giant snow-covered ball, the climate may have ‘pulsed’ on 

timescales of years to centuries instead of staying still. 

THERE ARE TWO WAYS TO BUILD SKILLS USING AI TOOLS  

The rapid integration of artificial intelligence into the professional landscape has created a 

paradoxical promise: the ability to do more while knowing less. As tools like large language 

models become ubiquitous in fields ranging from software engineering to data analysis, a 

fundamental question emerges regarding the long-term cost of our newfound efficiency. 

A recent study from researchers at Anthropic, titled ‘How AI Impacts Skill Formation,’ provides a 

rigorous look into this dilemma. 

The researchers studied a group of coders, dividing them into two groups — one with access to AI 

tools and another without — to complete a coding challenge. At the end of a 35-minute-long 

coding challenge, all participants were asked to take a test to check their Python programming 

proficiency. 

Upon evaluation, the team found that those in the control group scored higher than those in the 

treatment pool, suggesting a stark divide between high-scoring and low-scoring interaction 

patterns. It shows that while AI can accelerate the completion of a task, it can simultaneously 

decelerate the mind if used as a substitute rather than a supplement. 
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The treatment group path, identified as the low-scoring interaction pattern, is characterised by 

what researchers call cognitive offloading. In this scenario, the user treats the AI as a primary 

agent of execution rather than a collaborator. 

They delegate the heavy lifting of code generation and debugging to the AI, moving through the 

assignment with deceptive speed. This group often finishes tasks fast, yet their comprehension of 

the underlying mechanics remains remarkably shallow. 

By bypassing the iterative, often frustrating process of trial and error, they inadvertently skip the 

very neurological “struggle” required for deep learning. For these individuals, the AI tool serves 

as a high-tech crutch; they reach the finish line, but their internal “muscle memory” for the skill is 

never built, resulting in quiz scores that plummet when the tool is removed. 

This contrasts sharply with the high-scoring group whose philosophical approach to AI was 

fundamentally different. They didn’t see AI as a replacement for their own logic but as a peer or a 

senior. 

Instead of asking the AI to “write the code,” they asked conceptual questions. They sought 

explanations for why a particular function is used or requested that the AI break down a generated 

snippet into its component parts. This group demonstrated a high level of cognitive engagement. 

The study’s findings suggest that the primary differentiator between these two paths is not the 

amount of manual labour performed, but the degree of mental involvement. Interestingly, the 

research noted that even when participants manually re-typed code instead of copy-pasting it, 

their learning did not necessarily improve if they weren’t mentally processing the “why” behind 

the syntax. 

This highlights a critical trap in the modern workplace: the illusion of competence. It is possible 

to be highly productive in the short term by following the low-scoring path of delegation, but this 

leads to a hollowing out of expertise. 

The choice between the two ways of building skills rests on how we value our own expertise. The 

low-scoring path offers the siren song of immediate results and “vibe coding,” where one can 

produce functional work without a deep grasp of the foundations. The high-scoring path requires 

more discipline, demanding that we slow down to ask “how” and “why” even when a solution is 

just a prompt away. To thrive in an AI-augmented world, we must resist the urge to offload our 

thinking. By choosing the path of high engagement, we ensure that as the tools around us get 

smarter, we are getting smarter alongside them. 

COWS CAN USE TOOLS, AND ONE AUSTRIAN COW HAS NOW SHOWN IT CLEARLY  

In 1960, when she was studying chimpanzees in Tanzania, the primatologist Jane Goodall 

observed one chimp strip a stick of its leaves and use it to extract termites from a mound. She 

telegraphed her observation to her supervisor, the paleoanthropologist Louis Leakey.   

“Now we must redefine ‘tool,’ redefine ‘man’ or accept chimpanzees as human,” Leakey replied.  

More than six decades later, another such moment has arrived — this time with an unlikely 

protagonist: Veronika, a cow in Austria. 
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The Discovery 

In January 2026, researchers from the University of Veterinary Medicine, Vienna (Austria) 

reported the first documented case of tool use by a cow. The study was published in the scientific 

journal Current Biology.  

The subject of the research was a 13-year-old Swiss Brown cow named Veronika, raised as a pet 

in southern Austria. Scientists observed that Veronika repeatedly used objects such as sticks, 

branches and a deck brush to scratch parts of her body that she could not easily reach. 

How the Cow Used Tools 

Researchers conducted controlled observations and experiments to confirm whether this 

behaviour was intentional tool use. The results showed that: 

• Veronika picked up a brush or stick with her mouth and positioned it carefully against her 

body. 

• She chose different parts of the tool for different purposes. 

• The rough bristle end of the brush was used for harder scratching on areas like her back. 

• The smooth handle was used on more sensitive areas such as the belly or udder. 

During the experiments, she used the brush dozens of times and adjusted her grip and movements 

depending on the body part she wanted to reach. This flexibility indicates intentional and 

functional tool use, not accidental interaction with objects. 

Why This Is Important 

Tool use is considered an indicator of advanced cognitive ability, including problem-solving, 

planning, and understanding cause-and-effect relationships. Earlier, such behaviour was widely 

documented in animals like chimpanzees, crows, dolphins, and elephants. The discovery suggests 

that cows may possess higher intelligence than previously assumed. Scientists note that farm 

animals are often cognitively underestimated because their behaviour is less studied compared 

with primates or birds. 

Possible Reasons for This Behaviour 

• Researchers believe that certain conditions may have helped reveal this ability: 

• Enriched and low-stress environment 

• Long lifespan and experience 

• Frequent interaction with humans 

Such conditions may allow animals to experiment and develop innovative behaviours. 

Conclusion 

The case of Veronika demonstrates that tool use is not restricted to traditionally “intelligent” 

animals. It opens new avenues for research into animal cognition, behaviour, and welfare, 

especially among domesticated livestock. 
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TODDLER TRADE-OFF 

Why don’t all animals give birth to the same number of babies at a time? 

The answer is a combination of how many eggs are released or ovulated and the species’ survival 

strategy. 

Many large mammals like elephants, cows, and humans usually release one egg per cycle and 

commit heavily to that one offspring. Pregnancy is long, the baby is relatively big, and the mother 

invests a lot of energy in nurturing it. 

Many dogs, cats, pigs, rodents, rabbits, etc. often release multiple eggs in one cycle, so multiple 

embryos can develop at once. Their uterus is also built to carry several foetuses. And their 

newborns are smaller, the pregnancy is shorter, and the strategy is to produce many because not 

all will survive. 

Tigers occupy a middle ground: they typically have litters of up to four cubs because their survival 

in the wild is uncertain, yet they still invest a lot in each cub. They don’t usually have larger litters 

like dogs because each cub is still ‘costly’ to raise and needs a lot of milk and protection. 

LOGGERHEAD TURTLES FACING THREATS FROM CLIMATE CHANGE  

The spectre of climate change has come to haunt one of the ocean’s most ubiquitous — yet 

vulnerable — turtles: the strong-jawed loggerhead, named after its exceptionally large head. 

These omnivorous marine reptiles have been impacted in at least four ways by global warming. 

As the ocean warms and marine produce dwindle, these turtles are nesting earlier in the year, and 

more worryingly, they are producing fewer eggs and less often, said a new paper published in the 

journal Animals. And if that wasn’t enough, this sea creature is getting smaller in size too. 

The study of the reptile spanned 17 years, and was conducted in Cabo Verde, an island country off 

the coast of West Africa where tens of thousands of female loggerhead turtles lay eggs every year. 

While these new phenomena in the turtle’s behaviour could be “adaptive,” scientists fear that this 

might portend long-term consequences for the species. 

‘Capital breeders’ 

Satellite estimates of chlorophyll found that food supply is dwindling in the ocean. And these 

turtles being “capital breeders”, draw from energy stored from foraging at sea, over years, in order 

to reproduce. The authors noticed a trend in their declining size which “further reduces 

reproductive output, as smaller females produce smaller clutch sizes,” said the paper. 

Climate change has indeed been proven to be devastating for marine and terrestrial fauna, And 

loggerhead turtles like many other wild fauna, are adapting, and this reptile does so by breeding 

earlier in the year as temperatures rise. 

HOT AIR  

As part of his continuing assault on science, U.S. President Donald Trump revoked a foundational 

guideline of the American environment regulator that allowed it to control the transportation 

sector’s emission of greenhouse gases. The repeal of the ‘endangerment finding’ was the final, 

formal blow following a series of actions by the U.S.’s Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 
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weakening Obama-era administration fuel economy and greenhouse gas (GHG) standards for 

vehicle model years 2021-26 and loosening fuel efficiency norms. The ‘endangerment finding’ 

emerged after the US Supreme Court’s 2007 decision, in Massachusetts vs EPA, which held that 

greenhouse gases qualify as “air pollutants” and required the EPA to determine whether they 

endanger public health or welfare. In December 2009, the EPA concluded that six greenhouse 

gases — including carbon dioxide and methane — “may reasonably be anticipated to endanger” 

health and welfare, drawing heavily on assessments by the IPCC and U.S. scientific bodies. The 

EPA’s action had a seismic impact on the American automotive industry, setting in motion the first 

federal greenhouse gas standards, set in 2010, for cars and light trucks (2012-16), later extended 

through 2025. Manufacturers accelerated fuel-efficiency improvements, invested in hybrid 

systems, lightweight materials, and, eventually, battery-electric vehicles. Regulatory credit 

markets emerged, benefiting firms such as Tesla, Inc. and resulting in the popularity of electric 

vehicles globally, including in India. 

Though indirect, the stricter greenhouse gas emission norms also influenced a world-wide shift 

away from the ‘small car’ to the mid-sized Sport Utility Vehicles (SUV) with car markers improving 

the SUV’s emissions profile. Mr. Trump seems to believe that doing away with the EPA regulations 

will revive America’s ‘gas guzzler’ era, boost American manufacturing jobs, and somehow tie in 

with his administration’s rediscovery of Venezuelan oil. These are pipedreams. Auto-

manufacturing production lines today are optimised around electrification, hybridisation and 

emissions controls. With China dominating most of the production value chain, it is unlikely that 

auto-manufacturers, who have invested over a multi-decadal horizon into clean vehicles — and 

with the intention to export to countries where emissions norms are only getting stricter by the 

day — will change tack to a regress. At best, the norms will be a speed bump to electric vehicle 

rollout and could win Mr. Trump some brownie points with his voter base. The real danger lies in 

automakers in India citing such regulation as a pretext to weaken fuel efficiency standards. 

Although India’s standards do not yet connect climate goals with cars, the domestic automotive 

sector should view them as a lodestar. 

FROM INDIA, A CLIMATE WARNING FOR EUROPE 

The EU’s top global warming advisory body, the European Scientific Advisory Board on Climate 

Change (ESABCC), has called on the bloc’s members to find ways to deal with rising temperatures. 

The agency’s advice to prepare for a temperature rise of about 2.8 degrees Celsius by 2100 is 

particularly sobering. For decades, Europe’s climate policy has focused on emissions reduction 

commitments. The advisory, issued on Tuesday, acknowledges that mitigation must be 

accompanied by measures to build resilience against the worst effects of a warming world. It is 

also a tacit recognition that the Paris Pact’s ambition of limiting global warming to 1.5°C above 

pre-industrial levels is increasingly out of reach. 

Most studies identify Europe as the fastest-warming continent. Floods, lethal heatwaves and 

devastating forest fires almost every year of this decade are warnings that EU policymakers have 

to find ways to save lives and protect livelihoods. Their counterparts in India face similar 

challenges. Extreme weather events tend to mirror across continents in terms of intensity and 

unpredictability. That’s why ESABCC’s recommendations to embed climate resilience in initiatives 

across policy domains ring true for planners across the world. 

That said, the social and economic contexts within which meteorological phenomena unfold are 

vastly different. EU nations have effective early warning systems, and their social safety nets are 

stronger compared to those in countries of the Global South. Agriculture in EU countries 
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contributes a far smaller share to GDP and employs a significantly lower proportion of the 

population compared to India. Planners in almost every part of the world must balance the needs 

of coping with the climate with the imperatives of creating jobs, infrastructure and public services. 

However, in developing countries, policymakers have to protect vulnerable populations while 

continuing to lay the foundations for economic prosperity. They may be better placed in one 

respect, though. Much of Europe’s highways, buildings, rail tracks, water and energy supply 

systems were built for a stable climate. India’s infrastructure development, in contrast, is still a 

work in progress. ESABCC’s warning should, therefore, push planners to incorporate climate 

resilience into development projects at the outset. 

SLEEP DEPRIVATION AND THE TOLL IT TAKES ON YOUR BRAIN, BODY  

Fatigue, brain fog, irritability, headaches, and palpitations are not isolated symptoms. Doctors 

report seeing these especially among young professionals who stay up past midnight juggling 

project deadlines and household responsibilities, working long shifts, where restorative sleep 

feels impossible. Over time, this continuous lack of rest gradually alters the brain and body. 

A study published in Nature Neuroscience helps explain why this happens. Researchers found that 

when you are sleep-deprived, your attention does not fade simply because you feel tired. Instead, 

the brain and body begin to shift together: brain activity changes, pupils subtly constrict, blood 

flow patterns alter, and even the flow of cerebrospinal fluid starts pulsing differently. These 

changes align with moments when focus slips. 

Sleep is far more than rest. Karthik Madesh Ratnavelu, ENT and head & neck surgeon at SIMS 

Hospital, Chennai, explains that deep non-REM sleep, or slow-wave sleep (SWS), is the most 

restorative stage of sleep, happening mainly in the first half of the night, which he describes as 

“night shift mode” for the brain. 

During this phase, the glymphatic system or the brain’s waste-clearance network, flushes out 

metabolic byproducts such as beta-amyloid, excess neurotransmitters, and proteins. Benhur Joel 

Shadrach, sleep medicine physician at Rela Hospital, adds that during deep sleep, tiny spaces in 

the brain expand, letting cerebrospinal fluid flow through Aquaporin-4 channels to clear out 

toxins and when sleep is disrupted, waste accumulates, glial inflammation increases, and the risk 

of neurodegenerative diseases rises. 

Chronic sleep deprivation impairs frontal brain networks responsible for attention, focus, and 

decision-making. Dr. Ratnavelu explains that people may experience micro-sleeps or brief 

moments of lost awareness. Dr. Shadrach describes this as mental haze, where slowed neural 

communication and short-term memory lapses reduce comprehension and decision-making 

ability. 

Sleep loss can also disrupt main hormonal systems. Shubha Subramanian, neurologist, Kauvery 

Hospital, Chennai, explains that the hunger hormone called ghrelin, rises, while leptin, which 

signals fullness, falls, encouraging nighttime snacking and overeating. Also, the stress hormone — 

cortisol, stays elevated in the evening, and can worsen anxiety and irritability, whereas the growth 

hormone and testosterone decrease, slowing tissue repair and reducing energy. Insulin sensitivity 

too, drops, increasing the risk of weight gain, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. 
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Over time, sustained cortisol and sympathetic nervous system activation strain the heart, raising 

the likelihood of hypertension, heart attacks, and strokes. Sleep deprivation also affects 

reproductive hormones and libido, leaving adults more prone to anxiety, irritability, and burnout. 

Limits of catch-up sleep 

Many try to compensate their weekday loss of sleep with longer sleep time during weekends. 

While this may temporarily reduce fatigue and lower cortisol, it cannot fully erase the effects of 

lack of sleep, hormonal imbalance, or metabolic disruption. Adults require consistent seven to 

eight hours of nightly sleep for complete cognitive and physical health. 

Experts stress that structured sleep hygiene — consistent sleep-wake times, limiting evening 

screen exposure, avoiding late caffeine, and prioritising restorative rest are important. 

SINGLE GENOME-EDITING STRATEGY CAN HELP TREAT MULTIPLE DISORDERS 

Genetic disorders often stem from small errors in the DNA sequence with major consequences. 

Many diseases like cystic fibrosis and Batten disease can be traced to changes disrupting the cell’s 

ability to build a complete, functional protein. One particularly common culprit is the nonsense 

mutation, where a single incorrect DNA letter inserts a premature stop signal. When the cell 

encounters it, protein production ends too early, leaving the body without important enzymes, 

transporters or structural components. 

Nonsense mutations account for about a quarter of all known disease-causing genetic changes. 

Each one halts a different protein at a different point, creating a wide range of disorders that, at 

present, require separate treatments. Each therapy needs to be designed, tested and approved on 

its own. This is a slow and expensive process. 

A study in Nature recently revealed a way around this challenge. Instead of crafting a therapy for 

every mutation, researchers from the Broad Institute, Harvard University, and the University of 

Minnesota have developed a method to address many nonsense mutation diseases using a single 

genome-editing strategy. Their approach, called Prime-Editing-mediated Readthrough of 

premature Termination codons (PERT), reprogrammes one of the cell’s own genes into a tool to 

override premature stop signals, allowing the cell to ignore the faulty instruction and complete 

the protein. 

“This study offers an intriguing proof-of-concept for a gene-agnostic therapy that could, in 

principle, benefit many rare diseases caused by nonsense mutations,” Debojyoti Chakraborty, 

senior principal scientist at CSIR-Institute of Genomics and Integrative Biology, New Delhi, and 

who wasn’t involved in the study, said. 

Repurposing genes 

Cells make proteins by transcribing the DNA into mRNA, written in a sequence of three 

nucleotides at a time; each set of three is called a codon. Then tRNA acts like a translator: each one 

recognises a specific codon and transports the matching amino acid, like making a photograph 

from its negative. Finally, a cellular machine called the ribosome strings these amino acids 

together, one by one, to make proteins. 

The tRNA genes number in the hundreds. Many of them are redundant because they perform 

overlapping functions, so the loss or alteration of one of them is often harmless. 

http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS
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The researchers used this redundancy to test whether a non-essential tRNA gene could be edited 

into a suppressor tRNA — a molecule that reads through premature stop signals and inserts an 

amino acid there instead. Laboratories have used natural suppressor tRNAs for decades but they 

have been unsuitable for therapies thus far due to concerns about their safety and durability. 

Using a precise genome-editing approach called prime editing, the team showed that a human 

tRNA gene can be rewritten to permanently operate as a suppressor tRNA while also producing 

tRNA at safe, natural levels. This allowed the edited cell to override premature stop codons and 

make full-length proteins without disrupting global protein production. 

 

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