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DONALD TRUMP’S JOKE ABOUT WOMEN’S HOCKEY TEAM FOLLOWS AN OLD SEXIST
SCRIPT
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The US women’s hockey team dominated every match they played at the recent Winter Olympics
in Italy, clinching the gold in a hard-fought final — only to be reduced to a sexist punchline by their
President. “I must tell you, we’re gonna have to bring the women’s team, you do know that... [ do
believe I would probably be impeached,” Donald Trump could be heard saying in a viral video to
the American men’s team, which had also won a gold medal, right after he invited them to the State
of the Union Address. The callousness of the framing —that the invitation to the women was a
burden to be borne —underlines sports’ persisting gender problem.

Trump’s words would perhaps have been easy to dismiss, if not for the raucous laughter from his
listeners. It suggests that for all the edifying words spoken about gender equality in sports, women
athletes continue to be afterthoughts, the plus-ones invited to stand on the podium, instead of
being celebrated for claiming their space on it. The limits of merely speaking the language of
equity and inclusion are evident to anyone paying attention, from the massive pay gaps and
unequal investment in infrastructure and equipment to sexualised coverage of women athletes
and the persistence of the “locker-room” culture.

The Milano Cortina Games are being celebrated as the most gender-balanced Winter Olympics in
history. Women athletes, who represented roughly 47 per cent of the total participants, competed
in events that were as challenging as any attempted by their male counterparts. Crude words
cannot dim the shine of their triumphs — but they do show what more needs to be done to rewrite
an old sexist script.

DEMAGOGUE SALESMAN

In his 2026 State of the Union address, U.S. President Donald Trump chose to double down on the
politics of his conservative support base by touting his second administration’s achievements with
regard to divisive, if not polarising issues relating to immigration, the cost of living, and foreign
policy concerns including tariffs and the prospect of war in the context of Iran. The speech itself
comes at a fraught moment for the Trump White House, days after the U.S. Supreme Court struck
down its use of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act to slam a broad swathe of
trading partners, including India, with punitive tariffs. An apparently undaunted Mr. Trump
repeated his earlier remarks on social media hinting at disdain for the ruling, when he described
it during the speech as “unfortunate” and argued, against evidence to the contrary regarding the
burgeoning public debt, that the tariff revenues received by his government were “saving” the U.S.
Similarly, he neatly avoided alluding to the two Americans killed in ICE raids in Minneapolis or
the agency’s other heavy-handed actions targeting “criminal aliens” and “drug lords”. With regard
to Iran, even though Washington has rapidly built up its force posture across West Asia following
Teheran’s crackdown on protesters, Mr. Trump appeared to be holding out hope for a modus
vivendi when he said, “My preference is to solve this problem through diplomacy. But... | will never
allow the world’s number one sponsor of terror, which they are by far, to have a nuclear weapon.”

If Mr. Trump’s remarks in Congress sounded self-congratulatory, that might have been because
they echoed a well-rehearsed campaign speech ahead of the critical mid-term elections. While it
is true that inflation has gradually come down during Mr. Trump’s second term, his description of
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the price trend as “plummeting” might have appeared to some to be an exaggeration, especially
given that it was under his predecessor Joe Biden that prices came off their nearly 9% peak in
mid-2022 to 2.9% by the time Mr. Trump entered the White House, leading to the current rate of
nearly 2.4%. More concerningly for the White House and Republican lawmakers, opinion polls
suggest that most Americans are disenchanted with the tariff policy and its cost-escalating
pressure on the economy, with the design and implementation of the current immigration policy,
and with the perceived involvement of Mr. Trump in the Epstein scandal. While an upbeat address
to a joint session of Congress might galvanise the faithful, it will take more than words to alter the
bitter ground realities faced by the common people and they tend to express their frustrations in
this context at the ballot box.

FOUR YEARS LATER, FOR RUSSIA-UKRAINE, PEACE REMAINS ELUSIVE

Four years ago, when Russian President Vladimir Putin announced his “special military operation”
against Ukraine, few would have predicted the scale or resilience of Kyiv's response. What many
assumed would be a swift collapse has instead become a grinding war of attrition, in which
Russian forces are now making minimal gains at enormous costs. A study published on January
27 by the Centre for Strategic and International Studies estimates total Russian casualties —
killed, wounded, and missing — at around 1.2 million, roughly double the losses suffered by
UKkraine. Since the invasion, Russian forces have seized about 12 per cent of additional Ukrainian
territory and now control roughly 20 per cent of the country, including Crimea and parts of the
Donbas captured before 2022. Clearly, Russia is falling short of Putin’s larger objective: Pulling
Ukraine back into its sphere of influence.

Attritional warfare drags on despite US President Donald Trump’s efforts to broker peace, given
his desire for a US-Russia reset, on terms unfavourable to Kyiv. His 28-point plan is a betrayal not
only of Ukraine, which would be required to cede territory and abandon any aspiration of joining
NATO, but also of the principles of fairness and justice. US aid to Europe has been drying up since
Trump’s return to power. But Europe throwing its full weight behind President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy has enabled Ukraine to sustain its resistance. It sees the defence of Ukraine as essential
to its own security.

Diplomacy is proceeding at a glacial pace. The latest round of US-mediated negotiations in Geneva
last week concluded without a breakthrough, and Trump’s State of the Union address on Tuesday
offered no assurances of support for Ukraine. Kyiv’s lead negotiator is scheduled to meet US
envoys Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner today, ahead of an anticipated trilateral meeting in
March; two such rounds have already taken place in Abu Dhabi. Still, until Putin retreats from his
maximalist demands over territory and Ukraine’s future political choices, a peace deal acceptable
to both sides will remain elusive.

DEAL IN DEEP WATER

In a social media post, U.S. President Donald Trump asked the U.K. to “not give away Diego Garcia”,
referring to the site where a U.S-U.K. military base is located in the Chagos archipelago.

The U.K. deal concerning the Chagos Island grouping is the result of a long negotiation
surrounding the archipelago, located in the central Indian Ocean, around 1,600 km from the tip of
the Indian subcontinent. The archipelago, positioned around 2,000 km north-east of Mauritius
about mid-way between East Africa and Indonesia, is an overseas territory of the U.K,, one of 14
remaining in the post-colonial era.
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Officially referred to as the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT), the grouping consists of 60
islands set in seven ring-shaped coral atolls. The largest of the lot, Diego Garcia, plays host to the
joint U.S-U.K military base, which reportedly has an airfield, a deep-water port, and
communications and surveillance-related infrastructure. The islands have American and British
military presence and contract civilian personnel, but do not host a permanent civilian population
as of today.

The islands were uninhabited when they were discovered by Portuguese explorers in the 16th
century. Given its strategic location on international trade routes, several foreign powers sought
to establish control over the archipelago. In the late 18th century, France took over the islands,
along with Seychelles, treating them as dependencies of Mauritius. In the early 19th century, the
islands were taken over by the U.K.; Mauritius and its dependencies were proclaimed colonies of
Britain in 1814 under the Treaty of Paris. Seychelles was detached from Mauritius and became a
separate colony in 1903. The BIOT came into being in 1965 following the U.S-U.K. agreement.

Mauritius gained independence in 1968; the U.K. reportedly paid it a £3 million grant to maintain
control over the Chagos Islands. In 1971, a military facility was constructed on Diego Garcia, and
the local Ilois/Chagossians, descended from African slaves and Indian plantation workers, were
offered the choice to relocate to Seychelles or Mauritius. While most resettled in Mauritius, a few
moved to the U.K.

Right to return

In 2000, the British High Court found that the removal of the Chagossians was illegal and granted
them the right to return. While this was upheld by the Court of Appeal in 2007, it was reversed by
the House of Lords in 2008. An ICJ advisory ruling in 2019 found that the decolonisation process
pertaining to Mauritius was illegal and recommended that the U.K. stop its administration of the
Chagos Islands.

Although non-binding, the ruling had international weight, and the U.K. government began
negotiations over this in 2022, under then-Conservative Prime Minister Rishi Sunak. An
agreement was sketched out in October 2024. A final treaty to transfer sovereignty over the
islands to Mauritius was signed in May 2025 by Labour Prime Minister Keir Starmer and Mauritius
Prime Minister Navin Ramgoolam. Before the treaty enters into force, it needs to be ratified by
legislation, and a draft law dealing with this is progressing through Parliament.

The plan, estimated to cost £3.4 billion, envisages the handing over of Chagos Islands to Mauritius
by the U.K, and the leasing back of the military base in Diego Garcia for 99 years, at an average
costof £101 million a year. The deal includes a £40 million trust fund to support Chagossians, who
will be permitted to resettle in all islands except Diego Garcia.

Mr. Trump has called the deal “an act of great stupidity”, and the potential loss of the land “a blight
on our Great Ally”. Describing the island as “strategically located”, Mr. Trump indicated that Diego
Garcia may be brought into play “in order to eradicate a potential attack by a highly unstable and
dangerous Regime”— a reference to Iran. He has also linked the deal to his own designs to acquire
Greenland.

The U.K. has maintained that the deal is vital for the U.K.'s security interests, with Mr. Starmer
noting that the deal was required to avert the risk of a future binding legal judgment affecting the
U.K/s ability to use the Diego Garcia base. On the other hand, the deal has invited criticism from
Conservatives and Reform UK, who view Mauritius’s ties with China with suspicion.
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WHAT CHANGED IN HONG KONG AFTER NATIONAL SECURITY LAW?

The story so far:

Hong Kong has undergone significant changes since Xi Jinping came to power in 2013. Under Mr.
Xi, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has increasingly focused on exerting its control over the
city and integrating it more closely with mainland China. This process of assimilation has been
systematic, raising questions about Beijing’s commitment to the “one country, two systems”
framework and Hong Kong’s Basic Law. The most decisive shift came with the implementation of
the Hong Kong National Security Law (NSL) in June 2020. The law has fundamentally altered Hong
Kong’s political, media, and judicial landscape.

When did the tussle between Hong Kong and Beijing intensify?

The major tussle between the CCP and Hong Kong began in 2014 when the city witnessed major
protests known as the Umbrella Movement. They were triggered by Beijing’s proposal that Hong
Kong residents could vote for their Chief Executive only from a list of candidates vetted by the
CCP, with elections planned for 2017. However, after 79 days of demonstrations across the city,
the protests were cleared by police.

Hong Kong was again rocked by violent protests in 2019 against a proposed extradition Bill that
would have allowed suspects to be sent to mainland China for trial. As per critics, “people would
be subject to arbitrary detention, unfair trial, and torture under China’s judicial system”. Although
the bill was eventually withdrawn, protests continued over demands for more democracy. In
response to the protests, Beijing described the unrest as “terrorism” and asserted that “restoring
order was Hong Kong’s most urgent task.” The demonstrations were ultimately suppressed by law
enforcement.

The clampdown on both protests clearly eradicated the political space promised to Hong Kong
under the ‘one country, two systems’ framework. In addition, the lockdowns imposed during the
COVID-19 pandemic further helped the CCP to control any form of dissent.

What does the NSL entail?

The NSL, passed by China in June 2020, “criminalises anything considered as secession, which is
breaking away from China; subversion, which is undermining the power or authority of the central
government; terrorism, which is using violence or intimidation against people; and collusion with
foreign or external forces”. Data show that around 260 people have been arrested under the NSL,
with 76 convicted.

How has media freedom been affected?

The kidnapping of five Hong Kong book sellers by Beijing in 2015 heavily impacted its media
freedom. In 2015, Lui Bo, Cheung Jiping, Gui Minhai, Lam Wing-kee, and Lee Bo, associated with
the publisher Mighty Current and its bookstore Causeway Bay Books, disappeared. Authorities
cited the sale of banned books in mainland China as grounds for legal action. This incident showed
the push for ending critical media space in Hong Kong.

Jimmy Lai, the founder of the newspaper Apple Daily, was prosecuted under the NSL in 2026. The
clampdown on newspapers started immediately after the implementation of NSL, and Lai was
found guilty of protesting in 2021, and his newspaper was shut down. Another newspaper, Stand
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News, was shut down in 2021, and its journalists were arrested on charges of “conspiracy to
publish seditious materials”.

What does this mean for Hong Kong’s identity?

Hong Kong'’s identity has long been rooted in the ‘one country, two systems’ framework and the
Basic Law, which promised to “preserve their unique political and economic systems”. However,
since Mr. Xi assumed power, there has been a consistent effort to dismantle this uniqueness and
subsume it under China’s identity. With no space left for critical voices with the implementation
of the NSL, Mr. Xi has managed to completely subsume Hong Kong identity within the idea of
Chinese identity, one approved by the party.
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NATIONAL

PAKISTAN’S RISING GLOBAL PROFILE AS FIRES RAGE AT HOME: CONCERNS FOR INDIA

Pakistan on Sunday carried out strikes along its border with Afghanistan, claiming to target
militant camps. The Afghanistan government said the strikes in Nangarhar and Paktika regions
had killed “innocent civilians” and vowed retaliation.

Key Takeaways:

— Before this, three major headlines came out of Islamabad on Thursday (February 19), together
underlining the paradox Pakistan today faces: more international relevance than it has been used
to, and more internal instability than it can handle. For India, all these developments have
implications.

— First, Pakistan Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif travelled to Washington DC for the inaugural
meeting of the Donald Trump-led Board of Peace. Second, Islamabad issued a demarche to the
Taliban regime in Afghanistan, after 11 soldiers and a child were killed in a vehicle blast in Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa’s Bajaur region on February 16. Pakistan blames Afghanistan for harbouring
terrorists. Third, the government announced compensation for the families of the 40 people killed
in a suicide attack at a Shia imambargah on February 6.

— For the past few years, New Delhi’s approach to Pakistan had been one of determined ignoring.
The idea was that that terror and talks can’t go together, and India, a stable democracy and rising
economic power, should not be engaging with Pakistan, with its economy collapsing and its
international reputation dented.

— Yet, today, Pakistan is among the few countries that can count both Donald Trump and Xi
Jinping among friends. Trump singled out Shehbaz Sharif for thanks at the Gaza ceasefire summit
at Sharm El-Shaikh last year, and has called the head of Pakistani military, Asim Munir, his
“favourite field marshal”. In December, the Trump administration announced it would invest $1.3
billion in Balochistan’s Reko Diq mine, which has copper and gold reserves. Geopolitically, the US
has signalled it sees a role for Pakistan in the Gaza as well as the Iran conflict.

— Also, in the past few months, Pakistan has signed a mutual defence pact with Saudi Arabia, and
has agreed to or is in talks with to supply arms to Sudan, Libya, and Bangladesh, in deals worth
billions.

— This rise can be attributed to Islamabad’s successful wooing of Trump, and its successful selling
of its Operation Sindoor performance as impressive, however far from the truth that may be.

— “All the defence deals that Pakistan has signed recently will not help it with domestic terrorism.
But they do make Islamabad look like a relevant actor globally. On the home front, Pakistan’s
policy of nurturing terror networks has backfired, as the attacks are now happening within its
territory,” TCA Raghavan, India’s former High Commissioner to Pakistan, told The Indian Express.

— The Bajaur attack on Monday is far from isolated. And while attacks in the restive Balochistan
and Khyber Panktunkhwa are common, even the fortified Islamabad has seen two attacks in the
past four months — the mosque attack earlier this month and a suicide attack outside a court in
November 2025 that killed 12.
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— Attacks in Pakistan are generally carried out by the Tehrik-e-Taliban (TTP), also called the
Pakistan Taliban, Baloch militants, and occasionally other groups like the Islamic State splinter
factions. There has been a rise in terror attacks in the last two years.

— The TTP wants Pakistan run on a strict interpretation of Islamic law. It wishes to overthrow
the current government, which it believes is not Islamic enough. The TTP also opposes the
Pakistan government’s assistance to the US ‘war on terror’.

— The Baloch Liberation Army, meanwhile, launched ‘phase 2 of Operation Herof’ in January (the
first phase was in August 2024). Balochistan — where the US recently announced investment —
is the most resource-rich of Pakistan’s four provinces, but lags in development and economic
growth. It has witnessed a long separatist movement, with grievances including unfair treatment
economically and brutalities by security agencies. Pakistan blames Afghanistan for encouraging
the TTP and India for supporting the Baloch.

— There is significant violence by the Pakistani State too. This month, the Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan released a report stating the Punjab police had carried out 670
encounters “over the course of eight months in 2025, resulting in the deaths of 924 suspects, with
only two police officers killed during the same period.”

— Even a quick scan at the decades post Independence shows that Pakistan has attacked India —
officially or through proxies — irrespective of how things were going for it. The 1965 war came
when Pakistan was going through a golden period economically and had earned respect abroad.
The Kargil war came when its affairs were collapsing on all fronts. What stands out is that
Pakistan’s military in ascendance is never good news for India. Major terror attacks have come
when the civilian leadership has pushed for better ties with India.

— And the current Pakistani paradox has at its heart the rise and rise of Asim Munir. While he has
flexed muscle abroad, internally, there has been a brutal crackdown on insurgents, worsening
instability.

— For India, the best case scenario is a relatively stable Pakistan with a civilian leadership in
control. But with Shehbaz Sharif happily playing second fiddle to the field marshal, that doesn’t
seem likely soon.

Do You Know:

— Except for brief periods since 1947, Pakistan-Afghanistan ties have been marked by mutual
distrust, rancour, recriminations, and hostility. This has led sometimes to armed clashes, as were
seen recently.

— This negativity between Pakistan and Afghanistan has continued during both civilian and direct
military rule in the former, and fundamental system transformations, turmoil and two failed
superpower interventions in the latter— by the Soviet Union (1979-1989) and the United States
(2001-2021). During both, Pakistan has helped the Afghan resistance.

— The issues that divide Afghanistan and Pakistan range from Afghanistan’s refusal to recognise
the Durand Line as the international border, to control over transit and trade, and social
contradictions despite the bonds of Islamic faith.
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— Afghans governments and peoples have the persistent resentment that Pakistan has
insensitively tried to control and exploit them, especially since their monarchical system was
overthrown.

— Pakistan continues to consider Afghans ahsanfaramosh (ungrateful). For, they hosted millions
of Afghan refugees and enabled Afghan insurgencies to defeat two super powers.

BANGLADESH SET TO RESUME FULL VISA OPS FOR INDIAN NATIONALS

Over a month after Bangladesh putin place a “technical pause” on issuing visas to Indians for non-
essential travel, Dhaka is learnt to be in the process of resuming full visa operations.

Key Takeaways:

— While there is no official announcement or notification yet, sources said that with the
Bangladesh elections having been held peacefully and a new BNP government led by Prime
Minister Tarique Rahman in place, visa services are in “restart mode”.

— While some in Delhi view this as an outreach by the new government, sources played down the
development, saying resumption of visa services was to take place on a routine basis.

— According to the sources, India is expected to reciprocate and normalise visa services, but a
final call will be taken later.

— Bangladesh had put in place a “technical pause” on visas for non-essential travel in early
January, in view of the sensitive situation in the run-up to the February 12 elections. However, it
continued to grant visas to Indians who had to travel for urgent work or emergency or
humanitarian grounds.

— Earlier, India had imposed restrictions on visas for Bangladeshi nationals after August 5, 2024,
when the then Sheikh Hasina government was ousted. On December 23 last year, consular and
visa services at the Bangladesh High Commission in New Delhi were temporarily suspended
because of “unavoidable circumstances”, according to a notice issued by the mission.

— Following the election of the Tarique Rahman government, India has reached out to Dhaka —
from Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s phone call and congratulatory message to the BNP chief on
his victory, to Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla attending the swearing-in ceremony.

— Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri, who also went for the swearing-in ceremony, met Jamaat-e-
Islami chief Shafique Rahman, too. The Jamaat has emerged as the second largest party in
Parliament.

— Earlier, External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar also met Rahman on December 31, and expressed
confidence that Khaleda Zia’s “vision and values” would “guide the development of the
partnership”. All these are seen as positive outreach towards Dhaka, and Rahman reciprocated by
not making any anti-India statements during his election campaign.

— Sumit Ganguly writes- “The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) has won a clear-cut victory,
securing 212 of the 299 parliamentary seats. Tarique Rahman, the son of former BNP leader and
Prime Minister Khaleda Zia, who was in exile since 2008 is now officially the PM. However, the
BNP’s principal opposition, the Awami League, was not allowed to participate in the polls.”
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— “Several questions immediately come to mind. How will the BNP govern the country, riven by
political turmoil since the ouster of Sheikh Hasina? How are relations with India, its principal
neighbour, likely to evolve? How will Dhaka handle its recently strengthened ties with Pakistan?
Will it continue to maintain warm relations with the People’s Republic of China? It is too early to
offer definitive answers to these questions. It is, however, possible to make some tentative,
educated guesses about the likely policy directions and choices of this nascent government.”

— “Proffering initial answers requires delving into the history and evolution of the BNP since its
inception in 1978 under General Ziaur Rahman. Zia, of course, had come to power in 1977
following the sanguinary aftermath of the assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on August 15,
1975. Zia, while ruthlessly suppressing opposition and surviving multiple assassination attempts,
held a largely free and fair election in 1979, in which his newly formed party won a parliamentary
majority. His tenure in office, however, proved to be short-lived. Amid the country’s tumultuous
politics, he too was assassinated in 1981 during another successful military coup. This coup
brought General Hussain Muhammad Ershad to office.”

— “During General Zia’s tenure, the country shed some of its secular orientation. In an ironic twist,
given that Zia had fought for the country’s liberation in 1971, he sought to improve relations with
Pakistan. Quite unsurprisingly, these moves did not endear him or his regime to New Delhi. A
decade later, his widow, Khaleda Zia, assumed power as military rule in Bangladesh came to a
close.”

— “In the interim, especially under General Ershad, Bangladesh had increasingly moved away
from its original secular foundations. Instead, religion was progressively enshrined in the
country’s politics, with Islam being declared the state religion in 1988. It was hardly surprising
that Begum Zia, upon assuming office, continued this drift.”

— “Given that the country’s politics are riven along these lines and given the right-of-centre
orientation of the BNP, it will bear watching how it proceeds to deal with the country’s steadily
dwindling minority Hindu population, which has declined from about 12 per cent in 1981 to
around 8 per cent today. Even though the BNP, with a firm majority in parliament, is not
dependent on Jamaat-e-Islami, it will nevertheless be inclined to nod towards the growing
religiosity that has come to characterise the country’s politics in recent decades.”

— “How it negotiates these shoals will, inevitably, affect its relations with New Delhi. Additionally,
given its historic pro-Pakistani orientation, its diplomatic overtures towards Islamabad will be of
interest to India. Already, under the interim government of Muhammad Yunus, Bangladesh had,
among other measures, granted preferential access to its ports to Pakistan and strengthened
defence ties. Given the BNP’s ideological leanings and its long-standing scepticism of India, the
outreach towards Islamabad may continue under the new political dispensation.”

— “Finally, even before the ouster of Sheikh Hasina, China had made diplomatic and military
inroads into Bangladesh. It is all but certain that the new government will do little to stem those
trends, especially as it can utilise that relationship to reduce its dependence on India for trade and
investment.”

— “In effect, the BNP’s win will, in all likelihood, accelerate several currents that have come to
characterise Bangladesh’s domestic and foreign policies in recent years, especially under Yunus’s
interim government. Under these circumstances, policymakers in New Delhi will face significant
challenges. Addressing them and managing bilateral ties will require skill, patience and
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imagination. Even as Bangladesh’s election is worthy of celebration, several fraught issues loom
on the horizon, both in terms of its domestic and foreign policy.”

TAKING SIDES

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 24-hour visit to Jerusalem was a significant bilateral outreach to
Israel, but a missed opportunity on Palestine, with complex consequences for India’s ties with
West Asia. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had announced the visit in December and
confirmed the dates on Sunday, indicating Israel’s keen interest in hosting Mr. Modi. From Mr.
Modi’s landing, to every engagement up to his departure, Mr. Netanyahu personally escorted Mr.
Modi everywhere. After bilateral talks on Thursday, the two leaders agreed to upgrade ties to a
“Special Strategic Partnership”, and signed a critical technologies partnership among more than
15 MoUs in Al, agriculture, culture and education. They also agreed to facilitate the employment
of 50,000 Indian workers in Israel over the next five years. The engagement, and Mr. Netanyahu'’s
deep praise for Mr. Modi and the India relationship was even more intense than during Mr. Modi’s
2017 visit. This possibly accrues from the timing of the visit, as Israel faces growing isolation over
high casualties in Gaza and Mr. Netanyahu’s West Bank settlement plans. In the past week, Israel’s
West Bank proposals have been condemned by dozens of countries, which includes Germany,
France, and the U.K. that have been measured so far. Mr. Netanyahu heads into an election later
this year, which will be seen as a referendum on his record, in terms of alleged corruption in his
government as well as for accountability for security lapses in 2023 and the civilian toll of Israel’s
response. Mr. Modi’s visit would bolster him politically. In his speech at the Knesset, Mr. Modi
referred only obliquely to Palestinian sovereignty, saying that the U.S.-led Gaza Peace Initiative,
which commits to a two-state solution, “holds the promise of a just and durable peace... including
by addressing the Palestine Issue”. The Prime Minister said that India shared the pain and grief of
every life lost in the October 2023 terror attack by Hamas but made no mention of the high toll —
more than 72,000 killed — in the strikes on Gaza by Israel since then.

Itis hoped that Mr. Modi will clarify India’s position on the conflict, as he did after his last visit, by
following it up with a visit to Palestine. His decision to travel amidst the threat of U.S. attacks on
Iran carried the possible risk of taking sides in the event of a conflict. Beyond the bilateral, the
outcomes of his visit will be judged globally by its impact on the larger West Asian neighbourhood.
First, his announcement that India-Israel-UAE and India-Israel-UAE-U.S. “12U2” would develop
new momentum, as would the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), indicates
New Delhi believes that regional initiatives are still viable despite the polarised atmosphere and
recent deep fault-lines. Second, a decision to “stand with Israel, firmly... ” could come at the cost of
India’s relations with other West Asian powers, which expect India to remain steadfast to its
historically calibrated regional balance, and to principles of peace, morality and compassion in the
Israel-Palestine conflict.

INDIA AND ISRAEL ELEVATE TIES

— Prime Minister Narendra Modi made a state visit to Israel from 25 to 26 February 2026 on the
invitation of Benjamin Netanyahu, Prime Minister of the State of Israel.

— India and Israel elevated their ties to a “Special Strategic Partnership for Peace, Innovation and
Prosperity” and signed 17 pacts after talks between Prime Ministers Narendra Modi and Benjamin
Netanyahu.
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— The two sides had framed their ties as a Strategic Partnership in 2017 during Modi’s first
bilateral visit to Israel.

— The outcomes included the elevation of a joint commission on science and technology to the
ministerial level, and an initiative to collaborate in critical and emerging technologies, which will
be led by National Security Advisors.

— They signed a tech-gateway initiative, a financial dialogue, 20 joint fellowships in agricultural
research, an increase in the contribution of both sides for the joint research calls, a quota of up to
50,000 Indian workers over the next five years, the India-Israel Academic Cooperation Forum, and
the India-Israel Parliamentary Friendship Group.

HOW INDIA AND CANADA MENDED THEIR FRAYED TIES

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney’s arrival in India on Friday will mark a significant moment
for the bilateral relationship that has gone through an arc of downs and ups over the last two-and-
half years. Carney will land in Mumbai and later visit New Delhi for talks with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, before wrapping up his trip on March 2.

Key Takeaways:

— Even a year back, such a visit would have been unthinkable. Bilateral ties unravelled in 2023
under Justin Trudeau over the Kkilling of pro-Khalistani separatist Hardeep Nijjar. The
unprecedented diplomatic crisis had political, economic and geopolitical consequences. The
impact on the people-to-people ties, too, was immense.

— After Carney took charge in early 2025, both the Canadian and Indian governments put in a
tremendous amount of heavy-lifting to build back the relationship and shield it from the fallout of
Trudeau’s Nijjar allegations.

— A former central banker, Carney was keen to reset ties with India, a major economic partner.
He approached the Nijjar killing as a law enforcement and judicial issue that was best delinked
from political and economic relations. So, he made the first move by inviting Modi to the G7
leaders’ outreach summit in June last year in Kananaskis, Canada.

— To firewall the relationship from the Nijjar investigation, both sides have created a separate
framework under their National Security Advisors to discuss “transnational crimes”. This
mechanism is specifically meant to address the concerns related to pro-Khalistani activities in
Canada.

— Notwithstanding the relatively brief strain in ties, India and Canada have typically enjoyed
strong cooperation in sectors such as politics, business, investment and people-to-people
relationships. Here’s a look at the pillars of cooperation and how the two governments are looking
to build on them.

— At last year’s G20 Leaders’ Summit, Canada and India agreed to formally launch negotiations
for an ambitious Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement to double two-way trade to
$70 billion by 2030. In 2024, India was Canada’s seventh-largest goods and services trading
partner, with two-way trade at $30.8 billion.
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— India’s major exports to Canada are pharmaceutical products, machinery parts and mechanical
appliances, iron and steel products, electronic goods, organic chemicals, jewelry, gems, textile and
seafood. India’s major imports from Canada include pulses, fertilizers (potash) and minerals.

— According to the Department for Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade, Canada is the 17th
largest foreign investor in India. Its cumulative investment of $4.18 billion from April 2000 to June
2025 represented 0.56% of the total FDI inflows into India.

— India and Canada have regularly engaged in dialogue and cooperation on global security issues,
including counter-terrorism, cyber security and regional stability. The counter-terrorism
engagement has largely taken place through the framework of the ‘Joint Working Group on
Counter Terrorism’ set up in 1997.

— With Canada’s vast natural resources and India’s expanding energy demand, energy
cooperation remains a key pillar of the bilateral relationship. The partnership encompasses both
conventional and renewable sources, with Canada pitching itself as a reliable supplier of oil, gas,
LNG, LPG, crude oil, and critical minerals.

— The education sector has significantly strengthened people-to-people ties between the two
countries. Indian students represent the largest group of international students in Canada. More
than 3.92 lakh Indian students were studying in Canada as of December 31, 2024.

— With over 1.8 million Indo-Canadians and approximately a million non-resident Indians,
Canada is home to one of the largest and most vibrant Indian diasporas in the world. Indo-
Canadians have had a profound impact across a wide range of sectors, and their influence
continues to grow.

— Canada is an important strategic partner for major western powers — it is part of the G7
grouping and shares the table with the US, UK, Germany, France, Italy, and Japan. It also shares
intelligence with the Five Eyes grouping which also includes the US, the UK, Australia and New
Zealand. All these countries are also close strategic partners for India.

— Last fall, on the margins of the G20 Leaders’ Summit, Canada, India and Australia entered into
a new trilateral technology and innovation partnership to deepen strategic collaboration on
critical and emerging technologies and drive further diversification of supply chains toward a
secure, sustainable, and resilient future.

TO MAKE INDIA FULL MEMBER, IEA NEEDS TO AMEND FOUNDING CHARTER

At its recent annual ministerial meeting in Paris last week, the International Energy Agency (IEA)
welcomed the progress being made on India’s request for full membership of the organisation.

Key Takeaways:

— As of now, India is an associate member of the Paris-based agency, which is a leading
intergovernmental body that works on energy security, global energy policy, and, now
increasingly, on climate change and energy transitions.

— But India’s request for membership is not straightforward. It would require IEA to amend its
founding legal framework which restricts membership only to OECD countries.
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— IEAwas created in 1974 as one of the responses to the global oil crisis, triggered by the decision
of the major Arab oil producing countries to impose an embargo on oil supplies to countries that
were seen to be supporting Israel during the Yom Kippur War the previous year. The embargo
had led to unprecedented rise in oil prices and fuel scarcity.

— The crisis exposed the vulnerability of major industrial countries, which also happened to be
the biggest consumers of oil. These countries, which had formed the Organisation of Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) a decade earlier, decided to act together to reduce or
manage their dependence on imported oil in future. One of the results of their decision was the
setting up of IEA by 17 OECD countries.

— IEA’s original mandate was to ensure that oil supplies were kept stable, and potential
disruptions in future were anticipated and prevented through timely action. It also developed an
elaborate mechanism to deal with oil emergencies in future, making it mandatory for every
member country to maintain certain minimum strategic stocks of oil that can be used to neutralise
supply disruptions.

— Many more countries became members of IEA at a later stage, but the membership was kept
open only for OECD countries. There are now 32 full members. Atlast week’s ministerial meeting,
Colombia was inducted as the 33rd full member. Colombia had become a member of OECD in
2020, thus clearing the way for its induction into I[EA.

— In 2015, IEA opened the doors for non-OECD countries to become associate members. The
associate members participate in the policy discussions and activities, but do not have decision-
making rights. India became an associate member in 2017. There are 13 associate members right
now.

— The IEA now concerns itself not just with oil, but a variety of energy sources, including
renewables. Climate change, decarbonisation and energy transition now form important areas of
its work. Recently, it also launched a critical minerals programme.

— India has been seeking full membership for the last few years. In October 2023, it submitted its
formal request to IEA. The issue of India’s full membership has come up in India’s bilateral
discussions with the US as well.

— The move to become a full member arises mainly from the desire to have a role in the decision-
making process of IEA. IEA has been playing an increasingly influential role in guiding global
energy policies.

— While it remains the most important agency to deal with energy -related emergencies, it has
also been evolving into a very useful knowledge platform for energy transitions, climate change,
and clean energy technologies.

— Agreeing to India’s request, however, would require IEA to amend its founding charter. IEA’s
expansion till now has happened either through countries that were already OECD members or
through those that joined OECD.

— Since there is no inclination from India to seek OECD membership, [EA would have to either
amend its eligibility criteria for members, or make an exception for India. Current deliberations
suggest that an amendment to IEA’s legal framework might be on the cards. Recently, even Brazil,
also a non-OECD member like India, has sought full membership of IEA.
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— [EA’s engagement with India has also increased significantly in recent years. It has published
several India-focused reports and data. India also engaged IEA recently to do a special report on
its LiFE (Lifestyle for Environment) initiative. The IEA report revealed that widespread adoption
of simple lifestyle changes had the potential to avoid global emissions by as much as 2 billion
tonnes by 2030.

INTERNATIONAL ENERGY AGENCY (IEA)

— India has been seeking full membership for the last few years and in October 2023, it submitted
a formal request to join IEA.

— IEA, created in 1974 as one of the responses to the global oil crisis, is an autonomous
intergovernmental organization within the framework of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD).

— The founding charter of IEA provides that only those countries that are already OECD members
or through those that joined OECD, can become a member of IEA. Today, there are 33 members of
IEA, Colombia was recently inducted as the 33rd full member.

— In 2015, IEA opened the doors for non-OECD countries to become associate members. The
associate members participate in the policy discussions and activities, but do not have decision-
making rights. India became an associate member in 2017. There are 13 associate members right
now.

Do You Know:

— India’s new Lifestyle for Environment (LiFE) initiative is an important platform that could help
lower energy costs, carbon dioxide emissions, air pollution and inequalities in energy
consumption.

— LiFE demonstrates India’s leadership on global issues by promoting sustainable lifestyles and
consumption choices worldwide. The programme could potentially help put developing and
advanced economies alike onto a more sustainable path.

— Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched the LiFE initiative in October 2022 to nudge individual
and collective action to protect the environment. This includes making informed personal choices
such as using public transport more, buying electric rather than petrol or diesel vehicles, adopting
energy-efficient appliances in homes, and much more.

WHAT ARE THE KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM Al SUMMIT?

The story so far:

The Al Impact Summit from February 16-20 attracted lakhs of visitors, with high-profile Al
executives and heads of state visiting New Delhi. On Saturday, 88 countries and international
organisations signed the New Delhi Declaration on Al, which stresses that the technology must be
democratised to make a difference.

Since when are Al summits being held?

Since 2023, dozens of countries have participated in annual gatherings to discuss Al. In its first
instalment in Bletchley Park, the U.K. hosted a small dialogue on safety, where India was
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represented by then Minister of State for Electronics and Information Technology Rajeev
Chandrasekhar. There is no international organisation that convenes these gatherings as of now
— participating countries have generally passed on the baton for the following year’s summit.
2024’s edition was held in Seoul, and the last Al Action Summit was held in Paris in February 2025,
with Prime Minister Narendra Modi co-chairing the edition with President Emmanuel Macron. In
the Paris summit, the multilateral Al dialogue saw a significant shift, with U.S. Vice-President ].D.
Vance vocally rejecting a safety-first approach, instead emphasising innovation and unrestrained
investment into frontier research and commercialisation of the technology.

What were the India-hosted summit’s goals?

For India’s turn, the government advanced a key set of priorities: that Al's capabilities must be
available to as many people as possible; more work must be done to make it relevant in the Global
South, such as by expanding representation for languages that have been under-represented in
the training of western LLMs (large language models); and that the technology should be “safe and
trusted”.

On the domestic front, the government sought to project India as an attractive destination for Al
infrastructure and research, drum up investor sentiment for putting money into Al, and for
encouraging the technology’s already-enthusiastic adoption in India, especially in fields such as
healthcare, agriculture and education. The names of the working groups convened for this
purpose reflect some of these priorities: human capital, inclusion for social empowerment, safe
and trusted Al, resilience, innovation, and efficiency, science, democratising Al resources, and Al
for economic development and social good.

What were the outcomes of the summit?

The government says that the summit attracted over five lakh visitors, a record that easily
surpassed the attendance of the G20 summit in 2023. The government also touted $250 billion in
investment commitments, as well as $20 billion in commitments for frontier deep tech research.
The event also hosted over 500 individual discussions, with speakers from around the world.
During the summit, India joined the U.S.-led Pax Silica initiative, which seeks to build a network of
like-minded countries opposed to concentration of power in electronics manufacturing and
critical minerals. India also achieved broad consensus among 88 countries and international
organisations for the New Delhi Declaration on Al, which was signed by the U.S., China, France,
and several other countries who are key for the development and deployment of Al at present.

The event saw the long-anticipated launch of India’s first domestically trained multi-billion
parameter LLMs by Sarvam Al Sarvam is a Bengaluru-based firm that enjoys millions of dollars
in private equity investment as well as government support in subsidised access to computing
resources under the IndiaAl Mission. The firm says its models are efficient, and beat comparable
models at many benchmarks. It has announced that its models will be open source, and after the
summit, launched a chatbot interface in beta to interact with its LLMs.

The event was also plagued by a series of setbacks almost every day. On the opening day — three
days before the plenary with the heads of state and keynotes by figures like OpenAl CEO Sam
Altman and Google CEO Sundar Pichai — organisers were overwhelmed by an unexpected
number of participants. Security and logistics issues abounded, with significant traffic snarls
delaying even some speakers from making it to their discussions. On the second day, an exhibitor
atthe summit’s concurrent expo, Galgotias University, passed off a Chinese-made robodog as their
students’ creation. The wide publicity to this caused significant embarrassment to the organisers,
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who ordered the university to vacate the premises. And on Friday, a group of Indian Youth
Congress members stormed the expo, revealing hidden T-shirts and chanting, “Modi is
Compromised,” before being apprehended by the police. The Delhi Police has apprehended the
protesters, and is investigating the protest.

What were the investment commitments?

Reliance Industries Ltd. announced commitments of X10 lakh crore in domestic Al, only slightly
more than the Adani Group’s similar commitment. Google gave a few fresh details about its
existing $15 billion investment in data centre and Al projects in India, such as a subsea cable
system that would directly connect India and the U.S. The event also saw high-profile pacts
between OpenAl and the Tata Group, along with another agreement between Anthropic and
Infosys. OpenAl said it would lease 100 megawatts of data centre capacity from Tata’s HyperVault,
and provide its advanced models to the firm’s employees. The pacts were notable due to the stock
price damage that both firms took after Anthropic’s latest coding LLM shocked investors with its
advanced capabilities. Yotta Data Services, a domestic data centre operator, announced $2 billion
in data centre infrastructure build-out, with graphics processing units from Nvidia.

What does the New Delhi Declaration say?

The declaration is broadly in line with India’s stated multilateral priorities when organising the
summit. Nearly all commitments are described in the statement as “voluntary” and “non-binding,”
encouraging wider participation. These include a charter for the “democratic diffusion” of Al; a
“Global Al Impact Commons,” which would serve as a database of use cases for countries to draw
inspiration from; a “Trusted Al Commons,” described as a “repository of tools, benchmarks, and
best practices [that supports the] development of secure and trustworthy Al systems,”; an
“International Network of Al for Science Institutions” which would link technical institutes around
the world; an “Al for Social Empowerment Platform”; an “Al Workforce Development Playbook
and Reskilling Principles,” and “Guiding Principles on Resilient and Efficient AL.” “The summit is
expected to catalyse long-term international partnerships and position Al as a key driver of
economic growth,” the government said in a statement, adding that there was “broad-based global
consensus on leveraging Al for economic growth and social good”.

BAD PUBLICITY

The India Al Impact Summit 2026, in New Delhi last week, was ostensibly a gathering of industry
hands from global and Indian technology communities, and showcased to the general public to
inculcate an awareness of the tech phenomenon that is already revolutionising economies
worldwide. But the summit also revealed an unedifying aspect of officialdom and exhibitionism.
This was evident when a private university participating in the convention falsely claimed a
Chinese-made robot to be its own development. Or in how “VIPs” and various functionaries
hogged the limelight and blocked product developers and Al enthusiasts from attending the
summit on some days. Then there was a protest by some activists of the Indian Youth Congress
(of the Congress party) who staged a non-violent “flash mob”-like protest against the India-U.S.
interim trade deal. These events only reflected the underbelly of technological promotion in India
and its politicisation, as both the BJP-led government and the Opposition sought to use the glare
over the summit for publicity rather than public interest. Granted, the Congress party’s use of the
summit’s media coverage and the venue to stage a protest was inappropriate. But the Delhi police,
which arrested the activists in the protest, has also blown the actions out of proportion by
registering charges that range from rioting, promoting enmity between groups, making assertions
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prejudicial to national integration, criminal conspiracy, unlawful assembly and common intention.
The flurry of arrests also triggered an unprecedented standoff between the Delhi and Himachal
Pradesh police following the detention of some of the activists in Shimla.

Too often in recent years, officials in the Union government and BJP-led State/UT governments
have treated even peaceful dissent as crimes that are equivalent to riotous and violent actions.
This has been the case in the arrests of student activists dissenting communally coloured actions
of these governments such as the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, with many charged under
draconian laws and held without trial just for peaceful protest. The BJP-led governments have
sought to demonise dissent and muzzle opposition by civil society forces and the Opposition. It is
difficult not to read the charges framed against the Youth Congress activists in the same light. It
hardly needs stating that dissent is a vital component of democracy, especially in a country that
won freedom through acts of dissent and nonviolent protests. The police must desist from filing
unrelated and outrageous charges against the activists and courts adjudicating on such cases of
dissent — including those against the Youth Congress activists — must quash these FIRs
forthwith.

GALGOTIAS ‘ROBODOG’ IS FOR THE MEMES. REAL Al CHALLENGE LIES IN CLASSROOMS

The fracas over Galgotias University’s “robodog”, a Chinese-manufactured product that the
private institute displayed in its stall at the Al Impact Summit, was destined for glib memes and
headlines. The incident, however, is neither the main takeaway from the summit nor does it flag
the challenge that India faces due to the Al transformations. The challenge lies not in the stalls and
halls of Bharat Mandapam but in lakhs of classrooms across the country. In 2024-25 alone, around
20 million children enrolled in Class [ across the country. And total enrolment in higher education
increased to nearly 4.33 crore in 2021-22 — up 26.5 per cent from 2014-15. Many of those coming
into universities today are first-generation learners, often from historically marginalised
communities. Yet even as the classrooms are asked to open their doors wider, the nature of
pedagogy and assessment in schools and higher education institutions follows paradigms that
came about in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution, for an imperial power’s needs, with mere
tweaks along the way to suit the needs of a newly independent nation. To turn India’s Al vision
and ambition into reality, and to ensure that this massive cohort of young people is not left behind,
an overhaul is needed.

Of course, the need to reform education predates the Al challenge. In 2020, the new National
Education Policy suggested inter-disciplinarity and conceptual clarity over memorisation and rote
learning, and a move from an emphasis on enrolment to outcomes and quality. It also suggested
that at least 6 per cent of GDP be spent on education. Progress, however, has been slow, mired in
institutional inertia and vexed issues of linguistic politics. None of this is to suggest that no gains
have been made. Since Independence, islands of excellence, across disciplines and regions, have
been created. The problem is that their success has not been scalable at the national level. The
speed with which new technologies are altering the nature of learning, work and jobs leaves little
room for piecemeal reform.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s formulation, MANAV (Moral and Ethical Systems, Accountable
Governance, National Sovereignty, Accessible and Inclusive Technology, and Valid and Legitimate
Systems), seeks to place the well-being of people as the guiding principle of Al development. To
take that vision outside the summit hall and policy document requires enabling and catalysing
reforms while, at the same time, ensuring institutional autonomy, especially in higher education.
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[t means creating a classroom that nurtures excellence, and a campus that is free from fear and
open to ideas and innovation.

AMID INCREASE IN Al DATA CENTRES, HOW INDIA’S POWER SYSTEM CAN KEEP UP WITH
ADDITIONAL LOAD ON INFRA

India’s power system is headed towards a “paradigm shift” as artificial intelligence (AI)-driven
data centres scale up across the country, Samir Chandra Saxena, chairman and managing director
of Grid India, said at the India Al Impact Summit at Bharat Mandapam on Tuesday (February 17).

Key Takeaways:

— While Al runs on algorithms, it also requires electricity, and in large volumes. In India, total
installed data centre capacity currently stands at about 1.2 gigawatts (GW) and is projected to
grow fourfold by 2030, according to government estimates, as Al-led computing demand
accelerates.

— This rapid expansion could reshape the country’s power landscape as data centres are
emerging as large, complex and highly dynamic loads on modern grids. Saxena said the rapid
expansion of data centres over the next few years would significantly alter grid planning and
operations.

— Unlike conventional industrial loads, data centres exhibit sharp variability. “It is variable, it is
spiky, it has sharp ramps,” he said, adding that they can also make “silent exits” from the grid.

“Anything happens on the grid side, the data centres prefer to quietly isolate themselves.” Since
most are inverter-based, he warned that a sudden withdrawal of 1-1.5 GW — or even a couple of
gigawatts — “simply walking out of the system quietly creates a disturbance kind of situation for
the grid.”

— “This needs to be planned for...We need to handle this in a more planned manner rather than
having it in random fashion,” he said.

— While emphasising the need for meticulous infrastructure planning — including a reliable and
robust transmission network, strong connectivity and clear compliance mechanisms — he also
highlighted the equally critical challenge of ensuring resource adequacy.

Do You Know:

— An Al data centre is different from a traditional data centre in terms of it being specifically
tailor-made to support Al applications. Traditional data centres typically consist of CPU-powered
servers that support tasks such as website hosting, cloud storage, and business applications.

— An Al data centre, on the other hand, is needed to process vast amount of data, and is equipped
with more cutting edge hardware such as GPUs to handle tasks like image and video production,
generative Al, etc. Since these data centres handle high-performance GPUs, they require robust
power infrastructure and cooling solutions, making them significantly more energy-intensive
than traditional data centres.
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HOW ARE INDIAN FIRMS TRAINING LLMS?

The story so far:

At the Al Impact Summit, the Bengaluru-based startup Sarvam Al released two Large Language
Models (LLMs), which are the foundation for Al systems that power services like Google’s Gemini
and OpenAl’s ChatGPT. The two models were trained on 35 billion and 105 billion parameters
respectively, and were less power- and compute-intensive than comparable models, while
demonstrating improvements over other models in Indian languages, Pratyush Kumar, a Sarvam
co-founder said.

How are LLMs trained?

LLMs are trained and operated on clusters of Graphics Processing Units (GPUs). The combined
cost of the GPUs and the electricity needed to run them long enough to train a model, run into
millions of dollars. The grist for this mill is data, largely scraped from the Internet, where English,
European languages and East Asian languages like Korean and Japanese are more richly
represented than Indian languages.

This creates a twofold challenge for training an LLM on Indian soil with Indian capital: for one
thing, with scarce data sources, many LLMs either perform worse when operating on Indian
languages, or burn more “tokens” on inference to translate sentences into English (and translating
responses back) to perform better. Since machine translation has improved dramatically for
Indian languages, this

remains the gold standard for many LLMs. Secondly, since capital is also scarce, efforts to train an
LLM by Indian firms targeting Indian users can be challenging, especially if there is no immediate
business use case for doing so.

Using translations as a fulcrum can be a challenge for developers who want to leverage local LLMs
— like Sarvam’s 35 billion parameter model, which was shown off in a demo during the summit’s
research symposium working on a feature phone — where suboptimal performance in Indian
languages can impact adoption and quality of performance.

Has there been government support?

The IndiaAl Mission has subsidised efforts to conduct training in India, by commissioning over
36,000 GPUs in data centres operated by Indian firms like Yotta, and allowing researchers and
startups to run training and inference workloads at a relatively nominal fee. The government gave
Sarvam access to 4,096 GPUs from its common compute cluster, and the subsidy so faris estimated
at almost X100 crore. The “bill of materials” for this cluster is X246 crore, though these GPUs can
probably be continued to be used by others.

The Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology has encouraged domestic LLM
development for many reasons. The main one is a belief that foreign-developed LLMs can’t
possibly find the capabilities or the business case to develop the capacity to work well with Indian
languages. Additionally, encouraging talent that can train LLMs has been seen as important to
foster the Indian Al ecosystem.

As such, Sarvam’s announcement of its two models is a significant development in India’s own
quest to develop a powerful and relatively inexpensive LLM. When China’s DeepSeek developed
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its R1 LLM, the entire Al industry quickly adopted its techniques, as it saved on cost for training
and inference without compromising output quality. The government has sought to spark a
similar cost advantage.

Mr. Kumar of Sarvam said that the LLM was trained “from scratch,” and that the model would be
made open source. However, while it has been made available on an app named Indus, it is not
available on platforms like Hugging Face, making it difficult for outside experts to scrutinise the
claims the firm has made.

What is the MoE architecture?

A key breakthrough for Al models seeking to function locally was the Mixture of Experts (MoE)
architecture. When the first LLMs trained on hundreds of billions or even over a trillion
parameters were launched, inference was typically run by “activating” all parameters, making
queries expensive. But an MoE model only activates a fraction of the overall parameters of a
model, making it run faster and also consume a lower level of computing resources.

Even 105 billion parameters, Sarvam acknowledges, “is significantly smaller than the frontier
models powering global consumer chat applications today,” and the firm says it is “intentionally
focused on accuracy, usefulness, efficiency, and alignment for the Indian context before training
bigger foundational models”.

As such, the answers are not as in-depth as a response from paid versions of Gemini or ChatGPT.
That part will come later, Sarvam says, when it has the necessary investments to put money into
a larger training run.

Another LLM developed and trained on the common compute cluster was by BharatGen, the IIT
Bombay-incubated firm that was able to train a “multilingual” 17 billion parameter model. That
model, the firm says, is for use in sectors like education and healthcare. Gnani.ai, another firm,
launched a small text-to-speech model.

VERDICT VINDICATES KEJRIWAL, AND DUE PROCESS

The order of Special Judge Jitendra Singh of Rouse Avenue Court, discharging former Delhi chief
minister Arvind Kejriwal and his deputy CM, Manish Sisodia, and 21 others in the Delhi liquor
policy case, is essential reading for the CBI and the government. Itis a reminder of the fundamental
salience of due process —much needed when central agencies are weaponised by the ruling party
on a witchhunt against political opponents. Ever since the CBI filed the FIR in the case of the
subsequently scrapped excise policy in August 2022, it cast a lengthening shadow on the Aam
Aadmi Party. For the AAP, allegations of corruption were especially fraught, given that it was born
in the throes of the Anna Hazare-led movement. The case weighed down the Kejriwal government,
led to the spectacle of a sitting chief minister being sent to jail, and overhung the 2025 assembly
election campaign in Delhi, arguably playing a role in the AAP’s defeat at the hands of the BJP. The
court has now called a halt to this saga, and sent an unequivocal message: Not without due process.

While striking down the CBI’s case of criminal intent and overarching conspiracy, the court has
objected to its method — the CBI’s reliance on approver statements acquired after pardoning an
accused. It has rebuked the agency, sternly and rightly, for using the expression “South Group” —
the CBI claimed that individuals based in Hyderabad paid kickbacks to AAP leaders. “Region-based
labelling”, the court said, constitutes “constitutional infirmity”, because “criminal trials must be
about what the defendant did, not who the defendant is”. The court takes apart the CBI case, bit
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by bit, pointing out that the prosecution material does not meet the threshold of legally admissible
evidence, that failure of a policy is not by itself proof of criminality, that allegations of conspiracy
cannot rest on inferences or uncorroborated statements of witnesses. It points to the holes in the
case because of lack of seizures or financial trail. “A procedure which permits prolonged or
indefinite incarceration on the basis of a provisional and untested allegation... risks degenerating
into a punitive process rather than a regulatory or investigative one,” it says.

For the AAP, especially Kejriwal and Sisodia, this is a moment of vindication. For the CBI and the
government, this is a chastening moment, which will hopefully have a restraining effect when they
next seek to unleash a vindictive politics. In times when checks and balances on power are
weakening, a special court in Delhi has sent out a message resonant and reassuring in a
democracy: Justice may be delayed but can never be denied.

GUJARAT MOVE ON PARENTAL CONSENT IS REGRESSIVE

When a government demands parental permission for consenting adults to marry, it breaches
several red lines. It infringes on the private lives of citizens; undermines civil liberties; infantilises
women by presuming that they are uniquely susceptible to deception and incapable of
independent choice or judgement. The proposal by the Gujarat government to mandate parental
consent for the registration of marriages stands to institutionalise all these unacceptable
intrusions. Dressed up as a shield against “love jihad”, the Bhupendra Patel government’s
amendments to the Gujarat Registration of Marriages Act, 2006, also threaten to deepen
communal fault lines. This regressive step in the name of “protecting dignity of girls and sanatan
dharma” by a BJP government sits uneasily with the Prime Minister’s frequent invocations and
projections of “nari shakti” as a pillar of India’s development, and his government’s claims that it
is working for “sabka Vishwas”.

While the Gujarat government’s bid to constrict individual freedom and legitimise the politically
contrived spectre of “love jihad” is outrageous, it is unfortunately not an aberration. Across states,
suspicion and prejudice threatens to recast families, communities and public authorities as self-
appointed gatekeepers, treating consensual adult relationships as dangers to be contained, and as
problems to be solved. A majoritarian anxiety, cloaked in the language of care, entrenches control,
especially over women. In Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, laws purportedly targeting “forced
conversions” have worked as dragnets around interfaith unions. The Uttarakhand Uniform Civil
Code compels couples in live-in relationships to register with authorities. Each measure,
presented as a safeguard, has expanded state scrutiny and invasion of intimate spaces.

From Lata Singh v State of Uttar Pradesh (2006) to Shafin Jahan v Asokan KM (2018) to Laxmibai
Chandaragi B v State of Karnataka (2021), constitutional jurisprudence has consistently
interpreted Article 21’s promise of protection of life and personal liberty to include the freedom
to choose one’s partner without external interference. In judgment after judgment, the apex court
has made clear that neither family nor community can claim a veto over adult choice, that the
state’s duty is to protect this autonomy, not subject it to paternalistic scrutiny. The Gujarat
government’s proposal marks a regressive turn in the state’s relationship with adult citizens. It
must be scrapped.

INTERFAITH MARRIAGES NOTPROHIBITED UNDER NEW U.P. CONVERSION LAW: HC

Stating that no one among the 12 interfaith live-in partners have converted from his/her religion
and hence do not attract penalty under the anti-conversion law, the Allahabad High Court on
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Monday allowed police protection to the couples and asked the Uttar Pradesh government and
private respondents to refrain from interfering with their life, liberty and privacy.

A Bench led by Justice Vivek Kumar Singh was hearing a batch of 12 writ petitions involving seven
cases where Muslim women were living with Hindu men and five cases where Hindu women were
living with Muslim men. The judge observed that the court did not view the petitioners through
the lens of religion but as adults who had voluntarily chosen to live together peacefully for a
considerable period.

“Itis the bounden duty of the state as per the Constitutional obligations cast upon it to protect the
life and liberty of every citizen. Right to human life is to be treated on much higher pedestal,
regardless of a citizen’s religious belief. The mere fact that the petitioners are living in an interfaith
relationship would not deprive them of their fundamental right as envisaged in the Constitution
of India, being citizens of India. No discrimination can be made on the basis of caste, creed, sex or
religion,” the court said.

The State government, however, argued that the couples had failed to comply with Sections 8 and
9 of the Uttar Pradesh Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act, 2021, as no application
for religious conversion had been submitted since the law came into force in November 2020. The
State further contended that their relationship was unlawful and therefore not entitled to
protection under the Act.

Rejecting this argument, the court observed that the anti-conversion law applies only when there
is an actual conversion from one religion to another through misrepresentation, force, coercion,
undue influence, allurement, fraud, or through marriage or a relationship in the nature of
marriage. It noted that even interfaith marriages are not prohibited under the Act.

‘Freedom of choice’

“This court fails to understand that if the law permits two persons even of the same sex to live
together peacefully, then neither any individual nor a family nor even the state can have objection
to heterosexual relationship of two major individuals who out of their own free will are living
together,” the Bench said.

It said to disregard the choice of a person who is of the age of majority would not only be
antithetical to the freedom of choice of a grown-up individual but also be a threat to the concept
of unity in diversity.

CHHATTISGARH HC VERDICT IN RAPE CASE TURNS BACK THE CLOCK

The acquittal by the Chhattisgarh High Court of the accused in a 2004 rape case in Dhamtari
district, on the ground that penetration is integral to the act, comes as a jarring setback to what
has been decades of slow, hard-won progress in India’s rape jurisprudence. The High Court has
applied the law as it stood before amendments in 2013, when Section 375 of the Indian Penal Code
interpreted rape narrowly. In the aftermath of the horrific December 2012 Delhi gang rape and
the nationwide protests it ignited, the recommendations of the Justice ] S Verma committee had
helped reshape public and legal understanding by foregrounding consent and acknowledging the
layered realities of sexual violence. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013, formalised it into
a more expansive, dignity-centred approach. In its retreat into a narrow formalism that privileges
outdated distinctions over lived harm, the Chhattisgarh HC’s ruling risks reviving the hyper-
technical scrutiny the reforms were meant to dismantle.
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The arc of gender justice in the country has not always been even but it has increasingly sought to
move away from the hair-splitting technicalities that make survivors vulnerable to narrow-
minded scrutiny and moral judgement, especially in institutional setups whose framework
remains stubbornly patriarchal. From the repeated judicial censure of invasive medical practices
— the per vaginum examination or the two-finger test, for instance, has had a long history of
misuse despite its ban by the apex court — to the 2013 reforms’ insistence that a victim'’s
character or her sexual experience is irrelevant to the prosecution of sexual offences, there has
been a discernible — and encouraging — shift in tone, and a recognition that sexual violence
wears many faces.

If there is a takeaway from this moment, it is that gender justice cannot afford complacency, that
legal reform must remain responsive to contemporary realities — be it the need for gender-
neutral sexual-violence laws that acknowledge harm beyond binary frameworks or engaging with
the contentious question of marital rape. The commitment to justice ultimately rests not on
technical fidelity alone, but on a willingness to confront harm in all its complexity.

INGLORIOUS RETREAT

The Supreme Court of India has washed its hands of the responsibility to enforce its own
guidelines of 2018 to prevent and punish mob violence in the name of cow protection. The
trajectory of this case over the years had foretold this outcome, and fits within a disturbing pattern
of judicial diffidence in the face of majoritarian politics. On February 23, the Chief Justice of India
(CJI), Justice Surya Kant, observed that the “general directions” issued by the Court in a 2018
judgment to the Centre and States to prevent and prosecute cow vigilantism and mobocracy were
“unmanageable”. The C]I favoured an approach of taking up each crime on its singular facts and
merits, and went on to add that if someone’s rights are infringed, they could seek legal recourse.
Petitioners had sought contempt proceedings against States that have refused to implement
preventive, punitive and remedial measures against cow vigilantism. In 2018, a Bench headed by
then CJI Dipak Mishra had expressed shock and dismay over the spate of violence perpetrated by
cow protection gangs. The Court had observed that lynching “must be curbed and crippled”,
stressing that the state has a “sacrosanct duty” to protect citizens. The 2018 guidelines assumed
the Court would remain a watchdog, but what followed was a gradual, but unmistakable, judicial
retreat that now appears final with the pronouncement of the CJI.

In a situation of perfect rule of law, there is no reason for the highest court of the land to be directly
involved in monitoring policing. Any police force acting in fidelity to the law would curb and bring
to justice acts of violence. That citizens had to seek the intervention of the Supreme Court for what
should be a routine police function was itself revealing, and the 2018 judgment reflected that
awareness. Since 2018, cow vigilantism has grown more monstrous, while the police and State
governments, in many places, overlook or even encourage mob violence in the name of cow
protection. In several States, cow vigilantes have been accorded legal sanctity and quasi-policing
powers in blatant violation of the Court’s guidelines. The Court earlier refused to entertain a
special challenge to such empowerment of mobs, asking petitioners instead to file individual
petitions in High Courts. Several Bharatiya Janata Party-ruled States have not only refused to
implement the Court’s directives but have also moved in the opposite direction by enabling
vigilantism. Vigilante violence continues unabated, with the police looking away — or worse,
turning against the victim. It will be a severe blow to the rule of law if the Court sticks to the view
that it has no reason or intent to uphold its own directives.
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CENTRE IN SC: PRIOR NOD NOT REQUIRED IF INDIVIDUAL FOREST RIGHTS RECOGNISED

IN A matter concerning construction of houses under the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana-Gramin
(PMAY-G) on forest land, the Centre has submitted to the Supreme Court that once individual
forest rights are duly recognised under the Forest Rights Act (FRA), 2006, the need to obtain a
prior approval from the Union government under the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980 shall not
arise, The Indian Express has learnt.

Key Takeaways:

— It also said that under Section 3 of FRA, recognition of forest rights includes the right to hold
and live on forest land, and the right to habitation after following due process and verification by
the Gram Sabha.

— The Centre’s submissions were filed in a joint affidavit of the Ministry of Tribal Affairs and the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change. The affidavit was filed following the SC’s
direction to the two ministries in September 2025 to hold consultations on the scope, method and
manner of enabling construction of houses within the forest, keeping in mind the mandate of FCA,
1980, and the need to evolve a system where there is convergence in the working of FRA and FCA.

— The FRA, 2006 recognises historical rights of Scheduled Tribes and other forest dwellers in
forest areas while the FCA or Van (Samvardhan Evam Sanrakshan) Adhiniyam regulates use of
forest land, including diversions for non-forestry activity. In previous filings before the SC, the
Tribal Affairs Ministry had submitted that the entitlement to benefits under the PM Awas-Gramin
Yojana was an extension of their recognised rights under the FRA.

— The matter before the SC concerns a civil appeal and a contempt petition in relation to
construction of houses under PMAY-G on forest land for a small Sahariya community belonging to
the particularly vulnerable tribal group, in Binega village in Shivpuri, Madhya Pradesh.

— The community of 63 families has appealed against an order of the National Green Tribunal,
which held the PMAY-G constructions as violative of FCA.

— The outcome of the case will have a bearing on implementation of government schemes, which
seek to improve the socio-economic conditions of PVTGs through convergence and saturation.

Do You Know:

— PVTGs are a sub-classification of the Scheduled Tribes (STs) or a section of STs who are
considered more vulnerable than regular STs. The PVTG list was created by the government with
the aim to improve on priority the living standards of endangered tribal groups.

— PVTGs are severely marginalised due to their isolation, low population, and distinct socio-
economic and cultural traits. They struggle with limited access to basic services, social
discrimination, and vulnerability to displacement from development and natural disasters. They
have little political representation, hindering their participation in decision-making.

— The Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (PMAY) is a flagship housing credit-linked subsidy scheme
launched by the Government of India in 2015 to provide affordable housing to the economically
weaker sections and lower-income groups of the country.
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— PMAY has two components: one for urban areas (PMAY-U) and another for rural areas (PMAY-
G or PMAY-R). PMAY-U caters to the housing needs of the urban poor, while PMAY-G/R addresses
the requirements of the rural poor.

ON NCERT BOOKS, CHIEF JUSTICE SURYA KANT’S ANGER IS JUSTIFIED

AMIDDLE-SCHOOL classroom is a space for inquiry, not an arena for institutional power-play.
That's why the new NCERT social science textbook for Class VIII invites questions of bad faith.
After a report in this newspaper revealed its content, the Supreme Court led by Chief Justice Surya
Kant rightly stepped up to red-flag this. It is reassuring that Education Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan has expressed regret and Prime Minister Narendra Modi has spoken of the need for
accountability. The issue of public corruption is urgent and that of judicial corruption even more
so. As the system’s centrepiece, the judiciary is tasked with keeping all other institutions honest
and committed to constitutional morality. Over the years, SC judges have themselves underlined
the importance of judicial probity. Indeed, the section in the textbook in question quotes former
Chief Justice B R Gavai: “... sadly, there have been instances of corruption and misconduct that
have surfaced even within the judiciary... potentially eroding faith in the integrity of the system
as a whole”. The judiciary’s seminal position and role also means, however, that any assessment
of its institutional record must be made with due respect and responsibility. The NCERT has
expressed regret but that isn’t persuasive — given its own record.

For, the inclusion of judicial corruption is the latest in a dodgy list of politically driven deletions,
erasures, and additions in the name of rationalising textbook content, on the watch of this
government. References to the 2002 Gujarat riots have been purged and content relating to the
Mughal era pruned, mention of caste discrimination has been diluted and references to the
demolition of the Babri Masjid removed. The context of the current controversy is, also, this: In
polarised times, the space for checks and balances seems increasingly constricted. The
government repeatedly labels the Opposition as “anti-national”, derides the media as part of an
allegedly discredited “ecosystem” ranged against it. In times like these, the judiciary’s check-and-
balance role is even more salient and delicate and needs to be protected — while the SC is often
accused of giving the government the benefit of doubt, it has reiterated that its mandate is
adherence to the Constitution, not to play the role of the Opposition.

Certainly, then, CJI Surya Kant’s anger is justified. That said, a blanket ban and notices of contempt
do a disservice to the Court’s reputation of having broad shoulders. It must step up to protect
itself, but with due respect, it would be disappointing if it sounds like it countenances anything
thatresembles censorship. The Court has made its point, the NCERT has withdrawn the book. This
should provide closure — and send a clear message to the government.

Note:

— New books for all classes are being developed and released in line with the recommendations
of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, and the National Curriculum Framework for School
Education (NCFSE) 2023.

— The old books were based on the 2005 curriculum framework and were first published from
2006 to 2008. Based on the new NCF, new NCERT textbooks were released for classes 1 and 2 in
2023, classes 3 and 6 in 2024, and classes 4, 5, 7, and 8 in 2025.
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— Before the new books were released, the NCERT had four rounds of textbook revisions since
2014, including a round of “rationalisation” in 2022-23 in the wake of Covid-19 to reduce content
load.

— *The class 12 political science textbook published after a review in 2017 described the 2002
Gujarat riots as only the “Gujarat riots”. This was different from the old textbook, which referred
to it as the “anti-Muslim riots”, The Indian Express had reported then.

— *In a class 12 sociology textbook in 2022, references to how “untouchability” operates were
dropped, including: “A Dalit is likely to be confined to traditional occupations such as agricultural
labour, scavenging, or leather work, with little chance of being able to get high-paying white-collar
or professional work.”

— *Sections on the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal empire were removed from the class 7 history
textbook in 2022, including pages that described the expansion of the Delhi Sultanate and the
achievements of Mughal emperors.

— *The new class 6 social science textbook released in 2024 refers to the Harappan civilisation
as the ‘Sindhu-Sarasvati’ civilisation, unlike the old one, and makes several references to the
‘Sarasvati river’.

— *Part one of the class 8 social science textbook released last year described Babur as a “brutal
and ruthless conqueror, slaughtering entire populations of cities”, and Akbar’s reign as a “blend
of brutality and tolerance.” The history section of the book, including the Delhi Sultanate and the
Mughals, is preceded by a ‘note on history’s darker periods’.

— *Referring to “darker” periods of history when war, abuse, fanaticism, and bloodshed dominate
the landscape, the note explains that it is important to study darker developments dispassionately
without blaming anyone living today for them.

BAND AID

With the corrections and claims process coming to an end, the Special Intensive Revision (SIR)
process has seen the release of final electoral rolls except in West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh which
are due soon. The net number of voters removed (with fresh additions) from the pre-SIR electoral
rolls in States such as Tamil Nadu (nearly 11.5%), Gujarat (13.4%) and Chhattisgarh (11.8%)
remain high. Tamil Nadu and Gujarat are, after all, net in-migrant States unlike Bihar where
deletions were around 6%. The high number of deletions, and the fact that excisions are higher
for female than male electors, suggests that the SIR process, as envisaged and implemented by the
Election Commission of India (ECI), suffered from clear structural defects. A clear-cut assessment
could have only been possible with comparison with Census figures, but due to the prolonged
delay by the Bharatiya Janata Party-led Union Government, only outdated numbers from 2011 are
available. The final figures of the electorate in major States where the SIR was conducted indicate
that the registered adult population in the final rolls is much below the projected estimates. This
again raises the question of whether the ECI should have waited for the Census before rushing the
SIR — but that is now only of academic interest.

The exercise’s lacunae and anomalies could have been mitigated if the Supreme Court of India had
ruled on SIR’s constitutionality and compelled the ECI to adopt a more robust — though slower
— household-by-household count, instead of depending on an enumeration that shifts the burden
onto electors to prove their eligibility. This exercise has clearly, and unduly, affected migrant
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voters — especially those leaving their residence for the short term and married women who have
shifted residences. By letting the process to continue despite its frailties, the Court relied on the
ECI’s claim that concerns with omissions are overblown, given the relatively few complaints filed
by political parties. But the fact that political parties participate in a zero-sum game of competition
should alert to the possibility of their relative lack of agency in assisting all electors to be part of
the list. Also, unlike other identity documents such as ration card, passport or Aadhaar, the voter
identity card is of use only during quinquennial elections, disincentivising citizens from trying to
ensure that they are on the list. This is even more so in West Bengal, where the ECI’s shoddy
implementation has created such a humongous mess that the Court has sought the services of not
just the State’s judicial officers but those of its neighbours to aid in the “legal verification” process.
The Court is seeking to ease the hurt rather than aid the process of universal adult franchise.

SC ALLOWS ODISHA, JHARKHAND JUDGES TO HELP WITH BENGAL SIR

The Supreme Court on Tuesday permitted the deployment of judicial officers from Odisha and
Jharkhand for completing the adjudication of claims and objections of persons included in the
“logical discrepancy/unmapped category” during the ongoing Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
electoral rolls in West Bengal.

Key Takeaways:

— A bench of ChiefJustice of India Surya Kant and Justices Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M Pancholi
also said that the Chief Justice of Calcutta High Court can depute civil judges, if needed.

— On February 20, the top court, while taking note of the “trust deficit” between the state
government and the Election Commission of India (ECI), had directed deployment of serving and
former district judges of West Bengal for vetting claims and objections.

— The C]I said that on February 22 he had received a communication from the Chief Justice of the
Calcutta High Court stating that while there are 50 lakh cases of logical discrepancy/unmapped
categories to be decided, only 250 judicial officers were available for such duties. Even if one
officer was to decide 250 matters a day, it would take at least 80 days to complete the process.

— In view of this, the court directed that judicial officers from neighbouring states could be
deployed too, if required.

— The SC asked the ECI to bear the expenses of their travel, honorarium etc and urged the Chief
Justice of Jharkhand and Orissa “to sympathetically and urgently consider any request that may
be made by the Calcutta High Court Chief Justice in this regard.” The bench also issued some
directions for streamlining the nature of the work.

— The court directed that “the verification shall be with reference to documents referred to in (a)
notification dated October 27, 2025, issued by the ECI... declaring the commencement of SIR in
the state of West Bengal, read with notification dated June 24, 2025 of the Standard Operating
Procedure (b) the order passed by this Court on September 8, 2025... whereby Aadhaar card was
allowed to be accepted as proof of identity and (c) the order of this Court on January 19, 2026...
whereby Maadhyamik (Class X) admit card and Maadhyamik pass certificate was also allowed to
be submitted.”
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— Invoking its extraordinary powers under Article 142, the court also declared that “the voters
enlisted in such subsequent supplementary list shall be deemed to have been part of the final list
published on February 28, 2026.”

— Raising concerns that eligible voters could be deleted from the final electoral roll during the
ongoing Special Intensive Revision (SIR) in West Bengal, TMC MP Dola Sen has told the Supreme
Court that Election Commission-appointed micro-observers were allegedly overriding decisions
taken by Electoral Registration Officers (EROs), the statutory authority for inclusion and deletion
of electors.

— While the EC announced the SIR in nine states and three Union Territories on October 27 last
year, it deployed micro-observers only in West Bengal, which was a first. On February 4, while
defending its decision to appoint 8,100 micro-observers, who are Central Government employees,
the EC told the Supreme Court that their role was to assist EROs and Assistant EROs (AEROs). “It
is false to suggest that statutory powers have been vested in the micro-observers,” the EC had
said.

— In her February 16 application, Sen submitted that micro-observers were allegedly continuing
to exercise powers to review ERO decisions, in violation of the Supreme Court’s February 9 order
directing that they only assist the prescribed statutory authority.

— She alleged that the micro-observers, who are Group B and C officers, were using the ECINET
portal to review decisions taken by EROs and AEROs from the Group A and B categories. She cited
13 cases in which electors cleared by statutory authorities were allegedly later marked for review
by micro-observers.

— The petitioner also raised concerns regarding the ECINET portal, which is used by EROs, AEROs
and micro-observers to process forms. She annexed purported screenshots, alleging that after
February 14, the option for EROs and AEROs to upload documents had been removed from the
interface.

— While February 14 was the last date for hearings, the Supreme Court had granted EROs and
AEROs a one-week extension until February 21 to scrutinise documents.

— Sen also submitted screenshots allegedly showing electors being marked for review by micro-
observers on grounds such as “no document of elector found to match with father’s name”, despite
extracts of the 2002 electoral roll having been submitted along with the relevant details.

Do You Know:

— The ECI conducts SIR with the objective of deleting duplicate and illegal registrations of voters.
The exercise was first carried out in Bihar ahead of its Assembly elections in November this year,
and now is being rolled out across the country, starting with nine states and three Union
Territories.

— Article 324(1) of the Constitution vests the ECI with the power of superintendence, direction,
and control of the preparation of the electoral roll. Specifically, Section 21(2) of the
Representation of the People Act, 1950 provides that “the Election Commission may at any time,
for reasons to be recorded, direct a special revision of the electoral roll for any constituency or
part of a constituency in such manner as it may think fit.”
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— Section 13B of the Representation of the People Act, 1950, empowers the Electoral Registration
Officer (ERO) for each constituency to prepare and revise the electoral roll. In discharging this
function, the ERO can employ persons deemed fit for the preparation and revision of the electoral
roll. This statutory provision enables the appointment of BLOs.

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

CABINET NOD TO RENAME KERALA AS KERALAM, PM SAYS ‘WILL OF PEOPLE’

The Union Cabinet on Tuesday approved the proposal to change the name of Kerala to Keralam.

Key Takeaways:

— Briefing reporters after the Cabinet meeting, Information & Broadcasting Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw said that the Kerala (Alteration of Name) Bill, 2026, will now be sent to the state
Assembly for its approval, following which the Centre will take the next steps.

— In a post on X, Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who chaired the Cabinet meeting on Tuesday,
said, “The decision of the Union Cabinet on alteration of the name of Kerala to Keralam reflects
the will of the people of the state. It is in line with our efforts to strengthen the connect with our
glorious culture.”

— The decision, which was taken at the first Cabinet meeting held at Seva Teerth - the new PMO
complex — comes ahead of the Assembly elections in the state.

— “After approval of the Union Cabinet, the President of India will refer a Bill, namely the Kerala
(Alteration of Name) Bill, 2026, to the State Legislative Assembly of Kerala for expressing its views
under the proviso to Article 3 of the Constitution of India,” Vaishnaw told reporters.

— After receipt of the views of the Assembly, the Centre will take further action, and the
recommendation of the President will be obtained for the introduction of the Kerala (Alteration
of Name) Bill, 2026, in Parliament.

— In June 2024, the Kerala Assembly had passed a resolution to alter the name of the state to
“Keralam”. Quoting the resolution, a statement by the Union government on Tuesday said: “The
name of our State is ‘Keralam’ in Malayalam Language. States were formed on the basis of language
on the 1st day of November, 1956. The Kerala Piravi Day is also on the 1st day of November.”

— “Since the time of National Independence Struggle, there has been a strong demand for the
formation of United Kerala for the people speaking Malayalam language. But in the First Schedule
to the Constitution the name of our State is recorded as ‘Kerala’. This Assembly unanimously
appeals to the Central Government to take urgent steps as per Article 3 of the Constitution for
modifying the name as ‘Keralam’,” the resolution read.

— Thereafter, the Kerala government requested the Centre to take necessary measures to amend
the First Schedule to the Constitution by altering the name of ‘Kerala’ as ‘Keralam’ under Article 3
of the Constitution, said the government statement. Article 3 of the Constitution provides for
alteration of names of existing states.
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— With the Union Cabinet approving the renaming of Kerala as Keralam on Tuesday, the demand,
previously endorsed twice by the Kerala Assembly, is finally set to be fulfilled.

The Assembly unanimously requested the Union government to take immediate steps under
Article 3 of the Constitution to change the name to Keralam.

— There are multiple theories about the origin of the name “Kerala”. The earliest epigraphic
reference is found in Rock Edict II of Ashoka, dated to 257 BCE, which mentions “Keralaputra”
(Sanskrit for “son of Kerala”), also interpreted as a reference to the Chera dynasty.

— Some scholars trace Keralam to Cheram. German scholar Herman Gundert, who compiled the
first Malayalam-English dictionary, noted that keram is the Kannada form of cheram and
described Keralam as Cheram, the region between Gokarnam and Kanyakumari. The root “cher”
is understood to mean “to join”, and appears in the compound “Cheralam”, with “alam” meaning
land or region.

— Malayalam-speaking regions were historically ruled by various kings and princely states. The
Aikya (unified) Kerala movement gathered momentum in the 1920s, demanding a separate state
for Malayalam-speaking people by integrating Malabar, Kochi and Travancore. Inspired by the
freedom movement, Malayalis — bound by a shared language, cultural traditions, and social
customs — pressed for political unification.

— Following Independence, the integration of princely states paved the way for statehood. On July
1, 1949, Travancore and Kochi merged to form the Travancore-Cochin state. When the Union
government decided to reorganise states on linguistic lines, the State Reorganisation Commission,
headed by Syed Fazl Ali, recommended the creation of Kerala by including the Malabar district
and the Kasargod taluk, while excluding the southern taluks of Travancore that now form part of
Tamil Nadu.

— Unlike the renaming of cities, changing the name of a state requires a Constitutional
amendment, for which a proposal must originate from the state government. The Union Ministry
of Home Affairs (MHA) examines the request and seeks No Objection Certificates (NOCs)from
agencies such as the Ministry of Railways, the Intelligence Bureau, the Department of Posts,
Survey of India, and the Registrar General of India.

— If cleared, the proposal is introduced in Parliament as a Bill. Once passed and notified, the new
name comes into effect.

— In a previous instance, a 2018 proposal to rename West Bengal as Bangla was not cleared after
the Ministry of External Affairs raised concerns about its similarity with Bangladesh.

WHY HAS EASTERN NAGALAND GOT AUTONOMY?

The story so far:

On February 5, the Centre signed a tripartite agreement with the Nagaland Government and the
Eastern Nagaland Peoples’ Organisation (ENPO) to form the Frontier Nagaland Territorial
Authority (FNTA). An experiment in “devolutionary autonomy”, the FNTA offers a high degree of
administration and financial autonomy to six “backward” eastern districts — Kiphire, Longleng,
Mon, Noklak, Shamator, and Tuensang.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
30


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

= 91 9334622397
D ream IAS :91 7004749538

Learning made simple... n WWW'VOUtUbe'Com/C/DreamIAS www.dreamias.co.in

What was the ENPO’s demand?

The core demand of the ENPO was the creation of a separate State to be carved out of Nagaland.
Its demand for a ‘Frontier Nagaland’ was conveyed in 2010 through a memorandum to the Centre,
but is rooted in the policy of the pre-1947 British administration to leave the hills as an un-
administered frontier. This lack of governance created a “developmental differential” that
postcolonial India struggled to bridge. The eight Naga tribes inhabiting the six eastern districts
increasingly began feeling ignored, politically and economically, after Nagaland was carved out of
Assam as a State in 1963. The resentment snowballed into a movement for independence from
the alleged administrative dominance of the western Naga tribes.

Why did Centre find merit in the demand?

The Centre’s decision to intervene was driven by a mix of strategic compulsion and political
obligation. New Delhi and Kohima, Nagaland’s power centre, attempted to satisfy the ENPO with
SOPs, including a I500-crore package, but these solutions failed to address the underlying political
aspirations of the people. In 2024, the situation reached a breaking point when the ENPO leaders
called for a total boycott of the Lok Sabha elections, demonstrating their immense collective
leverage. That the ENPO region is a critical buffer zone bordering Myanmar also played a role in
the Centre’s eagerness to resolve the issue. Leaving a large segment of Nagaland’s population
disillusioned in such a region was a major security risk, especially as armed extremist groups are
based across the porous border.

The FNTA is seen as a pacifier for a strategic asset to ensure that the frontier remains stable and
aligned with national interests.

What does the FNTA offer?

The FTNA offers semi-autonomous governance to six eastern Nagaland districts. A central feature
of the agreement is the establishment of a mini-Secretariat within the region, headed by a high-
ranking officer to bring state machinery to the doorsteps of the eastern tribes, reducing their
dependence on Kohima. According to the blueprint, development outlays will be shared
proportionally based on population and area, and the Ministry of Home Affairs has committed to
providing initial expenditure for the authority's establishment. The FNTA will exercise legislative
and executive powers over 46 specific subjects. This devolution allows local leaders to make
decisions on land use, agriculture, rural development, and infrastructure tailored to the specific
needs of their tribes. Crucially, the agreement achieves this without abrogating or altering Article
371(A) of the Constitution, thereby preserving the unique customary laws and social practices
central to the Naga identity.

Can the FNTA model be leveraged to resolve the Kuki-Zo demand?

The FNTA model has raised questions about its applicability to the Kuki-Zo demand for a Union
Territory-like separate administration in conflict-scarred Manipur. Structurally, the FNTA is
similar to the Hill Areas Committee mechanism under Article 371(C) in Manipur, which was
provided to protect tribal interests. The Nagaland model suggests that the Centre is willing to
create “territorial authorities” as a middle path between total Statehood and standard district
administration. This may provide a solution for the Kuki-Zo community, as it demonstrates that
New Delhi can innovate constitutionally to grant autonomy without redrawing State maps.
However, the differences in context are stark. In Nagaland, Chief Minister Neiphiu Rio was a
willing partner in the negotiations, and there was no active, violent conflict between the Nagas. In
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Manipur, the government based in the Meitei-dominated Imphal Valley remains vehemently
opposed to any administrative separation, and the levels of inter-group trust are currently non-
existent. Furthermore, the presence of other groups, especially the Tangkhul Naga-heavy National
Socialist Council of Nagalim, who also claim parts of the hill districts, makes a clean administrative
carve-out much more difficult.

WHAT ARE CARBON CAPTURE AND UTILISATION TECHNOLOGIES?

The story so far:

Carbon Capture and Utilisation (CCU) refers to a set of technologies that capture carbon dioxide
emissions from industrial sources or directly from the air and convert them into useful products.
This process removes carbon from the atmosphere and puts it into the economy as inputs for fuels,
chemicals, building materials, or polymers. Unlike carbon capture and storage, where captured
CO, is permanently stored underground rather than reused, CCU uses up the captured carbon.

Why does India need CCU?

India has consistently been the world’s third-largest emitter of CO,, with emissions driven largely
by power generation, cement, steel, and chemicals. While renewable energy may reduce future
emissions, many industrial processes are inherently carbon-intensive and difficult to decarbonise.
CCU offers a pathway to reduce emissions from these “hard-to-abate” sectors while
simultaneously creating new industrial value chains. It also aligns with India’s net-zero target for
2070 and its push to build a circular, low-carbon economy.

Where does India stand today?

India has begun supporting CCU through research funding from the Department of Science and
Technology which has created a specific research and development roadmap for these
technologies. The draft 2030 roadmap for Carbon Utilisation and Storage (CCUS) presented by the
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural gas has identified projects that can be used for CCUS purposes.
In the private sector, Ambuja Cements (Adani Group) is working on an Indo-Swedish CCU pilot
with IIT Bombay to convert captured CO, into fuels and materials. JK Cement is collaborating on
a CCU testbed to capture CO, for applications such as lightweight concrete blocks and olefins.
Beyond cement, Organic Recycling Systems Limited (ORSL) is leading India’s first pilot-scale Bio-
CCU platform, valorising CO, from biogas streams into bio-alcohols and specialty chemicals.

What are other countries doing?

The EU Bioeconomy Strategy and Circular Economy Action Plan explicitly supports CCU as a way
to turn CO, into feedstocks for chemicals, fuels, and materials, linking it to circularity and
sustainability targets. ArcelorMittal and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, Ltd. are working with a
climate tech company, D-CRBN, to trial a new technology to convert CO2 captured at
ArcelorMittal’s plant in Gent, Belgium into carbon monoxide which can be used in steel and
chemical production. The U.S. uses a combination of tax credits and funding to scale CCUs,
particularly for CO,-derived fuels and chemicals. The UAE’s Al Reyadah project and planned CO,-
to-chemicals hubs leverage CCU with green hydrogen.
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What are the risks ahead?

The foremost risk in scaling CCU in India is cost competitiveness. Capturing, purifying, and
converting CO, is energy-intensive and expensive. Without policy incentives, CCU-derived
products will struggle to compete with cheaper, fossil-based alternatives. A second risk lies in
infrastructure readiness. CCU requires co-located industrial clusters, reliable transport of CO,,
and integration with downstream manufacturing, all of which are unevenly developed across
Indian industrial regions. Finally, the absence of clear standards, certification, and market signals
creates uncertainty for investors and limits demand for CO,-derived products.

India has taken positive steps through the development of roadmaps to achieving CCU, and their
appropriate implementation will be necessary for achieving India’s goals.

IN PRAHAAR LIES INDIA’S CONSOLIDATED STRATEGY FOR COUNTERTERRORISM
OPERATIONS

The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) on Monday unveiled India’s first publicly articulated national
counter terror strategy document, PRAHAAR. Running into eight pages, the document lays out a
broad framework of India’s approach to terrorism, the steps already taken over the years, and the
plans it envisages for the future.

Key Takeaways:

— PRAHAAR situates India’s terrorism challenge in a broad threat landscape shaped by decades
of cross-border violence, the presence of global jihadist networks such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS, and
the accelerating use of technology including drones, encrypted communications, dark web
platforms, crypto-financing, cyber attacks, and attempts to access CBRNED (Chemical, Biological,
Radiological, Nuclear, Explosive, Digital) materials, while avoiding a narrow focus on any single
theatre.

— It proposes a seven-pillar response centred on

o intelligence-led prevention and real-time inter-agency coordination to disrupt propaganda,
sleeper cells, funding, and arms networks;

e swift, proportionate response led by local police and backed by specialised counter-terror
forces;

e aggregation of capacities through police modernisation and standardised training;
e firm adherence to human rights and the rule of law;

e graded de-radicalisation and community engagement with attention to youth and women;
alignment of international cooperation through intelligence sharing, legal assistance,
extradition, and multilateral designations;

e recovery and resilience through a whole-of-society approach involving civil administration,
professionals, NGOs, and communities, underpinned by a clear political stance of zero
tolerance for terrorism without linking it to any religion or identity.

— Substantively, many of the tools PRAHAAR mentions — MAC, NSG, NIA, UAPA, CAPFs,
community outreach, socioeconomic schemes — already exist and are in use; the document does
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not suddenly create new agencies or powers. The “newness” lies in putting them together in a
single, public, national-level policy and strategy.

— Until now, India’s CT architecture was scattered across laws, internal SOPs, cabinet decisions
and state level arrangements.

— Both the US and the UK have published counter-terror strategy documents. The then Trump
administration spelt out the nation’s policy on terrorism in The US National Strategy for
Counterterrorism (USNSCT) in 2018, supplemented by the Strategic Framework for Countering
Terrorism and Targeted Violence (CTTV) by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2020.

— Granular details: PRAHAAR sets out principles — intelligence-led policing, MAC and ]JTFI
sharing inputs, roles for police and specialised forces, training through BPR&D and NSG, and socio-
economic schemes — but does not break these down into public objectives, sub-programmes or
agency-specific tasks.

— Oversight and metrics: PRAHAAR stresses rule of law but does not embed public reporting or
independent strategy-level review. There is no commitment in the text to annual public reporting
on PRAHAAR’s implementation. In the US, DHS has committed to annual assessments to Congress
and measurable improvements; in the UK, CONTEST is delivered through formal reporting lines
across departments and local CT structures.

— Narrower ideological canvas: PRAHAAR focuses mainly on cross-border and jihadi terrorism,
while Western strategies explicitly address extreme right-wing and hybrid forms of extremism.

— Any strategy document is only as good as its percolation to the grassroots and its
implementation. For PRAHAAR to matter beyond Delhi, MHA will need to follow it up with clear,
possibly state-wise guidelines translating the seven pillars into day-to-day policing, intelligence
sharing, prison management and community engagement. It will also require capacity-building
for state ATS units and district police.

— PRAHAAR'’s strengths are its explicit rejection of religious profiling, its formal recognition of
human rights and the rule of law as a pillar of CT, and its attempt to knit together security and
development. Its weaknesses are the lack of operational detail, oversight and metrics in the public
version, and the challenge of turning aspirational phrases into routines at the thana and district
level.

Do You Know:

— The National Investigating Agency (NIA) has become an integral part of India’s internal security
framework. It has established a strong track record with a high conviction rate of around 95 per
cent, which bolsters public confidence and serves as a deterrent to terror outfits. This agency also
acts as a repository of terrorism-related intelligence and facilitates intelligence sharing and
coordination between central and state agencies.

— The NIA also conducts regular training programmes for police forces across India with a view
to enhancing national counter-terrorism capabilities. It has been instrumental in apprehending
several terror groups, disrupting various terror modules, and preventing some attempted attacks.

— The agency is also credited with cutting off key financial networks that support terror outfits
and fuel terror operations that contributed to the unrest in Jammu and Kashmir. These efforts
collectively underline the significance of NIA to national security.
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NAVY BOOSTS ANTI-SUBMARINE CAPABILITY WITH INS ANJADIP

In a move to sharpen its anti-submarine warfare capabilities, the Indian Navy on Friday
commissioned its fourth indigenously designed and built anti-submarine warfare shallow water
craft INS Anjadip at the Chennai Port.

The vessel, which is 77 metres long, has been designed to detect, track, and neutralise enemy
submarines in coastal waters.

It has been named ‘Anjadip’ to carry forward the valour of the historic island off the coast of
Karwar.

The INS Anjadip was constructed at Kattupalli by Garden Reach Shipbuilders & Engineers,
Kolkata, and will mainly address the challenges of the littoral combat environment.

“Anjadip is equipped with modern shallow-water sonars, lightweight torpedoes, anti-submarine
rockets, and combat management system. It is engineered for agility, precision and combat
effectiveness,”. It is equipped to undertake coastal surveillance, low-intensity maritime
operations, and search and rescue operations.

A BRITTLE SHELL

A venerable institution, facing accusations of opacity, decided to stun its detractors with some
transparency. The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) made public the report of a
technical committee, constituted to analyse why the NVS-02 satellite, which was launched aboard
a GSLV rocket on January 29, 2025, could not be placed in its intended orbit. Until this week, there
was no official explanation why this had happened. An accompanying press statement — not a
report it must be noted — surmised that an ‘apex’ committee had concluded that a signal meant
to activate a key valve in the engine’s oxidiser line never reached it. This valve is crucial for firing
the engine to raise the spacecraft’s orbit and this likely happened because at least one connection
in the electrical connector — in both the primary and backup lines — came loose or failed,
preventing the signal from getting through. All of this is useful information, but only for ISRO to
be cautious in future missions. In fact, the press statement continued, these learnings were
“successfully implemented” in a November 2, 2025 mission by the LVM-3 M5 launch vehicle that
placed the GSAT-7R, India’s heaviest communication satellite, in its intended orbit. When the ISRO
releases a statement on an event from a year ago, it must strive to illuminate rather than be seen
to declassify under duress. It should have revealed whether the connection came loose because of
an oversight; whether multiple levels of personnel — or machines — who scrutinise every nut
and screw on the assembly line failed, or if a manufacturing anomaly had compounded over time
in a way that would have escaped detection even by the most vigilant overseers.

At the other end, doing so reinforces public confidence in the institution. It should be able to reveal
such information without blaming individuals or withholding proprietary or strategic
information. Making such ‘Failure Analysis’ reports public, as they are called, used to be a routine
affair. However, ISRO seems to have retreated into a shell following the back-to-back failures of
the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicles in January and in May 2025. In fact, beyond the technical
committees— another committee has been set up to probe “systemic issues” underlying the
failures of these rockets — ISRO should not choose insularity at a time when traditional business
models all over the world are being disrupted.
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PANEL TO PROBE REPEATED FAILURES OF PSLV, SAYS ISRO

A committee thatincludes K. Vijay Raghavan, former Principal Scientific Adviser, and S. Somanath,
former Chairman, India Space Research Organisation (ISRO), will probe “systemic issues”
underlying the successive failures of the ISRO’s Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV).

While technical committees probe and submit ‘failure analysis reports’ when mishaps occur, this
committee, The Hindu has reliably learnt, will investigate questions on whether “organisational”
problems may have played a role in the debacles involving the PSLV.

On January 12, the PSLV-C62 failed in its mission to deliver 16 satellites into orbit, and crashed
into the sea after the third stage of the rocket failed to ignite. This was similar to the May 18, 2025
failure of the PSLV-C61, in which, too, the third stage failed to fire, destroying as a result the EOS-
09 satellite intended for the government’s strategic needs.

The ISRO’s historical response to rocket failures has been to have a Failure Analysis Committee
probe the reasons, and publicise its findings. This, however, has not taken place in the case of both
the PSLV-C61 and PSLV-C62.

The Failure Analysis Committee, constituted by the ISRO Chairman, is a body of experts within
ISRO to lead in the event of a major incident. It is expected to reconstruct the chain of events
leading up to a failure, and recommend corrective action before the rocket is cleared to fly again.
The committee members include experts within ISRO as well as relevant experts from academia.

UP IN THE AIR

A series of flight incidents within a month — two crashes involving small aircraft, at Baramati
(Maharashtra) in January, and near Simaria (Jharkhand), and a helicopter crashlanding in the
Andamans — is a reminder that charter aviation in India cannot be treated as a lightly regulated
adjunct to commercial flying. The troubled charter aviation sector is expanding and the need for
oversight has become critical. The Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) website lists 133
non-scheduled operators, or NSOs (updated till September 30, 2025), using a mix of fixed-wing
and rotary-wing aircraft. The meeting on February 24 that the DGCA held with all NSO permit
holders was thus long overdue. The proposal to rank charter operators based on safety
performance and the requirement for NSOs to disclose critical safety information on their
websites, which covers aircraft age, maintenance history, and pilot experience, could be the first
steps towards basic transparency. Equally significant is the DGCA’s line that commercial
considerations must not be allowed to affect safety, a pointer to pressures to prioritise VIP
schedules and even business commitments. The regulator’s focus on maintenance standards,
particularly among operators with in-house maintenance, repair, and operation facilities, is
another critical, but late, intervention. Cockpit voice recorder audits, fuel records and ADS-B data
scrutiny as well as enforcement of flight duty time limitations are pivotal, though belated, steps.
Most importantly, holding senior management accountable for systemic failures is another
corrective measure.

Adverse weather has been a contributory factor in several charter and non-scheduled flight
accidents, which includes the Bell 430 helicopter crash in Andhra Pradesh in 2009 and the
Beechcraft C-90 King Air accident in 2001 that claimed the lives of prominent political leaders.
The DGCA has specified that recurrent training of pilots must focus on ‘weather awareness
strategies and decision-making in uncontrolled environments’. The rollout of safety audits, with a
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physical workshop on safety, may help align all operators with the safety mandate. However, the
factis that there are some operators with poor safety records. There are also gaps in pilot training
and experience on type, scant simulator training centres in India, a dearth of quality instructors
and weak audits. It is acknowledged that the regulator itself is short-staffed in certain safety
critical departments. Earlier this month, the Civil Aviation Minister spoke of conducting a “very
thorough study” of flight operations by non-scheduled operators and to uncontrolled airfields. But
for such a safety drive to lock into place there has to be consistent enforcement and committed
transparency.

NEW KASHMIR WHEAT VARIETIES TO SOLVE CROP CYCLE ISSUE

Scientists at the Sher-e-Kashmir University of Agricultural Sciences and Technology, Kashmir
(SKUAST-K) have developed two wheat varieties that could help farmers harvest on time and
boost the region’s total food grain production.

“One of the major challenges with earlier wheat varieties was that most of the planting material
came from sub-tropical regions such as Haryana and Delhi,” Asif Bashir Shikari, professor of
genetics and plant breeding at SKUAST-K, said. “In Kashmir’s climatic conditions, these varieties
tended to mature late, often around June or July.”

Wheat, a rabi crop, is sown in October and typically harvested in early summer. In Kashmir,
however, where rice is the dominant kharif crop, farmers need to vacate their fields by May-June
to transplant paddy. When wheat stays in the field until June, the rice-wheat rotation, a mainstay
of food security and livelihoods, breaks down. “Although those varieties were high-yielding, they
affected the cropping cycle,” Dr. Shikari explained. “That is why plant breeders in Kashmir
prioritised developing early-maturing wheat varieties that could be harvested by end May.”

After nearly a decade of breeding and testing, researchers at SKUAST-K developed Shalimar
Wheat-4 (SW-4), which matures by the last week of May, and the Shalimar Wheat-3 (SW-3), which
matures in the first week of June. Both varieties are broadly similar to earlier wheat types in
agronomic traits and cold tolerance. But they stand out for their early maturity, a trait that has
often come with trade-offs.

“There is a negative correlation between maturity duration and yield,” Dr. Shikari said. “Breeders
sometimes accept this trade-off because timely maturity is more critical for cropping systems.”

The varieties were developed using conventional breeding techniques, including cross-breeding
and selection. Scientists generated thousands of progenies from hundreds of crosses and screened
thousands of pedigree lines before identifying a promising candidate that matured early.

“First, we spent years selecting the best plants in the lab and research fields; this is called pedigree
selection. Then we tested the wheat for 2-3 years at different university research stations to see
how it performs in different environmental conditions,” Shabir Hussain Wani, assistant professor
of genetics and plant breeding at SKUAST-K, who developed SW-3, said. “After that, we tried it in
real farmers’ fields for about two years with help from the Agriculture Department. In total, it
takes about 9 to 10 years to complete the entire process of testing and validation.”

Another important trait is resistance to yellow rust, a fungal disease that leads to stunting and
lower yield and which prevails in Kashmir’s climate. “Yellow rust has been a recurring problem
for farmers here,” Dr. Wani said. “Resistance reduces risk, especially in years with favourable
conditions for disease outbreaks.”
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The new varieties are suited for mid-altitude regions up to about 1,850 m. Researchers expect the
varieties to benefit farmers in regions such as Gurez, where wheat is often grown for fodder, with
grain as an additional benefit. “SW-3 is also biofortified with iron and zinc content of more than
40 ppm, protein content of 12 %, is disease-resistant, and with a potential productivity of up to
38 quintals per hectare,” Dr. Wani said.

In October 2025, SKUAST-K introduced SW-3 to farmers in the Gurez valley near the Line of
Control. According to official data, 70 quintals of SW-3 seeds plus a scientific package of practices
were distributed among 700 farmers. The programme was aimed to extend modern agricultural
technologies to isolated villages, where farmers often use traditional seed systems and have
limited access to scientific innovation.

HIGH COURT DIVISION BENCH LIFTS STAY, PERMITS RELEASE OF THE KERALA STORY 2

A Division Bench of the Kerala High Court on Friday permitted the release of the Hindi feature film
The Kerala Story 2: Goes Beyond, a day after a single Bench of the court issued a fortnight-long
stay on its release.

The film was scheduled for release on Friday. The development came shortly after the two
petitioners apprised the court that booking of the film's tickets was on, despite the stay order. The
petitioners had approached the High Court earlier this month challenging the censor certificate
for the film alleging its teaser and trailer portrayed Kerala in poor light.

The Division Bench permitted the film’s release on Friday, while hearing an appeal by its producer
Vipul Amrutlal Shah against the stay order. In its interim order, the single judge had observed that
the teaser had a prima facie potential to distort public perception.

In the order passed on Friday, a Division Bench of Justices Susrut Arvind Dharmadikari and P.V.
Balakrishnan observed that the contents of the teaser (which the petitioners objected to) formed
part of the movie. Censor guidelines prohibited the use of visuals or words contemptuous of racial,
religious or other groups.

“Once the certificate is issued, there is prima facie a presumption that the CBFC has taken into
account all the guidelines. This presumption thus includes that the film has been judged in its
entirety from the point of view of its overall impacts... by taking into consideration the principles
enunciated in Section 5B of the Cinematograph Act, 1952, and the relevant guidelines,” the court
said.

In such circumstances, merely on the basis of a few clippings and without viewing the movie, the
finding of the learned single judge that the guidelines for certification have not been borne in mind
by the CBFC while granting certification cannot be countenanced, the court said.

One of the petitioners, who hails from Kannur, contended before the court that his right to
reputation stood to be affected by the contents of the movie. He risked being discriminated
against, just because he hailed from Kerala, since the entire State was being shown in bad light in
the film.
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DOCTORS SUSPECT NEUROTOXIN TO BE REASON FOR SEAFOOD POISONING AT HOTEL IN
KERALA

Food safety authorities as well as doctors who treated persons hospitalised with acute condition
after consuming seafood from a restaurant at Vizhinjam in Thiruvananthapuram have pointed to
the possibility of a neurotoxin present in the food.

They suspect that the seafood, which triggered serious symptoms, was contaminated by a
naturally occurring and extremely potent marine neurotoxin, tetrodotoxin (TTX).

Present in fish roe?

They also pinpoint fish roe (eggs) to be the possible culprit, as all those who ended up in hospitals
had consumed this seafood delicacy.

Three persons belonging to a six-member family fell seriously ill after consuming seafood from
the restaurant on February 16 night and two of them died within hours.

Following this, more reports of people taking ill, all of whom had eaten at the same restaurant on
the same day, came out.

After the first incident, six more cases of acute illness had been reported.

Having ruled out primary evidence of food poisoning due to spoilage or bacterial contamination,
food safety officials had veered towards the angle that fish contaminated by marine algal toxins
could have led to the deaths.

They based their suspicion on the fact that ciguatoxin had been recently detected in some samples
of red snapper (chempalli) fish sourced from the Tamil Nadu coast.

However, the short duration within which people became acutely ill, the predominantly
neurological symptoms displayed by the affected and death within a few hours are clinically
consistent with TTX poisoning, doctors believe.

Tetrodotoxin (TTX) is one of the most powerful neurotoxins known, which is very heat-stable.
This toxin has no known antidote and ingestion leads to severe, often fatal, paralysis.

The results of the chemical analysis of internal samples collected from the deceased is awaited,
which alone would confirm the cause of death.

SC RULING ON USE OF STEM CELLS FOR AUTISM SETS A PRECEDENT FOR HEALTHCARE
REGULATION

“This is an exciting time in humankind’s quest to seek effective treatments for diseases. Thanks to
spectacular advances in science, especially molecular and cellular biology, difficult-to-treat
diseases are seeing the emergence of highly effective treatments. For example, we now see cancers
melting away with immune or targeted therapy. Gene-based therapies, immunomodulators and
transplanting human cells or tissues are breaking barriers as never before.”
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Key Takeaways:

— “But outside the developed world, there are huge barriers before these therapies reach
ordinary people. They have astronomical costs and are subject to patent laws and monopolisation.
This is a bigger battle that will have to be fought even in India.”

— “But there is another challenge intrinsic to our healthcare ecosystem. Lack of scientific
protocols, poor regulation and a large private sector seeking to monetise all care result in many
new therapies being pushed without proven scientific efficacy. The best way to understand this is
by observing the enormous growth of India’s stem cell therapy industry, which attracts desperate
patients from all over the world with fantastic promises of a cure.”

— “Therefore, when on January 30, the Supreme Court delivered a judgment banning the use of
stem cells as “therapy” for autism, it was a milestone. Though it addresses only autism, it sets a
precedent for how any novel treatment should be regulated. It unpacks the worrying state of
healthcare regulation and predatory commercialisation. The verdict also provides protection for
citizens from fraudulent and harmful misuse of expensive medical advances.”

— “Stem cells are unique unspecialised cells, normally present in the embryo, after birth and in
adulthood. They self-renew by dividing repeatedly or transform into specialised cells performing
different functions. Scientists are trying to harness this property, particularly when the body is
unable to self-repair, and no cure exists. They have been tried in neurological problems like
Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s and spinal cord injuries.”

— “Their use in most diseases is currently confined to research. Bone marrow transplant, used
successfully in treating blood disorders, especially cancers, is a form of stem cell therapy and the
only one approved by the US FDA and ICMR. It is commonly used in India.”

— “Autism is a neuro-developmental condition, characterised by social communication deficits
and repetitive behaviours. It can usually be managed with behavioural and supportive therapies.
Those mildly affected are socially well-integrated, but those with severe disease face difficulties.
Sadly, they are vulnerable to a plethora of unsubstantiated “cures”, including stem cell “therapy”.”
— “In order to determine whether any therapy is effective, well-designed clinical trials are
mandatory using a globally accepted method. There have been clinical trials of stem cell therapy
in autism, but the results are mostly inconclusive due to poor methodology, inconsistent doses
and short follow-ups. High-quality randomised, controlled trials concluded that it was of no
benefit for autism. Besides, the procedure is invasive. Despite claims that it's “safe”, data shows
worrying side effects such as epilepsy, headache and infection at the site of injection.”

— “India is a hot spot for stem cell centres claiming cures not only for autism but also for many
diseases, and “medical tourism” for this therapy is a thriving industry. This is strange because
stem cells is one area where India has regulations. However, taking advantage of the regulators’
inaction, practitioners brazenly advertise this therapy for a host of other conditions for which no
cure exists. The charges are exorbitant, running into lakhs per injection.”

— “The Ethics and Medical Registration Board of the National Medical Commission deemed stem
cell therapy as not recommended. Further, the use of the therapy, its promotion or advertisement
was labelled as professional misconduct. The SC verdict concluded from a perusal of the ICMR and
NMC guidelines that the use of stem cells for the treatment of autism is not recommended as
routine treatment due to the lack of scientific support for its efficacy. And, that any use must be as
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an approved and monitored clinical trial. Also, the use of stem cells outside an approved clinical
trial is unethical and constitutes medical malpractice. Medical practitioners using it would attract
consequences of professional misconduct, including cancellation of registration and a penalty.”

— “The judgment also says that patients have no right to demand unproven therapies outside
clinical trials. This may be a response to the argument that unproven therapies are offered
because of patient demand, and they provide “consent” for it. This is a noteworthy part of the
judgment which may have far-reaching consequences beyond stem cells and autism.”

A JAB WELL DONE

India’s move to introduce a nationwide Human Papillomavirus (HPV) vaccination programme, for
girls aged 14, strikes a strident note for science at a time when an anti-vaccination sentiment has
perilously picked up favourable winds, globally. The impact of shunning vaccines is apparent in
the United States where, currently, a measles epidemic is making its way across 26 States. The
HPV vaccination will be conducted exclusively at designated government health facilities, and in
the presence of trained medical officers, supported by skilled health-care teams equipped for
post-vaccination observation and management of adverse events following immunisation (AEFI).
A single-dose vaccine, a regimen recommended by the World Health Organization, will be
deployed. Adequate evidence exists to show that almost all cases of cervical cancer are caused by
persistent infection with high-risk types of HPV, particularly 16 and 18. These two types together
account for more than 80% of cervical cancer cases in India. Evidence also points to the fact that
cervical cancer is largely preventable through HPV vaccination and regular screening, and can be
cured if detected early and treated promptly. Globally, over 90 countries are implementing single-
dose HPV vaccination schedules. Several countries have demonstrated substantial reductions in
HPV infection, pre-cancerous lesions, and cervical cancer incidence following widespread
vaccination. Cervical cancer remains a rare cancer where a vaccine has proven to be of great
preventive value.

The sheer burden of cervical cancer in India is what makes this decision a critical life-saving
intervention: The South-East Asia Region (SEARO) accounts for the second-highest cervical cancer
incident (new cases) and death rate among WHO regions, with India contributing over 65% of the
burden. The second most common cancer in women in India, it was estimated that the country
had 127,526 new cases and 79,906 deaths from cervical cancer in 2022. National screening
coverage remains alarmingly low, with only 1.9% of women aged 30-49 being tested. However,
India’s dark past with an HPV vaccine trial cannot be forgotten. Seven girls who were part of a
trial in 2009-10 in Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat died. An ICMR investigation averred that the
reasons “were most probably unrelated to the vaccine. However, the cause of death in all the cases
cannot be established with certainty”. It also flagged, as a key concern, the need to identify and
investigate all AEFI. As the government embarks on this exercise that could lead to many health
gains, it will do well to ensure a working cold chain to store the vaccines, complete transparency,
and meticulous reporting of AEFI across the country.

HPV VACCINE DRIVE IS KEY TO BATTLING CERVICAL CANCER

The Union government is set to roll out a nationwide single-dose human papillomavirus (HPV)
vaccination campaign for 14-year-old girls to reduce India’s high burden of cervical cancer.
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Key Takeaways:

— Cervical cancers are the second most common type of cancer among women in India. Almost
90% of all cervical cancers are caused by persistent HPV infection, making it one of the two types
of vaccine-preventable cancers (the other is liver cancer).

— HPV infection is also linked to anal, penile, vaginal, vulvar and throat cancers — the incidence
of which is also likely to come down with vaccination.

— HPV is a common, sexually-transmitted infection. Only certain forms of the virus progress to
cancer. HPV immunisation in the teenage years — when girls are going through puberty but are
not sexually active — results in better and longer immunity.

— The 90-day vaccination campaign, likely to be rolled out in a matter of days, will be open to all
14-year-old girls in the country. Eligible girls will need to book a slot at government health centres
using the vaccine management platform U-win — just like people used Co-Win during the Covid-
19 pandemic.

— Vaccinations will not end after the 90-day period. The programme will continue at health and
wellness centres alongside the country’s routine immunisation framework. Girls who keep
turning 14 each year will be able to access the shot this way. An estimated 1.15 crore girls turn 14
every year in India.

— There are at least 14 types of HPV that can potentially cause cancer. Among these, HPV types
16 and 18 are considered to be the most likely to lead to tumour development, causing about 70%
of all cervical cancer cases globally. The vaccines work by preventing the entry of two, four or nine
of the most common types of HPV.

— Though India has an indigenously developed HPV vaccine, which will likely be cheaper, the
government will use the proven Gardasil by MSD Pharmaceuticals during this phase of
immunisation.

— This is because the Serum Institute of India’s Cervavac is yet to receive WHO approval and the
ICMR is still studying its single-dose effectiveness.

— For the current campaign, the GAVI Vaccine Alliance (a global public-private partnership) will
provide India 2.6 crore doses that should be sufficient for two years. Of these, one crore doses are
already in India, with the rest being delivered through this year and the next.

— India accounts for a fifth of global cervical cancer cases. Within the country, it continues to be
the second most common cancer among women, affecting 1.25 lakh and killing 75,000 each year.

— While earlier evidence has shown that the vaccine is effective at reducing HPV infection and
pre-cancerous lesions, studies have since demonstrated that it also reduces the incidence of
cancer. Importantly, universal immunisation of girls also reduces the transmission of the infection
to boys and protects them from other cancers.

— While the incidence of cervical cancer in India has been declining over the years, a drastic drop
in numbers will not only bring down the mortality but also free up overburdened doctors and
hospitals for the treatment of other cancers. The world’s first HPV vaccine was approved in 2006,
with nearly 158 countries introducing an immunisation programme.
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Do You Know:

— Notably, states such as Sikkim, Punjab, and Delhi have previously attempted to introduce the
HPV vaccine. Sikkim was the first to roll out a state-wide campaign in 2018, achieving more than
95% coverage for two doses.

— In 2016, Punjab rolled out a vaccination campaign in Mansa and Bhatinda districts that was
later expanded to some other high-burden districts. The coverage was over 97% during the initial
phase. Delhi also rolled out an HPV vaccination campaign in 2016 from its standalone cancer
hospital, Delhi State Cancer Institute. The programme, however, did not pick up pace as itrequired
girls to come to the hospital and seek vaccination.

INDIA A BIG CONTRIBUTOR TO GLOBAL TOXICITY BY PESTICIDES

India is among just four countries that contribute almost 70% to the world’s total applied toxicity
(TAT) in the form of pesticides directed at agricultural pests, but in effect unleashes collateral
damage among “non-target” species.

In 2022, at the United Nations Biodiversity Conference, countries committed to reducing pesticide
risk by 50% by 2030.

According to a new paper in Science, however, efforts to fulfill the pact are not on track.
Researchers, for the very first time, calculated the TAT from 2013 to 2019 across more than 600
pesticides, in 65 countries, and found that it had increased. China, Brazil, the U.S., and India are
the biggest contributors of global TAT, accounting for nearly 70%. Pesticides were used copiously
on fruits, vegetables, maize, soybean, rice, and other cereals. The study also found that toxicity
increased in India, the U.S., Brazil and countries in Africa.

To estimate TAT at a national level, the scientists checked the annual amount of pesticide used in
agriculture in the study countries and the compounds’ toxicity and lethality for different non-
target species, such as pollinators, aquatic plants, invertebrates, fish, terrestrial arthropods, soil
organisms, terrestrial vertebrates, and plants. The researchers found that terrestrial arthropods
were most affected, followed by soil organisms and fish. The toxicity has been affecting people as
well.

“These chemicals now permeate daily life in ways that are often invisible: in wall paints, incense
sticks, furniture, aircraft cabins, stored grains, and even temple prasad,” the author, Narasimha
Reddy Donthi, an independent public policy expert, wrote.

The Insecticides Act 1968 focuses on agricultural use, with few provisions for “ordinary use” in
homes, hotels, construction sites, and transport systems, he added. The 1968 Act is obsolete, Mr.
Donthi told The Hindu. “The use, misuse, and overuse have changed since 1968. Pesticides have
become more toxic. They are persistent across food, water and soil.” India uses at least 66
pesticides that are banned elsewhere, he added.

The new Pesticides Management Bill 2025 is expected to be passed in March this year. It aims to
reduce the risk to the environment and push for pesticides that are “biological and based on
traditional knowledge”. But without taking expert inputs, it could be worse-off than the 1968 Act,
he said. “India needs a long-term transformation policy in agriculture, shifting away from ‘green
revolution’ packages, which includes pesticides, in view of the farmers’ crisis, climate change,
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chemical-residue laden environment. Liability has to be inbuilt into law, as a policy,” Mr. Donthi
said.

To ensure comprehensive monitoring, it is essential that all countries regularly report updated
annual data on agricultural pesticide use, broken down by active ingredient, study co-author Jakob
Wolfram, of the Institute for Environmental Sciences, University Kaiserslautern-Landau in
Germany, said.

As the environmental activist Rachel Carson wrote in her 1962 book Silent Spring: “If we are going
to live so intimately with these chemicals eating and drinking them, taking them into the very
marrow of our bones,” we had better know something about the power of the “who’s who of
pesticides”.

AS FORESTS SHRINK AND HERDS GROW, CENTRAL INDIA’S JUMBO CRISIS IS PRIMED TO
SPIRAL

Elephant attacks killed eight people in Jharkhand’s Hazaribagh district and one in West Bengal’s
Paschim Medinipur district last week. In neighbouring Odisha, three women were killed and three
injured in a tusker attack in Dhenkanal district the previous week. The attacks followed nearly
two dozen deaths in West Singhbhum district in Jharkhand, prompting authorities to declare an
“elephant emergency” last month.

Key Takeaways:

— These incidents are part of a wider pattern. Fewer than 8% of India’s 22,446 elephants - spread
across six states - are responsible for nearly half of all human-elephant conflict casualties
nationwide. Most belong to nomadic herds displaced from shrinking forest habitats and forced
into croplands.

— In fact, four of the new ‘elephant’ areas, located across central India - south Bengal,
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra - had negligible elephant presence till herds from
the other two states, Jharkhand (then south Bihar) and Odisha, started moving in around the mid-
1980s.

— What forced these now ‘stateless’ elephants out were a combination of natural and manmade
triggers: serial droughts, rapid expansion of mining, and construction of reservoirs in south Bihar
and Odisha.

— The outcome is that hundreds of elephants now depend solely or primarily on raiding
agricultural fields, where they must compete with desperate farmers.

— This deadly phase of human-elephant conflict, experts warn, is likely to intensify. Even as high-
nutrient crops are boosting breeding in the crop-dependent herds, leading to a surge in numbers,
the elephant population in the forests exceeds what these heavily degraded habitats can sustain.

— Annual to-and-fro movements between forests depending on seasonal needs is natural, what
biologists describe as migration of wildlife. Most elephant herds in India used to migrate locally,
driven by rainfall and foraging requirements. However, beginning the 1980s, herds of central
India were increasingly denied access to their traditional migratory routes.
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— One of the triggers was the severe drought caused by one of the 20th century’s most intense El
Nino events, that scorched much of India, particularly then south Bihar, in 1982-1983 and 1986-
1987.

— Around the same time, iron ore mines expanded rapidly in Bihar’s Singhbhum (Saranda) and
Odisha’s Keonjhar and Sundargarh forests. Meanwhile, a series of reservoirs in the Mahanadi and
Brahmani river basins, beginning with the Rengali Dam in 1985, drowned vast stretches of quality
riverine forests.

— Asvillages in Bankura and Purulia suffered routine crop raids, the watershed moment arrived
in 1993 when more than 60 elephants travelled nearly 400 km, reaching the outskirts of Kolkata.

— Conflict peaked in 2010s as more and more elephants started entering through the Singhbhum-
Jhargram-Bankura-Purulia route from Jharkhand, and also through Kharagpur-Nayagram forests
of Paschim Medinipur from Odisha, to stay put for longer periods and raid Bengal’s irrigated
croplands

— Elephants thrive in areas where moisture is available for extended periods of the year - from
the Western Ghats and Himalayan foothills to the Northeast. In Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and
Maharashtra, elephants have entered seasonal rainfall zones not that suitable for their water and
nutritious fodder needs, points out Sukumar.

— Everywhere, and particularly in a thickly populated country like India, wildlife’s future depends
largely on the goodwill it enjoys with people. Considered godly across the subcontinent, elephants
are usually well-tolerated by communities.

— That is why the government’s 2025 elephant report acknowledged “the urgent need to devise
policy mechanisms for uniform compensation across areas with elephant presence, prioritizing
the well-being of these communities”.

— More importantly, the report underlined the need to “critically analyse and arrive at future
strategies that will not exacerbate existing threats”. Until then, says Pandav, efforts should focus
on reducing the human-elephant interface in conflict hotspots.

Do You Know:

— According to the Ministry of Environment and Forest, there are three species of elephants in
the world. There are two of them in Africa and one in Asia. The Asian elephant is the largest
sthetric mammal in India that requires large forest areas to manage and maintain. Therefore,
there is no benefit of doubt that the conservation of elephants clearly depends on securing large
forest areas.

— Given their ecological importance, elephants are considered one of the major species of
biodiversity conservation. Additionally, elephants are also considered umbrella species because
tropical diversity can be preserved under the requirements of large and varied habitat of
elephants. In addition, due to cultural and religious importance and aesthetic charm, elephants
also have major species in biodiversity conservation.

— The elephant is the national heritage animal of India and is protected under Schedule I species
of the Indian Wildlife Protection Act, 1972. Given the primary need to re-establish elephant
habitats and alleviate the suffering of both elephants and human populations, the Government of
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India launched “Project Elephant” in 1991-92 as a centrally sponsored scheme of the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change.

WHY HAS NGT CLEARED THE NICOBAR PROJECT?

The story so far:

The National Green Tribunal (NGT) recently concluded a high-stakes legal battle over the ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island’, and ruled that all environment safeguards are in place for
the Great Nicobar Island Project. This integrated project, estimated to cost X80,000-90,000 crore,
has been at the centre of a debate between national interests and the preservation of one of the
world’s most sensitive ecosystems.

What is the Great Nicobar project?

The project is an integrated infrastructure development plan proposed by the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands Integrated Development Corporation Limited (ANIIDCO). It consists of four major
components: an International Container Transshipment Terminal (ICTT), a 450 MVA gas and
solar-based power plant, a large-scale township and area development, and an international
airport. Building all of this would require diverting 130.75 square kilometres of forest land —
roughly 18% of the total area of the Great Nicobar Island. It is projected to generate over 1.28 lakh
jobs by the time it is fully implemented in 2052. However, the inevitable environmental impact of
this project has prompted global outrage.

What is the history of the project?

The project’s regulatory journey began in May 2021 with a Stage-I forest clearance granted in
October 2022, followed by environmental and Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) clearances on
November 11, 2022. These clearances were challenged in a “first round” of litigation in 2022. On
April 3, 2023, the NGT found “unanswered deficiencies” regarding coral conservation, the
adequacy of environmental data, and zoning violations. The tribunal then formed a High-Powered
Committee (HPC) to revisit these issues. The final order issued this month is the result of the
“second round” of litigation, where the tribunal reviewed the HPC’s findings and the government’s
subsequent actions.

Why is it a ‘national necessity’?

The government maintains that the project is of extraordinary strategic, defence, and national
importance. The Great Nicobar is located just 40 km from the Malacca Strait, a critical
international shipping lane. The area is seen as a vital location to counter the “growing presence”
of foreign powers in the Indian Ocean. By establishing a major cargo transshipment hub, India can
participate more fully in the global maritime economy and save significant costs on cargo that is
currently transshipped through foreign ports. A permanent, robust presence on the island is
expected to curb the poaching of marine resources by foreign entities.

What about Nicobar’s ecology?

The island is a biodiversity hotspot, and the project faces several ecological challenges. Initial
surveys identified 20,668 coral colonies in the vicinity. While Island CRZ regulations prohibit the
“destruction of corals”, the project involves the translocation of 16,150 colonies to suitable
recipient sites. The island is home to the Leatherback Sea Turtle, the Nicobar Megapode, and the
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Saltwater Crocodile. Critics argued that the construction would destroy nesting grounds in
Galathea Bay. A major point of contention was whether the port layout overlapped with Island
CRZ-IA areas, which are the most ecologically sensitive zones (like mangroves and sand dunes)
where heavy construction is strictly prohibited. Environmentalists argued that the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) was based on only one season of baseline data, which they claimed was
insufficient for a project of this magnitude. Critics have also raised concerns that the
environmental impact studies downplay the seismic risks of the region, which is located in a high-
activity tectonic zone.

How will it affect the tribal populations?

The island is inhabited by the Shompen and Nicobari tribes. The NGT noted the following
regarding tribal rights — the Expert Appraisal Committee (EAC), which advises the Centre on
environmental clearances, found that the project is designed not to disturb or displace any tribal
habitation. The tribunal stated that the habitat rights of the tribes would be protected under the
Forest Rights Act, though as recently as last month some of the leaders of the tribal council said
that they were being “coerced” to sign ‘surrender’ certificates noting that they have no objection
to their lands being given to the government. ANIIDCO is required to provide funds to the A&N
Tribal Welfare Department for the welfare and protection of the tribal groups.

What was the NGT’s reasoning?

The tribunal ultimately upheld the environmental clearance, adopting a “balanced approach” that
weighed environmental safeguards against national security. The NGT ruled that while EIA
procedures are mandatory, they should not be used to adopt a “hyper-technical approach” that
ignores ground realities and national security. It accepted the Zoological Survey of India’s (ZSI)
finding that no “major” coral reef exists in the direct work area of Galathea Bay, only “scattered”
colonies. It ruled that translocation would effectively protect the colonies. Following a site visit by
the National Centre for Sustainable Coastal Management (NCSCM), the tribunal accepted that no
part of the port project fell within the prohibited ICRZ-IA zone. The tribunal also ruled that one-
season data was sufficient because the islands are not classified as a “high erosion” stretch where
multi-season data is mandatory.

With the NGT according legal clearance, the ANIIDCO can move ahead with project development.
The Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways is also expected to move on port development
activities.

HOW RIG VEDIC SOCIETY TRANSITIONED FROM MOBILITY TO SETTLEMENT, HIERARCHY

From 1500 BC to 1000 BC, the Vedic people settled along the Sapta-Sindhu region, the tributaries
of the Indus in today’s Punjab. Rig Vedic society reflects a long and uneven transition from a
predominantly pastoral mode of life to a more settled agrarian order, accompanied by the gradual
emergence of social hierarchies.

The hymns do not describe a single social stage; rather, they preserve traces of movement, conflict,
settlement, and differentiation. Concepts such as grama, sangrama, aranya, gavisthi, and yava help
us understand this transition more concretely.

The early Rig Vedic economy was strongly pastoral. Cattle were the primary form of wealth, the
chief object of exchange, and the main cause of conflict. The term gavisthi, literally meaning the
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‘search for cows’, is used to describe warfare. This shows that early conflicts were cattle raids
rather than battles for territory.

Social relations in such a pastoral setting were relatively fluid. The grama in this phase did not
mean a village in the later sense but a moving group of people, often a war band or clan unit
organised around cattle and kinship.

Movement of grama into aranya

The contrast between grama and aranya is crucial. Aranya denotes the forest or uncultivated zone
outside social control. It represents danger, chaos, and the non-Aryan world. The movement of
the grama into aranya marks expansion and confrontation.

As pastoral groups pushed into forested regions, clearing land and settling, agriculture became
increasingly central. This spatial opposition reflects the shift from mobility to settlementand from
pastoralism to agrarian life.

Agriculture is clearly visible in the Rig Veda through repeated references to yava, usually
translated as barley. Yava appears as food, as ritual offering, and as a valued product, indicating
systematic cultivation. The importance of rain, rivers, and fertile soil in the hymns further
confirms dependence on crops.

Agricultural production implies planning, seasonal rhythms, and storage, all of which require
longer settlement than pastoral herding. As agriculture expanded, land rather than cattle began
to anchor social life.

How economic transition reshaped conflict, politics

This economic transition reshaped conflict and politics. Sangrama, meaning organised battle,
gradually replaces the idea of gavisthi. This indicates a shift from small scale cattle raids to more
structured warfare over territory, resources, and control of producing populations.

As land became valuable, political authority became more territorial. Chiefs no longer led only
mobile war bands but exercised control over settled communities, fields, and surplus. The rajan
thus transformed from being a leader among equals to a more powerful figure sustained by tribute
and agricultural produce.

With settlement and surplus came social differentiation. Control over land, labour, and ritual
resources contributed to the emergence of enduring inequalities. Those who cleared land, and
controlled water and produce gained advantage over others.

Defeated groups, often associated with the aranya and identified as Dasa, were gradually reduced
to subordinate positions. What began as an ethnic and political distinction slowly acquired social
and economic meaning.

Ritual hierarchy, and social order as cosmic order

Ritual hierarchy developed alongside agrarian expansion. Agriculture increased dependence on
regular sacrifice for rain, fertility, and protection of crops. This enhanced the authority of ritual
specialists.

The brahmana emerged as a figure of power, not through physical force but through control over
sacred knowledge. Patronage flowed from agricultural surplus to priests, strengthening their
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social position. Ritual ideology increasingly justified hierarchy by presenting social order as
cosmic order.

The transformation of grama is particularly revealing. From a mobile pastoral group, it slowly
came to mean a settled village. This change marks the crystallisation of agrarian society. Villages
required rules, leadership, and coordination of labour. Social roles became more defined, and
occupational differentiation hardened. What were once flexible functions gradually turned into
inherited statuses.

How economic, social inequalities were stabilised and naturalised

The Purusha Sukta reflects this mature stage of thought. It does not describe early Rig Vedic
society but offers a symbolic vision of a hierarchically ordered world, projecting social divisions
onto the cosmic body. This hymn shows how economic and social inequalities were being
ideologically stabilised and naturalised.

Gender relations were also affected by this transition. Control overland and surplus strengthened
patriarchal authority. Ritual and political power became increasingly male dominated, reinforcing
hierarchy within the household and the community.

In sum, Rig Vedic society moved from pastoral mobility to agrarian settlement through expansion
into aranya, transformation of grama, and increasing reliance on yava cultivation. Conflict evolved
from gavisthi to sangrama, political authority became territorial, and ritual specialisation
deepened inequality.

Hierarchies did not emerge suddenly; they were the cumulative outcome of economic change,
spatial expansion, social differentiation, and ideological consolidation.

UNEARTHING THE SILENT SPLENDOUR OF HOYSALAS

Across the quiet farmlands of Hassan, Mandya and Mysuru stand some of Karnataka’s most
remarkable yet overlooked Hoysala-era monuments — temples and basadis (shrines) that once
formed the spiritual fabric of a thriving medieval kingdom. Built between the 11th and 13th
centuries, these shrines reveal the dynasty’s signature blend of devotion and sculptural mastery,
extending far beyond the celebrated sites of Belur, Halebidu and Somanathapura.

Carved from the soft, malleable soapstone favoured by Hoysala artisans, the structures rest on
star-shaped platforms and feature sanctums arranged in ekakuta, dvikuta and trikuta formations.
Their walls unfold like stone tapestries: celestial dancers, finely turned pillars and friezes dense
with epic narratives.

Once a vibrant Hoysala outpost, Koravangala is home to three temples built by three brothers. The
Nageshwara and Govindeshwara temples (1160 CE) showcase an early phase of Hoysala
workmanship. A decade later came the village’s architectural peak — the Bucheshwara temple
(1173 CE), raised by Buchi in honour of Veera Ballala II. Today, Bucheshwara stands restored,
while the older shrines linger in graceful decay.

Long before it lent its name to fast bowler Javagal Srinath, the village was a key commercial centre
under King Vira Someshwara. Its jewel is the Lakshminarasimha temple (1250 CE), a striking
trikuta shrine known for its elegant elephant sculptures and a later Vijayanagara-era gateway.
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The Lakshmidevi temple at Doddagaddavalli (1114 CE) is among the earliest surviving Hoysala
structures. Its stark lines set it apart from later ornate creations, while its rare Mahakali shrine,
guarded by skeletal betalas (guardian deity), hints at ancient tantric traditions. Built by merchant
woman Sahaja Devi, the temple’s four-shrine plan — dedicated to Lakshmidevi, Shiva, Vishnu and
Kali — captures a moment of early Hoysala ambition.

The 12th-century Hulikere Kalyani near Halebidum, with its stepwell, showcases the dynasty’s
imagination in water architecture. Commissioned around 1160 CE by Lattayya, an official of
Narasimha |, it is also steeped in local lore as the private bathing pond of Queen Shantala Devi.

A short walk from the exuberant Hoysaleshwara temple lies the Jain Basadi complex. The
Parshvanatha (1133 CE), Shantinatha (1192 CE) and Adinatha Basadis reflect Jain principles of
restraint and clarity.

Together, these sites reveal an intricate world beyond the kingdom’s famous temples, one in
which the Hoysala imagination continues to whisper through stone.

RAJAGOPALACHARI, THE DISSENTER, MAY NOT HAVE APPROVED OF HIS BUST REPLACING
LUTYENS’

The installation of a bust of C Rajagopalachari within the precincts of Rashtrapati Bhavan, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said in his February 22 Mann Ki Baat, is another step in his government’s
drive towards what it has framed as decolonisation and restitution. The tribute to Rajagopalachari
is befitting. He was a freedom fighter, an administrator, a statesman, and a principled dissenter
from majoritarian currents. To honour him is to acknowledge the nation’s polyphonic heritage.
Yet the symbolism of replacement — Rajaji’s bust displaced that of Edwin Lutyens, the architect
who designed what was the Viceroy’s House in imperial India — opens an unsettling question:
Does decolonisation of public spaces and memory have to be about erasure?

The decolonisation debate has gained urgency in recent times. The government has set a 10-year
deadline to shed what PM Modi has termed “gulami ki mansikta” by 2035, the bicentenary of
Macaulay’s 1835 education minute. From the National Education Policy (2020) to the unveiling of
a new Parliament building, the ongoing effort is framed as a civilisational reassertion. But all too
often, this endeavour is made to ride a politics of erasure — the renaming of avenues, the recasting
of syllabi to exclude rather than include, the excision of inconvenient chapters — as if the recovery
of voice and agency necessarily requires the displacement or diminishment of an Other from
whom history and culture need to be constantly rescued. Added to this is the bogey of the fifth
column, the “enemies within”. This zero-sum approach does not befit the country and it does
disservice to its citizens. It narrows imaginative and intellectual horizons.

History’s burdens and inheritances are often intertwined and the path to decolonisation has to
begin with an intellectual generosity. A mature republic can hold in the same frame both the
courage of a statesman and the aesthetic bequest of a colonial architect, whose vision, however
imperial its patronage, is an indelible part of India’s urban landscape. One wonders what
Rajagopalachari would have made of this erasure. As he putitin a 1953 speech, “Truth should not
be sacrificed at the altar of other objectives. It is to this I think you give the name of cultural
freedom.” Only such capaciousness allows decolonisation to move beyond being a project of
perpetual contestation to an acknowledgement of the past in all its diversity and complexity.
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C. RAJAGOPALACHARI

— President Droupadi Murmu unveiled a statue of C Rajagopalachari in the central courtyard of
the Rashtrapati Bhavan on February 23, replacing the bust of British architect Edwin Lutyens.

— C Rajagopalachari, popularly known as Rajaji or CR, was born in December 1878 into a Tamil-
speaking Brahmin family in the village of Thorapalli in Krishnagiri district, Tamil Nadu (then part
of the Madras Presidency). Called Rajan by his parents, he attended the village school before
moving to Madras in 1896 to study law.

SHORT NEWS

YOUNGEST-EVER DUTCH PM

Most recently, in February 2026, the Netherlands swore in Rob Jetten as its Prime Minister. At 38
years old, he became the youngest-ever Dutch PM and the first openly gay Prime Minister in the
country's history. His centrist Democrats 66 (D66) party won a narrow victory in the October
2025 elections, defeating the far-right PVV led by Geert Wilders. King Willem-Alexander formally
swore him in on 23 February 2026, leading a minority coalition government.

USA AND ISRAEL’S ATTACK ON IRAN

— The United States and Israel have launched a massive, coordinated military campaign targeting
Iranian leadership and strategic infrastructure.

— Code-named “Operation Epic Fury” by the US and “Roaring Lion” by Israel, the strikes represent
the most direct confrontation with Tehran in decades. The immediate trigger appears to be the
collapse of nuclear negotiations in Oman and Geneva earlier this week.

— Several tanker owners, oil majors, and trading houses have suspended crude oil, fuel, and
liquefied natural gas shipments via the Strait of Hormuz.

AYATOLLAH ALI KHOMEINI

— Iran’s official news agency IRNA confirmed that the country’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, had been Kkilled in the strikes conducted by the US and Israel in Tehran. IRNA also
confirmed that the commander-in-chief of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Mohammad
Pakpour, and the secretary of Iran’s Defence Council, Ali Shamkhani, had also been Kkilled.

— In Iran’s theocratic system, the Supreme Leader is the most powerful figure in the country
ranking above the president, parliament, and judiciary. Khamenei commanded the armed forces,
appointed heads of the judiciary, state media, and key security agencies, and held the power to
dismiss elected officials, countermand legislation, and declare war or peace. His control also
extended to foreign and military policy through his oversight of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Force (IRGC) and the Quds Force, which orchestrates Iran’s regional operations.

— His position is established on the doctrine of velayat-e faqih, or “guardianship of the jurist”,
which gives a cleric ultimate sovereignty over an Islamic state. The ideology was developed by his
predecessor, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and enshrined in the constitution of 1979.
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LS SPEAKER RECONSTITUTES PANEL PROBING CHARGES AGAINST JUSTICE VARMA IN
CASH RECOVERY CASE

Lok Sabha Speaker om birla on Wednesday reconstituted a three-member committee set up to
probe the grounds for the removal of Justice Yashwant Varma after burnt wads of cash were
recovered from his Delhi residence in March last year. The Speaker had constituted the committee
on August 12 last year after admitting a multi-party notice for the removal of the Allahabad high
Court judge, setting in motion the process of his impeachment.

NATIONAL ROUNDTABLE CONFERENCE WITH THE STATE ELECTION COMMISSIONERS

— The National Round Table Conference of Election Commission of India (ECI) and State Election
Commissioners (SECs) was organized by ECI on February 24, 2026 at Bharat Mandapam, New
Delhi.

— The Conference was held after a gap of over 25 years. The last such conference was held in
1999.

— A declaration was adopted at the Conference that said: “ECI and SECs will work together to
synergise the laws relating to the elections to panchayats and municipal bodies with those relating
to the elections to the Parliament and State Legislatures.”

— The EC decided to share its portal for electoral roll management, the ECINET portal, as well as
EVMs and the facilities of its India International Institute of Democracy and Electoral
Management.

HIGHEST-RANKING MAOIST LEADER DEVUIJI SURRENDERS

The surrender of Thippiri Tirupathi, alias Devuji or Devji, marks a decisive moment in the
unravelling of the banned Communist Party of India (Maoist). With Devuji laying down arms, the
party’s politburo has effectively been reduced to just one active member — Misir Besra, alias
Sagar/Sunirmal — while the central committee is now estimated to have only five active
members, down from its original strength of nearly 50.

US SLAPS 126% TARIFF ON INDIAN SOLAR FIRMS

— The US Department of Commerce has imposed a 126 per cent tariff on Indian solar products
after two Adani Group companies, Mundra Solar Energy and Mundra Solar PV, withdrew from the
investigation proceedings.

— The Adani Group companies were ‘mandatory respondents’ in the proceedings, and their non-
cooperation triggered ‘Adverse Facts Available’ penalty, the toughest methodology used by the US
Department of Commerce.

NATIONAL MONETISATION PIPELINE 2.0 (NMP 2.0)

— Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has launched the NMP 2.0. The second phase of the
pipeline project is based on the mandate for ‘Asset Monetisation Plan 2025-30’ announced in the
Union Budget for 2025-26 last year.
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— The first phase of the pipeline was launched in 2021. It aimed to unlock value in brownfield
projects by engaging the private sector, transferring to them revenue rights and not ownership in
the projects, and using the funds generated for infrastructure creation across the country.

— The Niti Aayog noted in its report on NMP 2.0 that NMP 1.0 had shown that monetisation
projects had led to greater involvement of institutional investors such as pension and sovereign
wealth funds in the development of India’s infrastructure.

— In a monetisation transaction, the government is basically transferring revenue rights to
private parties for a specified transaction period in return for upfront money, a revenue share,
and commitment of investments in the assets.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF NITI-AAYOG

— The Centre has appointed senior IAS officer Nidhi Chhibber as the interim Chief Executive
Officer of NITI Aayog, following the completion of B V R Subrahmanyam'’s extended tenure on
February 24, 2026.

— With the twin mandate of promoting cooperative and competitive federalism, NITI Aayog
(National Institution for Transforming India) was constituted in January 2015 replacing the 65-
year-old Planning Commission as a public policy think tank.

— The two fundamental pillars of the body are a collaboration between the Central and State
governments, and promoting healthy competition among States through various sectors such as
agriculture, health, education, infrastructure, and irrigation.

— In terms of its composition, the Governing Council of NITI Aayog comprises the Prime Minister
of India, Chief Ministers of all the States and Union Territories with Legislature, and Lt Governors
of other Union Territories. The body also includes a Vice Chairman and other members appointed
by the Centre.

— The Chief Executive Officer (CEQ) is appointed by the Prime Minister to oversee the day-to-day
operations of NITI Aayog and ensures the implementation of its initiatives and programs.

— Niti Aayog is headed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, with Suman K Bery as its Vice Chairman.
Dr V K Saraswat, Dr V K Paul, Dr Rajiv Gauba, Ramesh Chand, and Arvind Virmani are among the
full-time members of NITI Aayog.

‘EMI-MODEL” FOR STREETLIGHTS

The Delhi government has devised a unique “EMI model” to pay for new smart LED streetlights
installed on Public Works Department (PWD) roads, under which contractors who install the
lights will be paid monthly, after they have ensured that they remain fully lit.

Under this framework, the private company installing the lights will receive monthly EMI
payments only after the lights are fully operational with 40 lux, ensuring that the company
remains responsible for upkeep, performance, and timely maintenance.

The EMI model will ensure that companies retain a critical stake in the performance of the lights,
and make them partners in accountability. For the first time, citizens themselves will be able to
see, monitor, and question the system in real time.
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‘ EXERCISE ‘VAYU SHAKTV

— The Exercise ‘Vayu Shakti’ demonstration was aimed at showcasing the Indian Air Force’s
operational preparedness, precision strike capability and ability to undertake multi-domain
operations in a near-realistic combat scenario.

— IAF presented glimpses of missions undertaken during Operation Sindoor through simulated
strikes at the Pokharan Field Firing Range. Jaguar and Mirage fighter aircraft struck designated
targets simultaneously, replicating coordinated attack patterns demonstrated during Operation
Sindoor.

— A Sukhoi fighter aircraft carried out a strike on a simulated terror camp, while suppression and
destruction of enemy air defence systems were demonstrated to neutralise hostile capabilities.

— The indigenously developed HAL Light Combat Helicopter Prachand demonstrated its agility
by striking a simulated refuelling point. Apache attack helicopters, Mirage fighter jets, and Mi-17
V5 helicopters also participated in the coordinated operations, underlining the IAF’s multi-
platform integration capability.

— An AKASH surface-to-air missile was also fired as part of the demonstration.

MILAN 2026

— The 13th edition of the Exercise MILAN 2026 of the Indian Navy culminated on 25th February
2026 with a closing ceremony conducted onboard India’s indigenous aircraft carrier, INS Vikrant,
off the coast of Visakhapatnam.

— It was held under the theme ‘Camaraderie, Cooperation, Collaboration’, and witnessed
participation on an unprecedented scale, comprising 42 ships and submarines and 29 aircraft.

PM MODI’S CALL FOR ORGAN DONATION HIGHLIGHTS INDIA’S DECEASED DONORS
CHALLENGE

In the latest episode of ‘Mann Ki Baat’, Prime Minister Narendra Modi narrated stories of 10-
month-old Aalin Sherin Abraham whose family decided to donate her organs.

In fact, the country saw its highest number of transplants using organs from deceased donors in
2024 — the last year for which data is available. There was an increase of 16% in the number of
such transplants as compared to the previous years, taking the total number to 3,403, according
to data from the National Organ and Tissue Transplant Organisation (NOTTO).

The national regulator NOTTO has been implementing several measures to increase organ
donation and transplants such as doing away with the requirement to register in the domicile
state or age limit for receiving an organ. It is also working on creating a national portal and a
uniform policy for allocation of organs, ensuring greater transparency and reducing wastage of
organs through coordination with the national network.

SOUND MARK REGISTRATION
— Recently, Kingfisher’s iconic jingle “Oo la la la le 0” has secured a sound mark registration.
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— A sound mark is a non-conventional trademark in which a sound functions as a source
identifier.

— Instead of words, symbols or designs, it is an audio signal that tells the consumer who is behind
a particular product or a service. If anyone associates it with one commercial source, it may qualify
for registration.

CHEETAHS

— Eight cheetahs from Botswana were brought to India as part of the Centre’s ambitious cheetah
reintroduction programme, taking the total number of the big cats in the country to 46.

— This is the third batch of African cheetahs brought to India under the translocation programme,
following earlier introductions from Namibia in September 2022 and South Africa in February
2023.

— The latest transfer from Botswana is part of a government-to-government agreement aimed at
establishing a genetically diverse, free-ranging cheetah population in India over the next decade.

— Cheetahs (Acinonyx jubatus) are well-known for their tawny coats speckled with black dots,
which are placed in a distinctive pattern to aid in animal identification.

— IUCN Red List- Asiatic cheetah “critically endangered”, African Cheetah is listed as vulnerable
(vu.

— Wildlife Protection Act, 1972: Asiatic cheetah-Schedule 1, African Cheetah-Schedule 1.

— Project Cheetah was launched in September 2022 with the intercontinental translocation of
African cheetahs from Namibia and South Africa to the Kuno National Park in Madhya Pradesh.
This translocation took place in two batches of eight and then 12 cheetahs.

THE COMPLEX SOCIAL WORLD OF MACAQUES, THROUGH THE EYES OF PUNCH

In the seven short months of its life, a lot has happened to Punch the monkey, from being rejected
by its mother at birth to becoming an Internet sensation. The viral video clips of Punch, from the
Ichikawa zoo in Japan, have led to curiosity about its species, the Japanese macaque.

Punch was given a stuffed orangutan by its zoo keepers after its mother left. In videos watched
millions of times across the world, Punch can be seen clinging to the toy as other monkeys behave
aggressively towards it or completely ignore it.

BRITISH ACADEMY OF FILM AND TELEVISION ARTS (BAFTA) AWARDS

— The BAFTAs were organised at the Royal Festival Hall in London on February 22.

— Farhan Akhtar made history as his production Manipuri-language film Boong won the Best
Children’s and Family Film award — the first-ever win for an Indian production in this category.

— Boong is the debut film of writer-director Lakshmipriya Devi. The award was presented by
Paddington, a first-ever (anthropomorphised) bear to present the award.
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‘ KHELO INDIA WINTER GAMES

— Indian Army won the Khelo India Winter Games 2026 team championship title with a total of
23 medals - nine gold, six silver and eight bronze.

— Himachal Pradesh signed off as runners-up this year with a late surge, bagging four golds on
the final day to take their tally to 14 medals (six golds, seven silvers and one bronze).

RANJI TROPHY WINNER

— Jammu and Kashmir won their maiden Ranji Trophy. Jammu and Kashmir played their first
game in 1960. However, their first victory in the competition came only in their 99th match in
1982.

— It has won the Ranji Trophy — instituted in 1934 — for the first time since it began
participating in the competition in 1959-60. The Ranji Trophy, as we know, has long been the
proving ground of Indian cricket.

— The Ranji Trophy is named after one of India’s first test cricketers, Ranjitsinhji, who played for
England and Sussex. It is a domestic first-class cricket series.

— The series was announced in 1934, and the initial fixtures took place in 1934-35. Maharaja
Bhupinder Singh of Patiala donated the trophy.

EMINENT SCHOLAR T.K. OOMMEN PASSES AWAY AT 88

T.K. Oommen, a renowned sociologist and Professor Emeritus at Jawaharlal Nehru University,
died at the age of 88 in Gurugram. He was instrumental in shaping modern Indian sociology,
gaining recognition for his work on social justice, identity, and pluralism. Oommen’s influential
studies included research on the Bhoodan Movement and leadership roles such as chairing the
Advisory Committee of the Gujarat Harmony Project following communal violence.

He served as president of both the International Sociological Association and the Indian
Sociological Society, and contributed to the Sachar Committee, which investigated the status of
India’s Muslim community. Oommen viewed sociology as a practical science for understanding
societal change, not just theoretical abstraction.

His scholarship covered five major areas: the transformative power of social movements,
pioneering work on the nursing profession, analysis of state and ethnicity in the context of
communal violence, the relationship between state and civil society, and the interconnectedness
of sociology with history, politics, and culture. He advocated for pluralism and theoretical
eclecticism, reconciling national and humanist values as well as indigenous and foreign influences.

Born in Venmony, Alappuzha in 1937, Oommen authored around 20 books and received
numerous honours, including the Padma Bhushan, V.K.R.V. Rao prize, G.S. Ghurye prize, and UGC’s
Swami Pranavananda Award in Sociology.
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In a major blow to a central pillar of U.S. President Donald Trump’s foreign policy, the country’s
Supreme Court (SCOTUS) has ruled by a 6-3 margin that his use of the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) to impose tariffs on numerous countries is not in accordance with
law and must be struck down. With Chief Justice John Roberts and two other conservative justices
appointed by Mr. Trump siding with the three liberal justices on the subject, the Court ruled that
Mr. Trump’s assertion of “extraordinary power to unilaterally impose tariffs of unlimited amount,
duration, and scope”, is contravened by the absence of “clear congressional authorization” to
exercise it. It also observed that the IEEPA contained no reference to tariffs or duties and that the
executive had not identified any statute that used the word “regulate” to authorise taxation.
Arguing that until now no President has read IEEPA to confer such power, the SCOTUS concluded
that all the evidence available and its reading of the statutes implied that the Court believed that
“IEEPA does not authorize the President to impose tariffs.” Unsurprisingly, Mr. Trump reacted
angrily on social media, posting that he would be raising his global tariff rate to 15%, after initially
suggesting that it would be imposed at 10%, under the authority conferred to the White House for
150 days under Section 122 of the Trade Act of 1974. Tariffs imposed under laws other than the
IEEPA, including those on aluminium and steel under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of
1962, are unaffected by this ruling although Mr. Trump would face challenges in bringing fresh
tariff rounds under this umbrella.

While multiple countries were slapped with tariffs earlier, including India at a whopping overall
rate of 50% owing to Washington’s objections to New Delhi purchasing oil from Russia, the impact
of the SCOTUS ruling will vary based on the specifics of trade agreements struck, if any. Indian
negotiators seeking to conclude the terms of a free trade agreement would not be blamed for
feeling like they were suspended in limbo after the ruling has changed the terms of debate on
which sectors to open up to concessionary rates in bilateral trade, especially after the American
side’s punitive potential has now been defanged to an extent. At a broader level, the ruling is to be
welcomed by anyone valuing robust democratic checks and balances. The two administrations of
Mr. Trump have stretched, and in some cases exceeded, the scope of permissible policy actions
under domestic and international law. Until this ruling by the court, there has been a deafening
silence on containing such actions by institutions rooted in constitutional authority that are
capable of imposing a countervailing force.

TRASHING US TOP COURT, TRUMP RAISES NEW TARIFF TO 15% FROM 10%

A day after the US Supreme Court struck down his sweeping tariffs, President Donald Trump
slammed the ruling, calling it “ridiculous, poorly written and extraordinarily anti-American”, and
announced a blanket 15 per cent levy for 150 days on goods imported into the US from around
the world.

Key Takeaways:

— He raised it to 15 per cent Saturday after announcing a 10 per cent levy following the verdict
on Friday. This means that India now faces a tariff rate of 15 per cent, down from 18 per cent.
Earlier in the day, the Commerce Ministry, in a statement, said it was “studying” the implications
of the US announcement.
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— In a proclamation titled ‘Imposing a Temporary Import Surcharge to Address Fundamental
International Payments Problems’, Trump said he was imposing, for a period of 150 days, a
“temporary import surcharge of 10 per centad valorem” on articles imported into the US, effective
February 24. He later increased the tariff to 15%.

— The 15 per cent rate will be applicable to goods from across the world, including India. The
White House said Trump was invoking his authority under Section 122 of the Trade Act of 1974,
which “empowers the President to address certain fundamental international payment problems
through surcharges and other special import restrictions”.

— The fact sheet noted that some goods will not be subject to the temporary import duty because
of the needs of the US economy or in order to ensure the duty more effectively addresses the
fundamental international payments problems facing the US.

— The goods include certain critical minerals, metals used in currency and bullion, energy, and
energy products; natural resources and fertilizers that cannot be grown, mined, or otherwise
produced in the US or grown, mined, or otherwise produced in sufficient quantities to meet
domestic demand; certain agricultural products, including beef, tomatoes, and oranges;
pharmaceuticals and pharmaceutical ingredients, etc.

— With the US Supreme Court invalidating Trump’s imposition of reciprocal tariffs, the dynamics
of the India-US trade deal are set to change. Both countries are yet to legally sign the agreement,
which has been nearly a year in the making. While Washington had already decided to lower the
tariffs on India to 18%, US Customs was yet to lower the tariffs on Indian goods - it will now come
down to 15%.

— Switzerland-based think tank Global Trade Alert (GTA) said the removal of IEEPA
(International Emergency Economic Powers Act) tariffs would have reduced the trade-weighted
average US tariff rate from 15.3% to 8.3%.

— Since IEEPA tariffs varied considerably across trading partners, their removal had the potential
to significantly reshape competitive conditions facing exporters to the US, the GTA said.

Hours after the US Supreme Court struck down Donald Trump’s signature economic policy, the
American President signed a proclamation using an alternative law — Section 122 of the Trade
Act of 1974 — to impose a new 10% temporary tariff on goods from all countries.

—The court essentially took a battering ram to Trump’s tariff wall erected using the IEEPA — a
law no previous President has used to impose tariffs.

— The conservative-majority court effectively restored the US Congress’s primacy in trade policy.
It invalidated Trump’s country-specific reciprocal tariffs and fentanyl-linked duties imposed on
imports from major trading partners.

— The ruling significantly constrained the US President’s ability to weaponise tariffs, forcing the
federal administration to find other ways to go about implementing his trade agenda. To be clear,
the ruling specifically affects Trump’s IEEPA tariffs. Tariffs on key goods such as steel and
aluminium under other provisions are not affected.
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— The three major implications

— First, the new tariffs put most countries on an even keel, at least for now, instead of the
differential tariffs that Trump had slapped on each country using the now illegally-applied 1977
law, the IEEPA.

— This could undermine America’s recent trade deals with the UK, Japan, EU, Malaysia, Indonesia,
Vietnam, and the one under negotiation with India. Now, all countries — Japan, South Korea,
Vietnam and India — will face a 15% tariff rate. The earlier 10% rate initially announced by
Trump on Friday was baseline tariff under IEEPA, irrespective of a deal.

— Second, Section 122 allows the temporary imposition of 15% tariffs for up to 150 days in
response to “fundamental international payments problems”. While the use of these tariffs will
buy some time for the Trump administration, the problem for them is that the provision has never
been used and, like IEEPA, will face legal challenges. Also, what happens after 150 days is unclear.
At that point, the administration would have to go to the US Congress, which means this solution
is temporary.

— Third, Trump and his administration would now have to painstakingly put his tariff wall back
together, brick by brick. The blanket use of IEEPA is not an option now. While the use of Section
122 is temporary, the use of Section 232 and Section 301 offers much less flexibility and warrant
formal investigations before they are levied.

— That would dent Trump’s method of using tariff threats and forcing negotiations with affected
trading partners at gunpoint. But the need for investigations and findings can make levies harder
to challenge once they are in place, but would take time to run its course. Given that tariffs remain
Trump’s signature policy, he will resort to all possible means to route back his tariff wall, in
whatever limited manner, a government official said.

— With the US Supreme Court striking down his imposition of reciprocal tariffs through the use
of the IEEPA, US President Donald Trump has indicated that his administration will continue with
its tariff policy using other legislation at its disposal.

— Experts said a fresh investigation could result in tariffs higher than those imposed under the
IEEPA. Since the other legislations also have limitations, the Trump administration used the
IEEPA.

— Last year, arguing before a court in an IEEPA case, US Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick
had flagged the limitations of other legal tools available to the administration to tackle rising trade
deficits, particularly with countries like China.

— Lutnick told the Court of International Trade that the alternatives - such as Section 232 of the
Trade Expansion Act of 1962 and Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974 - are not designed for
national emergencies, are procedurally time-consuming, and do not permit immediate action.

THE EVOLVING NATURE OF TRADE AGREEMENTS

U.S. President Donald Trump has signed several trade agreements with countries such as
Malaysia, Cambodia, Argentina, and Bangladesh. These agreements have been signed under the
shadow of intimidating and illegal tariffs. The U.S. has also announced a trade agreement with
India, for which the two sides have issued a joint statement. Trade agreements exemplify the
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legalisation of international trade relations. But are all trade agreements the same? Can the India-
U.S. trade deal, once finalised, be compared to India’s recent agreements with the EU or the U.K.?

The U.S. refers to agreements signed by Mr. Trump as Agreements on Reciprocal Trade (ART), as
opposed to Free Trade Agreements (FTAs). This creates a new category in international trade
deals, which now consists of three typologies.

Multilateralism

At the core of international trade treaties is the robust multilateral trade agreement established
by the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World Trade Organization (WTO).
The GATT untethered the global American project of creating a non-discriminatory trading regime
firmly grounded in the most-favoured-nation (MFN) rule (this WTO rule specifies that if a special
favour is granted to one country, such as lower tariffs, then it has to be extended to all other WTO
members as well).

The U.S. established a multilateral trading arrangement, based on an unconditional MFN rule, due
to the pursuit of trade protectionism during the interwar years. Further, the formation of the WTO
in 1995 provided an institutional architecture to this multilateral trade project. The WTO
expanded trade beyond goods to include services and intellectual property, and established an
intricate dispute settlement mechanism. While some view the WTO as part of a global imperialist
state, its one-country-one-vote principle provides developing countries with some agency and an
opportunity to forge alliances and bargain with the developed world.

Preferential trade agreements

Interestingly, while the WTO establishes a trading regime based on non-discrimination, it allows
its members to sign preferential trading agreements on a non-MFN basis. Two such arrangements
are recognised in Article XXIV of GATT — free trade areas and Customs Unions (CUs). However,
since these arrangements are an exception to the MFN principle, they are subject to stringent
conditions. For instance, an FTA creating a free trade area should cover ‘substantially all trade’
between its constituents. Likewise, a CU should not only cover ‘substantially all trade’ but also
have a common external trade policy for non-members. These stringent conditions aim to make
FTAs and CUs building blocks rather than impediments to trade multilateralism.

Until the 1980s, these arrangements were not popular among countries. However, in the last three
decades, there has been a proliferation of FTAs. While most FTAs are bilateral, some are quite
large, covering 10 to 15 countries, such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) agreement. Many of these FTAs are WTO-plus, that is, they go beyond the topics covered
by the WTO, by including rules on labour, environment, and foreign investment protection. These
FTAs are criticised for thrusting new obligations on developing countries. However, as these FTAs
are notified to the WTO as a mandatory legal requirement, they provide countries adversely
affected by them with an opportunity to raise questions and scrutinise them.

Agreements on reciprocal trade

The ARTs that the Trump administration has been signing with WTO members are not signed
under Article XXIV of the GATT. This makes these agreements legally suspicious. While GATT
Article XXIV-type FTAs have an institutional linkage with the WTO, ARTs are completely
independent. The most alarming element of these ARTs is that they exemplify the Trump
administration’s ‘America First’ trade policy. While the U.S. continues to impose tariff rates
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inconsistent with its WTO obligations, its trading partner is strong-armed into either eliminating
or drastically reducing tariff rates on U.S. goods. Moreover, in addition to WTO-plus
characteristics, these ARTs contain several one-sided provisions aimed at bolstering U.S. interests.
For instance, Article 4.1 of the U.S.-Bangladesh ART provides that if the U.S. adopts a trade
measure to protect its economic or national security, and notifies Bangladesh of the same, the
latter, too, in accordance with its domestic laws, shall adopt a complementary restrictive action in
support of the former. A provision like this effectively ties the interests of the U.S.” partner to the
U.S. Another key feature of these ARTs is that they restrict the data sovereignty of U.S." treaty
partners. For instance, Article 3.4 of the U.S.-El Salvador ART proscribes El Salvador from
imposing customs duties on electronic transactions.

In sum, the U.S. ARTs are imperial in nature. Additionally, because these ARTSs are not notified to
the WTO, other countries can’t scrutinise them. These agreements are an attempt to deracinate
trade multilateralism and should be stoutly resisted by developing countries.

STICK TOGETHER

Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva’s India visit last week sent important messages for
both India-Brazil ties, and for solidarity in the developing world, as two Global South powers
focused on global governance and leadership. After his talks with Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
India and Brazil agreed to try and double trade to $30 billion by 2030, and signed agreements on
critical minerals, steel mining, and digital cooperation to diversify beyond China-led supply
chains. Mr. Lula, along with French President Emmanuel Macron, was among about 20 leaders at
India’s Al Impact Summit and was later accorded a state visit. The 80-year-old Brazilian
President’s presence was important, as he faces elections later this year, which may make it
difficult for him to attend India’s BRICS summit if it coincides with his campaigning for a fourth
term. It also came amidst fresh turmoil over U.S.-imposed trade tariffs, after the American
Supreme Court struck down U.S. President Donald Trump’s rationale for the reciprocal tariffs.
India and Brazil were both the highest taxed countries by the U.S. — 50% tariffs each — and both
faced further possible tariffs over BRICS ties, Iran trade, and Russian oil imports. India and Brazil
are also key members of the BRICS grouping of developing nations, the India-Brazil-South Africa
(IBSA), G-4 with Germany and South Africa on UNSC reform, and co-founders of the biofuel
alliance for alternative energy; each of these has faced challenges from Mr. Trump’s policies on
trade, territorial sovereignty, multilateralism and the UN, and fossil fuels. Amid such uncertainty,
Mr. Modi and Mr. Lula reaffirmed their commitment to protecting the multilateral order.

Before leaving India, Mr. Lula, who is set to visit Washington next month, did not mince words
while speaking to journalists about the challenges posed by the U.S. government. As a former trade
union leader, he said he believed that the only way of tackling geopolitical uncertainty unleashed
by the U.S. was for countries to “unionise”, rather than cutting deals individually with Washington,
which leave smaller nations at a disadvantage. The words are particularly important for both
Delhi and Brasilia, as both have negotiated with the Trump administration on tariffs, but have not
so far signed trade deals with the U.S. The U.S. court ruling offers an opportunity to reset the terms
of the agreements, and it is significant that New Delhi has postponed a meeting of trade
negotiators this week to give the U.S. and India time to assess the ruling. India and Brazil, and their
developing world partners, should coordinate the next steps and stay engaged with Washington.
Mr. Lula’s warning is clear: it is easy to break a single stick, but far more difficult to do so if the
sticks are bundled tightly together.
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US TRADE DEAL: WHY A CLAUSE OFFERS INDIA SOME WRIGGLE ROOM

Indian trade negotiators, headed to Washington, DC, for three-day talks starting Monday to
finalise the legal text of the India-US trade agreement struck earlier this month, had to literally
abort their trip as New Delhi pushed for rescheduling these discussions.

Key Takeaways:

— The US has signed framework agreements with nearly 20 trade partners, and US Trade
Representative Jamieson Greer was at pains to assert that all these 20-odd trade deals stand as
negotiated.

— But for India, there is sufficient wriggle room: One, India’s deal is still very much under
negotiation and the two countries have only reached a framework for an Interim Agreement; two,
and more importantly, clause 8 in the Framework for an Interim Agreement says: “In the event of
any changes to the agreed upon tariffs of either country, the United States and India agree that the
other country may modify its commitments.”

— This clause, an insertion from the Indian side given the multiple legal challenges to Trump’s
tariffs, could now provide some space for India to recalibrate the tariff and non-tariff concessions
from its side, while keeping the American side engaged on thrashing out a meaningfully balanced
trade deal.

— After the US Supreme Court ruled that President Donald Trump overstepped his powers by
imposing sweeping tariffs under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA),
India can potentially invoke that specific clause to say that America’s commitment now stands
“modified”. The earlier 18% “concessional” tariff offered by the Trump administration under
[EEPA is now replaced with a flat 15% tariff for all of America’s trading partners.

— The 15% announced Saturday is the maximum allowed under a never-used American trade law
(under Section 122 of the 1974 Trade Act). Also, this 15% is temporary, given that the provision
only allows the new tariffs to stay in place for around five months (150 days). After that, the
American government must seek US Congressional approval. So, the uncertainties persist.

— Even the flat 15% that the US administration has now imposed under Section 122 is open to
legal challenge, because the administration has to prove balance of payments-related challenges
for America as a justification to do so.

— Also, now for any tariff deal to be inked by a trade partner, this new 15% uniform rate becomes
the baseline scenario. So, for any preferential access or concessions offered by trade partners, the
tariff for access to the US market has to be lower than this uniform rate.

— From India’s perspective, it would be important to watch where the Chinese trade deal is
headed. A White House official said that US President Donald Trump is set to visit China from
March 31 to April 2 this year, with trade talks on the anvil. Any decision on the India talks would
be likely with this visit looming in the horizon.

Do You Know:

— Trump’s choice of Section 122 marks yet another use of an instrument associated with Richard
Nixon to pressure American trading partners. In 1971, Nixon invoked the Trading with the Enemy
Actof 1917 (TWEA) to briefly impose a 10% tariff on all imports, while the US struggled to resolve
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its balance-of-payments crisis with the collapse of the fixed exchange rate system. Trump has cited
this precedent as a rationale for his tariffs under the IEEPA, which succeeded the TWEA.

— Nixon’s next action was enacting Section 122, which directs the President to take measures,
including imposing a temporary import surcharge, or tariff, when necessary to address “large and
serious United States balance-of-payments deficits” or certain other situations that present
“fundamental international payments problems.”

LINES IN THE SAND

India’s entry into the Pax Silica alliance represents a strategic manoeuvre to secure its
technological future by aligning with a U.S.-led coalition focused on the infrastructure for Artificial
Intelligence (Al) and critical minerals. Its membership could boost domestic industrial goals by
complementing initiatives such as India Semiconductor, IndiaAl, and National Critical Mineral
Missions. By joining this ecosystem, India will aim to secure raw materials supply and advanced
equipment, attract investment, and influence global tech and security standards. India does not
currently possess significant capacity in processing critical minerals nor does it extract them in
large quantities. That said, for the rest of the world, including the Pax Silica group, the more
important implication is in India’s potential to shift the centre of gravity for global manufacturing
and consumption. India’s massive demand can be useful to financially justify new supply chains,
especially ones not pegged to China; the country can also provide the engineering talent and
assembly capacity required to diversify the global technology supply chain. India’s participation
could also add significant geopolitical weight to the bloc’s efforts to establish democratic
governance for critical technologies, rendering the coalition’s standards more viable.

Of course, there is no such thing as a free lunch. The implications for India include potential
economic retaliation from China, such as trade friction, slower market access, or pressure on
upstream inputs such as minerals and active pharmaceutical ingredients. The Pax Silica
partnership’s focus on “trusted ecosystems” could also translate into rigid expectations regarding
export controls and technology-transfer guardrails, which could clash with India’s preference for
not locking itself into alliances but, instead, pursuing what External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
has called “issue-based alignments”. The government could open itself up to more criticism at
home particularly if the U.S.-led bloc also begins to shape India’s domestic Al rules in ways that
look externally driven. Smaller Indian firms attempting to join global value chains could also face
significant financial burdens and longer timelines due to stricter security audit requirements. In
the end, the success of Pax Silica will depend on whether its partners go beyond talks to build a
real-world supply chain where raw minerals are mined, refined, turned into chips, and used to
power Al systems, all among the pact’s members, creating a secure technology network that drives
India’s economic growth while protecting the alliance from disruptions.

DESPITE LATE INCLUSION, WHY PAX SILICA MATTERS FOR INDIA’S Al, TECH HOPES

India on Friday (February 20) signed the Pax Silica declaration on the sidelines of the Al Impact
Summit in New Delhi, formally entering the American-led strategic initiative to counter China’s
dominance in artificial intelligence and technology supply chains.

Key Takeaways:

— The Donald Trump administration had launched the grouping on December 12, but left India
out of its first list.
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— It was only a month later that the new US Ambassador to India, Sergio Gor, announced that
India would be invited to join the initiative, striking a conciliatory note amid the trade tensions
that were prevailing between the two countries, before the agreement on a trade deal framework
was struck.

— 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.

— According to the US, Pax Silica is aimed at bringing “friendly and trusted” countries together to
reduce “coercive dependencies”, protect materials and capabilities “foundational to artificial
intelligence”, and “ensure aligned nations can develop and deploy transformative technologies at
scale”.

— The fine print issued by the US State Department after the initiative was launched in December
says the move aims to build a “secure, prosperous, and innovation-driven silicon supply chain” to
secure access across the Al stack, from minerals and chips to security and logistics.

— Measures under Pax Silica include pursuing new joint ventures and strategic co-investment
opportunities, protecting sensitive technologies and critical infrastructure from undue access or
control by countries and building trusted technology ecosystems, including Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) systems, fibre-optic cables, data centres, foundational models
and applications. India, for instance, has had concerns over China’s involvement in critical
infrastructure, such as telecom.

— While India has concerns over China’s involvement in India’s critical infrastructure, such as
telecom, the West has worries over extreme dependence on China. The US has been engaged in a
trade war with China to decouple due to the widening trade gap, and India has been positioning
itself to get a share of the manufacturing supply chain shift.

— The US initiative intends to sideline China and India naturally sees itself in being part of such
an initiative. But the lack of processing capacity and expertise is the primary reason why India did
not make the cut right at the outset.

— It was seen as lacking the critical edge technologies or access to resources that Pax Silica is
targeting, and is not a major repository of critical minerals.

— That is not the case with the list of eight countries that Pax Silica brought together, each of
which have some sort of a lead in Al or semiconductor supply chains — Japan, Korea, Singapore,
the Netherlands, the UK, Israel, the UAE and Australia.

— Pax Silica aims to build secure supply chains — ranging from critical minerals and energy
inputs to advanced manufacturing and semiconductors. All of these are areas of concern for India.

— It is significant because it signals the manner in which the next global tech order could take
shape as countries regroup in strategic sectors involving a Chinese presence. Grouping such as
Pax Silica could cohesively work to address supply chain chokepoints next.

— India’s presence in Pax Silica could help New Delhi’s growth in technology-heavy sectors, which
it currently lacks, deepening its import dependency. Overall, this is expected to power India’s late-
start and growth in the semiconductor mission and the Al race.
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Do You Know:

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

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

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

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

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

AS URBANISATION GROWS, 16TH FC PROVIDES A BOOST

The 16th Finance Commission (FC) has provided a boost to urban local governments, shows its
latest report tabled in Parliament on February 1.

Key Takeaways:

— The FC is a Constitutional body that provides recommendations about how India’s Centre and
state governments should divide tax revenues. It is reconstituted every five years and provides a
fresh set of recommendations.

— Since the 10th FC, which was the first one after India adopted a third tier of government —
urban local bodies and the rural panchayats — each FC has provided grants to these government
structures.

— The latest FC, the 16th, has sharply increased the proportion of grants for urban local
governments to 45% from the previous FC’s 36% allotment and the 13th FC’s 26% allotment. In
absolute numbers, the 16th FC recommends Rs 3.56 lakh crore in grants to urban local bodies —
over two times more than 15th FC’s Rs 1.55-lakh crore grant and a 15-fold rise over the 13th FC’s
grant.

— The 13th FCis relevant because it came immediately after the last Census in 2011. These shares
are important because they determine how much money is available with the lowest tier of
government to solve problems at the grassroots level.
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— A significantly higher share for urban bodies versus the rural bodies is in recognition of the
projected urbanisation level of 41% as of 2031. Simply put, with each passing decade, more and
more of India is living in its cities.

— According to the last Census in 2011, 31% of the population was living in urban areas. This is
much lower than global peers such as China (45%), Indonesia (54%) and Brazil (87%).

— A 2015 World Bank report said 54% of Indians were living in cities and another 24% were
living in “urban clusters”, taking the total to 78%. None of these numbers still capture the rapid
changes in migration that are taking place each year.

— Lack of credible numbers hold back policy initiatives. The worst affected are urban local bodies.
The recommendations for an increased share by the 16th FC are likely to address some of the
financial gaps in urban governance.

— The increased allocation has not been distributed equally. The grant will be distributed based
on the 16th FC’s population-based distribution formula. Accordingly, there is a large variation in
the way grant amounts have gone up or down for different states.

Do You Know:

— The 16th Finance Commission was constituted by the President on 31 December 2023 under
the chairmanship of Dr. Arvind Panagariya, former Vice- chairman of NITI ayog, The Commission
was mandated to make its recommendations for the five-year period commencing on 1 April 2026
and ending on 31 March 2031.

— The Commission has kept the vertical devolution intact, retaining the states’ share in the
divisible pool at 41 per cent. But, in determining the horizontal devolution, it has deviated from
the previous Commission on the criteria and weights to be used.

IN NEW GDP SERIES, ECONOMY ESTIMATED TO GROW 7.6% IN FY26

The Indian economy grew by 7.8% in October-December 2025 according to the new GDP series
with 2022-23 as the base year, with growth for 2025-26 as a whole seen at 7.6% as per the
Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation’s (MoSPI) second advance estimate.

Key Takeaways:

— This is higher than the first advance estimate of 7.4% released in January under the old GDP
series which had a base year of 2011-12.

— The revisions made to other GDP growth figures under the old series are as follows:
e April-June 2025 GDP growth is now 6.7% versus 7.8% under the old series
e July-September 2025 GDP growth is now 8.4% versus 8.2% under the old series
e 2023-24 GDP growth is now 7.2% versus 9.2% under the old series
e 2024-25 GDP growth is now 7.1% versus 6.5% under the old series

— The release of the new GDP series with 2022-23 as the base year comes more than a decade
after the exercise was last performed by the statistics ministry.
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— Back in January 2015, when the erstwhile GDP series with 2004-05 as the base year was
revised, growth was raised for some years and lowered for others after MoSPI incorporated
several methodological changes to measure the size of the Indian economy more accurately and
comprehensively.

— The 2022-23 GDP series has also undergone major changes, the most crucial of which has been
how nominal GDP is adjusted for price changes to arrive atreal GDP. The so-called single-deflator
method, used until now by MoSPI to calculate the Gross Value Added (GVA) of all sectors other
than agriculture and mining and quarrying, could lead to growth being overstated at times when
commodity prices were falling or not rising as fast as consumer prices.

— In a major move, the new GDP series does not use the single-deflator method at all and instead
uses double-deflation - adjusting input and outputs by their respective inflation rates - with
deflators also being used at a more granular level. This allows for more accurate measurement of
real GDP growth.

Do You Know:

— The GDP is the central metric to assess the annual economic growth or the overall size of an
economy and the so-called “base year” refers to the year that works as a starting point for
calculations. The base year for GDP calculation is now 2022-23. In other words, the GDP in 2022-
23 is used as a “base” over which the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth of any following year
is calculated. This is the eighth such revision.

— GDP is the sum of the market value of all the final goods and services produced within the
geographical boundaries of a country each year. The value of GDP measured in current prices is
called Nominal GDP but it might not be a good measure of production because the increase in
value may result from an increase in prices and not output. Nominal GDP, adjusted for price
changes, is called Real GDP.

Nominal GDP per capita = Nominal GDP /total population

Real GDP per capita = Real GDP/total population
NEW CPI BASE, A CLEARER INFLATION SIGNAL

India’s inflation index has been updated to reflect better how households allocate their spending
today. Under the earlier Consumer Price Index (CPI), consumption was grouped into six broad
categories, with a wide range of everyday services — such as health, education, transport, and
personal care — aggregated into a single head. The revised CPI, re-organises the basket into 12
distinct categories in accordance with the Classification of Individual Consumption According to
Purpose (COICOP) 2018. This improves the visibility of individual components of household
expenditure. As a result, the weight of food has declined, while housing and services account for a
larger share, in line with long-term changes in consumption patterns. The revision does not alter
what households spend; it refines how that spending is measured for inflation.

The intellectual foundation of this approach dates back more than two centuries. In 1822, Joseph
Lowe developed the idea of measuring inflation in England during the Napoleonic wars, arguing
that treating all prices equally was mistaken and that goods and services should be weighted
according to their importance in everyday consumption. The modern Consumer Price Index
continues to follow this principle: prices change, but the basket remains fixed for a given base
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period. The latest revision updates the basket using Household Consumption Expenditure Survey
(HCES) data and aligns weights with current spending patterns.

When the report states that the CPI General (Combined) stood at 104.46 in January 2026, consider
a simple example. Let us suppose Usha bought a fixed basket of goods in the same proportions
covering all 12 CPI categories for X100 in January 2024. This year is treated as the base year, so
CPI12024 issetat 100. When Usha returns to the market in January 2026 and buys the same basket
of goods in the same quantities, she now has to pay X104.46. That is why the CPI for January 2026
is shown as 104.46. In plain terms, CPI 104.46 means that the same basket of goods that cost 3100
in the base year now costs X104.46. Therefore, the CPI indicates how expensive life has become
compared to the base year. It reflects the price level, not how fast prices are rising.

The inflation rate explains the pace of price increases. Using the same example, an inflation rate
of 2.75% compares prices in January 2026 with prices in January 2025, not with the base year. If
Usha bought the same basket for about ¥101.60 in January 2025 and it now costs 3104.46 in
January 2026, the increase over one year is 2.75%. This is why inflation is reported at 2.75%.
Simply put, the inflation rate shows how fast prices have risen over the past year. It does not
indicate how expensive things already are; it only shows how quickly prices have gone up recently.

The top five States (with a population above 50 lakh as per the last conducted Census in 2011)
recording the highest inflation in January 2026 — Telangana, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan, and
Karnataka. This reflects structural differences in household spending that are captured more
clearly under CPI 2024. With the revised index reducing the weight of food and raising the weight
of housing and services — based on updated Household Consumption Expenditure Survey data
— price pressures in non-food categories now have a greater influence on headline inflation.

State-level inflation is shaped less by food price movements alone and more by differences in
consumption structure, a contrast that was less visible under the earlier CPI base.

[t also helps explain how the Reserve Bank of India looks at inflation. Under the new CPI, when
States such as Telangana, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan, and Karnataka show higher inflation, it
points to rising costs in services such as rent, health care, education and transport, not just short-
term food price changes. This is important for the RBI because food prices often rise and fall
quickly, while service prices generally remain high for longer. The CPI 2024 thus enables the RBI
to judge whether price pressures are transitory or persistent, a key input for interest-rate
decisions.

WHY ARE APPLE TRADERS IN J&K WORRIED?

The story so far:

Jammu and Kashmir Chief Minister Omar Abdullah and Leader of the Opposition in J&K Mehbooba
Mufti have termed the India-U.S. trade deal as a death knell for the horticulture sector, especially
for apple production in Kashmir. The criticism has grown shriller in the backdrop of India’s
decision to reduce basic customs duty on apples imported from the U.S. from 50% to 25%, even
though the Minimum Import Price (MIP) was set at I80 per kilogram. Under the new India-
European Union trade deal, import duty on fresh fruits was reduced to 20% under a Tariff Rate
Quota (TRQ) system. Only 50,000 tonnes per year of apples will be allowed from the EU at this
reduced duty, to avoid the sudden flooding of Indian markets. However, the deal agrees to increase
the quota to 1,00,000 tonnes over the next 10 years.
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How important is apple production?

According to the J&K Economic Survey 2025-26, apple production comprises 50% of the total
horticulture production of J&K against pear, apricot, peach, plum, cherry, citrus, mango, walnut,
almond etc. The horticulture sector produces roughly 310,000 crore in revenue and employs
about 35 lakh individuals, either directly or indirectly, thereby supporting approximately seven
lakh families, the official survey suggested.

In 2024, apple production in J&K stood at 21 lakh metric tonnes. Over 173.07 lakh hectares of land
in J&K are under apple orchards. J&K contributes to over 70% of the total apple production in the
country.

The apple is the fourth most important fruit crop in India.

Besides J&K, Tamil Nadu, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Nagaland, and Sikkim also produce
apples.

Why are there fears?

Kashmir cannot compete with apples produced in Western countries due to their farming
practices, favourable government policy and technological intervention. One estimate suggests
that orchardists in New Zealand, the U.S., and in the EU on an average operate on 50-plus hectare
farms against an average of 0.40 hectares in J&K. Only 7-8 tonnes of apples per hectare can be
produced in India, whereas 40-70 tonnes per hectare are produced in countries like the U.S,, Iran,
New Zealand and China owing to better geography, advanced technology and mechanisation, says
Nasir Hamid Khan, former vice-president of the Kashmir Chamber of Commerce and Industries
(KCCI), a pan-Valley traders body. Moreover, Western countries have already introduced Al
system technologies for pruning, pollination, harvesting, infield-sorting and bagging.

How will it impact off-season pricing?

Nations in the West have also mastered many popular varieties of apples such as gala apples. India
introduced the gala variety only very recently and it is yet to reach its optimum production quality
in terms of colour, taste, juice, shape as well as yield. Orchardists in Kashmir fear apples from the
West will enter India at cheaper prices and in turn hit controlled-atmosphere cold storage prices
the most. With reduced import duty, fresh New Zealand apples will enter Indian markets at
cheaper prices, directly undercutting Indian apples stored in cold facilities, says Izhan Javed, a
senior member of the J&K Fruits and Vegetables Processing and Integrated Cold Chain
Association. Kashmir stores 397.08 lakh metric tonnes of apples in 92 cold storages currently.
Local orchardists in Kashmir have invested heavily in cold storage infrastructure. “The trade deals
threaten to make these investments economically unviable, endangering the entire post-harvest
ecosystem built with public and private capital. The trade deal has the potential to destroy off-
season price stability and push farmers back into distress sales,” warns Mr. Javed.

What are J&K parties demanding?

J&K parties and traders are urging the Centre to relook the deal and ensure safeguards for apple
producers. In J&K, parties are clamouring for a joint strategy to pressure the Centre to exclude
apples from the deal. The Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) leader and legislator Waheed-ur-
Rehmaan Parra has sought an all-party meeting “to devise a collective strategy”. “Out of 30 lakh
kanals of orchard land, only 30,000 kanals are under high-density cultivation. There is a need to
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have interest-free loans for farmers under Holistic Agriculture Development Programme (HADP)
to compete globally,” says Mr. Parra.

The PDP also pitched for the expansion of cold storage and controlled-atmosphere storage
infrastructure “to prevent distress sales”. It demanded the activation of dry port projects in J&K
for the smooth ferrying of apples from the Valley to the markets outside.

Chief Minister Omar Abdullah has also echoed these concerns. He said the trade deal will “spell
disaster for the horticulture sector if left unaddressed”. Mr. Abdullah says time has come to invest
in improving productivity and quality before the market is flooded by cheaper apples. We don’t
know what the benefits will be in the rest of the country, but we are seeing a loss, Mr. Abdullah
warned. He underlined that the deals have paved an “uneven playing field for local orchardists
and better-quality imports will dominate the market and the local produce will get devalued”.

THE EXPLOSIVE RISE AND INHERENT RISKS OF PREDICTION MARKETS

The story so far:

In a booming section of the Internet, gamblers do not restrict their bets to sports teams and horses.
They also bet on the possibility of Israel launching strikes against Gaza, the U.S. election results,
the possible return of Jesus Christ, and the number of tweets Elon Musk might post on a given day.
These bets are placed on prediction market platforms like Kalshi and Polymarket, where
speculators bet on the outcomes of real world events including wars, the Oscars, ongoing court
cases, gold prices, government proceedings, and even the local weather.

How do prediction markets work?

A prediction market is a platform where users buy units of a ‘probable event’ to make a profit
when that event happens (or not). Generally, users can fund their trading accounts through crypto,
credit/debit cards, or bank transfers. A platform fee may or may not be charged. Once set up, users
can browse topics such as science, sports, culture, finance, etc. to find an event they want to bet
on. Kalshi and Polymarket both claim to be the largest prediction market platforms. For
transactions, Polymarket uses the USDC stablecoin — a non-official cryptocurrency pegged to the
value of the U.S. dollar — via the Polygon network.

Take a real question from Polymarket, as of February 4: “Will anyone be jailed over Epstein
disclosures?” Here, the answer ‘Yes’ was worth 19 cents at the time, while ‘No’ was worth 82 cents.
Clearly, users were betting on the latter outcome. Users choose to buy ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ “shares,” and
these values may continue to change based on new developments. A Polymarket calculator
showed that buying $100 worth of ‘Yes’ shares meant the user would get $499.43 in case anyone
was jailed due to the Epstein disclosures. If they bought $100 worth of ‘No’ shares, they would get
$121.95 in case the situation panned out as they predicted. Remember the “unit” prices can change
drastically at any time. Users can also choose to sell their “shares” before the stipulated deadline,
in case they want to cash in their profits or cut their losses.

Prediction markets are surging in popularity because of their design, ease, and social media
virality. Kalshi and Polymarket give speculators the confidence to bet on real-world events they
are familiar with, instead of forcing them to research unfamiliar asset classes or learn about
technical investment options and indicators. Zooming out, prediction markets claim that such
economies are focused on crowdsourced truth or crowd wisdom, and that there is less chance of
bias and deception, since a large number of people bet on outcomes they truly believe will happen.
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Regarding the controversial West Asia-related prediction markets that allow bets on future air
strikes, Polymarket’s website stated: “After discussing with those directly affected by the attacks,
who had dozens of questions, we realized that prediction markets could give them the answers
they needed in ways TV news and X could not”.

Kalshi tells its users that they “have the ability to make the same smart trades and strategic
investments that were once the exclusive domain of the financial elite”.

Why are they being criticised?

Those opposing prediction market platforms list risks including the promotion of irresponsible
gambling, people being encouraged to bet on violence, the rapid spread of false news, and the
potential for insider trading due to powerful individuals becoming involved in sensitive markets
where privileged information results in profits.

In January 2025, Kalshi announced that Donald Trump Jr. had joined as a strategic advisor. Mr.
Trump Jr. claimed on X that people close to him used Kalshi during the election night to know that
Mr. Trump had won “hours ahead of the fake news media”. In August, media outlets reported that
the Trump Jr.-linked venture capital firm 1789 Capital invested in Polymarket, and that he had
joined its advisory board.

Both Kalshi and Polymarket are also active on social media platforms like Elon Musk-owned X and
Meta-owned Instagram, where they post clickbait-style news snippets to their huge followings
and depict their users’ bets as though they are fact-based statistics.

Moreover, both Polymarket and Kalshi have published fake news in the past. In fact, Amazon’s Jeff
Bezos once disputed Polymarket’s claim that he asked Gen Z entrepreneurs to get “real world jobs”
at McDonalds or Palantir before starting a business. Meanwhile, the Axios outlet reported that
Kalshi falsely posted about U.S. and Denmark discussions, leading to an official clarification from
Denmark.

Are prediction markets regulated?

This is a grey area. Prediction markets are regulated in some jurisdictions while banned in others.
Kalshi reported it was regulated by the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission (CFTC), but
it faces restrictions and legal challenges in multiple U.S. states. Meanwhile, 33 countries are
completely restricted from accessing Polymarket, including the U.S., Germany, the U.K, and
Singapore.

Prediction markets are also sparking interest in India. In recent months, multiple Reddit users
have created threads to ask whether betting via platforms such as Polymarket is legal in India.
Other Redditors explored ways to make money off prediction markets without attracting legal
scrutiny.
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When a sufficiently massive star runs out of fuel, its core collapses and triggers a supernova, a
dramatic explosion that scatters the star’s outer layers into space. But scientists have long
suspected that sometimes, the explosion fails and instead of a supernova, the star just disappears.

In a recent paper in Science, astronomers have reported observational evidence of such a star in
the Andromeda Galaxy, dubbed M31-2014-DS1.

The star was a supergiant about 100,000 times brighter than the sun. In 2014, it brightened in
infrared light, suggesting dust was forming around the star. Then, from 2017, the star’s brightness
dropped by more than 10,000 times over five years until, in 2023, optical telescopes couldn’t see
it.

The researchers, led by Kishalay De from Columbia University, analysed years of archival data as
well as made new observations using some of the world’s most powerful telescopes, measuring
the star’s brightness in different wavelengths. They also built computer models of how stars
evolve and die to help them understand the star’s properties.

All the evidence indicated a failed supernova. When the star’s core collapsed, it should have sent
a powerful shockwave through the star’s outer layers, blasting them into space. However, the
wave may not have been powerful enough, causing most of the star’s material to fall back to the
collapsing core.

As a result, the star would have ‘swallowed itself’, leaving behind a black hole.

The infrared brightening in 2014 was likely caused by the small amount of material that was
ejected; this material would have subsequently cooled and formed dust, which would have glowed
with infrared light before eventually dispersing.

The researchers also found similarities with another candidate named NGC 6946-BH1, which
vanished from optical telescopes’ view in 2009, suggesting ‘failed supernovae’ may not be as rare
as astronomers once believed. At the same time, the researchers wrote in their paper, the
relationship between a star’s mass and how it dies may also be less predictable than first thought.

‘Will keep studying’

This said, a separate group led by Emma Beasor of Liverpool John Moores University argued in
early January that the observations don’t exactly match a failed supernova, including that the
erstwhile star’s infrared brightness didn’t fade as expected. Instead, this group suggested the data
could also be explained by two stars colliding and merging.

At present, Dr. De said in a podcast, the team will keep studying the star to learn more.
WHY DID THE U.S. DROP A CORE RADIATION SAFETY RULE?

The story so far:

The Linear No-Threshold (LNT) model and the ALARA principle have served as the conceptual

and operational foundations of the global radiation protection framework for many decades. But,
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on January 12, the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) “eliminated” ALARA from its directives and
regulations, departing significantly from longstanding national and international practices.

What is the LNT model?

The LNT model is a risk estimation framework that says any amount of ionising radiation, no
matter how small, carries some risk of causing harm, especially cancer. In other words, there is no
threshold below which radiation is considered completely risk-free. And the risk increases
linearly with dose. ALARA, short for “as low as reasonably achievable”, is the operational
philosophy of radiation protection. ‘Reasonably’ is the most important condition. The philosophy
balances safety with feasibility, cost, and societal need, and its aim is to improve continuously,
including better shielding, administrative procedures, and training. Thus, in practice ALARA aims
to reduce unnecessary exposure using engineering controls and encourages a safety culture.
Unfortunately, when these principles are misapplied, as they have often been, they create a
baggage of woes. The International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) and other
stakeholders are realising that modern radiological protection requires a different approach.

Why has the U.S. eliminated ALARA?

“The DOE’s decades of nuclear facility operating experience confirms that DOE’s mission to foster
nuclear innovation and advanced nuclear technologies could be met more effectively if the current
radiation framework were reformed,” a Department memorandum said in a follow-up to U.S.
President Donald Trump’s orders. Critics have argued that the shift appears politically motivated
and relies on non peer-reviewed internal reports, and risks undermining worker protection,
public trust, and regulatory coherence. Indeed, the U.S is now at odds with international bodies
such as the ICRP, the UN Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation, the World Health
Organization, etc. all of which continue to rely on LNT as a basis for radiation protection. No large-
scale, high-quality epidemiological or mechanistic evidence has emerged to justify replacing LNT
with alternative dose-response models, including hormesis (which says low dose radiation is
okay). While hormesis remains biologically plausible, its variability across populations, ethical
limitations, and lack of reproducible human data render it unsuitable for regulatory use.

What lies ahead?

The ICRP hasn’t shown any indication that the dose limits will be revised. There may be a renewed
effort to accept a low dose level below which no regulation is required. However, critics have
emphasised the importance of public perception. Even if some experts believe higher dose
thresholds could be justified scientifically, the optics of abandoning ALARA and LNT are
problematic. For those living near nuclear facilities, the change may look like a lowering of safety
standards rather than a refinement of scientific assumptions. Without broad scientific consensus,
transparent communication, and meaningful public engagement, critics fear that the policy shift
will deepen mistrust, and fuel opposition to nuclear projects and existing and future facilities.

Possible evidence of cancer and non-cancer effects atlow doses have also appeared in more recent
studies, such as the ongoing ‘Million Person Study’. Another study of nearly a million young
individuals revealed that a few of them may suffer blood related cancers at very low doses (Nature
Medicine, 2023). One expects the ICRP will take note of such work.

India has been at the forefront of complying with internationally accepted radiation protection

practices and must continue to do so.
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LEFT AND RIGHT

Q: Why don’t left-handed persons make up half the population?
A: There is a neural basis for handedness but it is not due to any single part of the brain.

Hand preference reflects how the brain organises movement control. In most right-handed
people, the left hemisphere has stronger control over fine hand movements and also more often
dominates language. In left-handed people, these patterns are more mixed. Studies have found
average differences in how motor areas are wired and how strongly the two hemispheres
communicate, but these are trends and can’t be the basis of diagnosis. In other words, the brain
shows differences that go with handedness yet there’s no scan or test that can predict handedness
with certainty.

Second, handedness is partly genetic but it is polygenic, meaning it is due to many genes, each
with small effects. Development also matters. Small prenatal differences in growth or early brain
organisation can tip a person towards one hand, even with similar genes. In many places social
pressures have also reduced the prevalence of left-handedness because children are often trained
to write with the right hand. Finally, while being left-handed may bring some advantages — like
in direct combat or sports because it is rare — the world is built for right-handers, from scissors
to desks with right-handed writing arms, due to which left-handedness has ‘organically’ stabilised
at around 10% in the population.

PUNCH, THE MONKEY, IS AN INSPIRATION FOR LONELY HEARTS

[t is easy to see why, in this time of atomised lives, so many people feel so emotionally invested in
the story of a friendless baby monkey in Japan’s Ichikawa zoo, who was rejected at birth by his
mother. The story of Punch is the story of anyone who has returned to an empty home after a long
day or stood in a corner in a room full of people, waiting for someone to say a friendly word. Only
the details differ: As he struggles to integrate with the other Japanese macaques in the zoo, Punch
seeks solace in a stuffed toy he lugs everywhere. Humans are more likely to reach for the cold
comfort of a smartphone.

But perhaps Punch'’s loneliness also hits harder because it is a reminder of the limits of human
empathy: His fans may weep over the video of an older macaque attacking the seven-month-old,
they may post social media messages imploring kindness and an end to the “bullying”, but to what
avail? Punch can only live — and thrive — with his own kind. Whether to embrace him as one of
their own or not is the prerogative of the other macaques. No amount of human pleading could
possibly persuade another species to do anything but follow the dictates of its nature.

So what are those fretting over his fate to do? Perhaps employ the great human gift of imagination
to recast the tragedy of a lonely little monkey as a tale of courage and tenacity. Punch may run to
the inanimate arms of his stuffed toy each time he is attacked or rejected — but he also, every
single time, returns to the troop to, yet again, try and make a connection, willing to be vulnerable
in order to belong. When he finally does, it will be a triumph. It will also, hopefully, be an
inspiration for lonely hearts of the human kind.
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CRAIG THE ELEPHANT, AND THE PROMISE AND PROBLEM OF WILDLIFE ‘SUPERSTARS’

Early this year, when Craig, one of Africa’s “super tusker” elephants, died in Kenya’s Amboseli
National Park, tributes poured in from across the world. Photographs of his very large tusks,
nearly brushing the ground as he walked with Mount Kilimanjaro in the background, resurfaced
online. Tourists shared memories of sightings and safari guides recalled their encounters with the
regal tusker, who was known for his patient, calm demeanour.

Craig was not just an elephant. He had become a global symbol of wilderness, survival, tourism,
and wildlife conservation.

An elephant with tusks that size is extraordinarily rare today. Decades of ivory poaching have
selectively removed individuals with large tusks, leaving behind animals with less ivory. Craig
therefore represented a genetic lineage that is rapidly disappearing. But he was also something
else: a source of livelihood for many. Safaris, lodges, photographers, and local communities all
benefited from the tourists he attracted. People travelled across continents hoping for a glimpse
of him.

Yet his story also reveals something people often overlook. While individual animals can inspire
love and attention, conservation itself does not operate at the level of individuals. It operates at
the level of populations, habitats, and ecosystems.

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE

Why do shrubs like hibiscus flower/fruit profusely only on the sunlit side?

Shrubs and trees often flower and fruit more on the sunlit side because the planet’s energy budget
on that side is different.

Sunlit leaves capture more usable light so they photosynthesise more and make more sugars and
starch. Buds and young fruits need that carbon supply to form and grow. On the shaded side, on
the other hand, the leaves make less carbon so the buds stay vegetative, the flowers abort more
often, and small fruits drop more easily.

Well-lit leaves also produce stronger ‘signals’ that encourage the buds nearby to make flowers.
Likewise, the plant interprets the way shade changes the quality of light as crowding and tries to
extend shoots and leaves so that they get more light, over its own reproduction.

Temperature helps this process but isn’t the full picture. It warms buds and increases the speed
of development, yet also dries leaves and raises the planet’s demand for water. If the plant can’t
supply enough water, it closes its stomata and the rate of photosynthesis drops.

UNUSUAL ANCIENT GENE GOVERNS SEX OF ANT, BEE, WASP NEWBORNS

In many animals, sex is decided by obvious physical differences in the chromosomes. But in ants,
bees, and wasps, sex is often decided in a more unusual way: by whether an embryo carries two
different versions of a specific DNA region or two matching ones.

Two studies, one in Science Advances in 2024 and the other in Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences in January 2026, have shown that this rule is controlled by a stretch of DNA
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that doesn’t even make a protein — and that the same basic setup has persisted across an
unusually large span of evolutionary time.

The finding could be used to more closely monitor the diversity of these insects.
Genetic switch

The 2024 study focused on the Argentine ant (Linepithema humile), an invasive species. The
researchers were motivated by a gap in what biologists know about sex determination in most
insects: they understand some famous examples, like fruit flies, but many economically and
ecologically important insects, including the 1.2 lakh species of ants, bees, and wasps, use methods
whose core molecular triggers have been hard to pin down.

In these insects, females usually develop from fertilised eggs and have two chromosome sets while
males usually develop from unfertilised eggs and have one.

Sometimes, however, fertilised eggs produce diploid males, males with two chromosome sets, and
they are typically sterile. This is bad news for colonies and for species that are bred commercially
or are trying to survive in the wild.

To find the genetic switch behind this method, the 2024 team compared DNA patterns in female
ants and diploid males produced by inbreeding. They found a single small region in the genome
where females were consistently ‘mixed’, i.e. carried two different versions, while diploid males
were consistently ‘matched’, carrying two copies of the same version. In other words: being
‘mixed’ at this spot reliably predicted female development and being ‘matched’ predicted male
development.

Remarkable findings

When the researchers looked closely at this sex-determining region, they made two remarkable
observations. First, the region was extremely diverse. In the invasive European populations they
sampled, the team could distinguish seven different versions, or alleles, of the region and the
diversity around it was the highest they detected anywhere in the genome.

Second, and more surprising, the region did not contain any protein-coding gene that could work
like a classic master switch. Instead the main gene overlapping the region produced a long
noncoding RNA, which is an RNA molecule that is made from DNA but which is not translated into
a protein.

The team called this gene ANTSR. The evidence suggested the main issue wasn’t which protein
ANTSR makes — it makes none — but how strongly ANTSR is turned on. In embryos that were
‘mixed’ at the sex locus, ANTSR expression was higher. In embryos that were ‘matched’, ANTSR
expression was lower.

Then the team connected ANTSR to a well-known downstream part of insect sex development, a
gene called tra, which helps steer development towards male or female forms.

The studies also have practical implications. Diploid male production is a real problem for many
hymenopterans, including important pollinators and biological control insects. If the same
genomic region can be tracked across many species, breeders and conservation biologists could
measure how much diversity exists at the sex locus and manage matings or populations to reduce
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the chances of producing sterile males. The 2026 paper explicitly pointed to this use to monitor
diversity of insects of the order Aculeata.

The studies together also offer a broader lesson about genomes: biologists often search for
conserved biology by searching for conserved sequences. But the studies revealed not a conserved
protein-coding gene but a conserved genomic slot.

THE BIOLOGY OF BELIEF, OPTIMISM, AND GOOD HEALTH

Optimism can be defined as maintaining positive expectations for the future. It is a human trait
that has also been associated with better health and a higher quality of life. Optimism shapes how
we look ahead and functions as a modulator that amplifies positive possibilities and filters out
negative projections. The Israeli-British neuroscientist Tali Sharot has estimated that about 80%
of humans are optimists but that the optimism levels of most people can be best described as
“mild”.

[t can be argued that optimism represents a biased view of reality. Why would evolution favour a
trait that presents you with a bias instead of a perfectly objective view? The consensus among
researchers is that optimism is highly adaptive, meaning it increases an organism’s chances of
survival.

Imagine a human as she lived several thousand years ago. She is in a cave and there is a drought
going on. If she were to calculate the probability of successfully finding food — a rabbit perhaps,
or a bush with edible fruit on it — she would in all likelihood not go out at all. Lethargy, which
conserves energy, would be the rational choice. But optimism could encourage her to persist. By
overestimating the probability of finding some food out there, she could be more likely to make
an effort. This bias gives her an incentive to exert effort, which itself increases the probability of
success.

However, there are limits to how optimistic you can be and still make gains. What seems to work
best is a general, positive outlook, known as dispositional optimism. In response to a negative
outcome in real life, a pessimist may say “I knew it” whereas optimists may resort to the conviction
that “tomorrow is another day”. This resilience is maintained through an ‘optimism bias’ (Nature,
vol. 450, 102, 2007) characterised by an asymmetric processing of information in the brain: good
news is given disproportionate significance and bad news is given less weightage.

One area at the front and centre of the brain, called the rostral anterior cingulate cortex (rACC), is
highly active when optimists envision positive future events. High neuronal activity in this region
seems to facilitate the encoding of favourable possibilities. Conversely, the rACC’s diminished
response to negative information seems to make sure setbacks have less influence on the
individual’s long-term expectations.

The Revised Life Orientation Test is a brief test used to measure whether a person is disposed
towards optimism. It presents 10 statements that one has to rate on a five-point scale (from
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree”). Statements include “In uncertain times, [ usually expect the
best” and “If something can go wrong for me, it will”.

People who score better for optimism have been shown to have healthier hearts. In ageing
individuals, dispositional optimism is known to be neuroprotective, shielding the brain from the
ravages of time. High levels of the brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) enhance resilience
in ageing (Aging and Disease, 16, 1813, 2024). Even as some neurons are being lost to age, BDNF
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helps surviving neurons rewire more effectively, allowing one’s senses to stay sharp and the mind
to remain perceptive.

SCIENTISTS CONFIRM HIV CAPSID IS A GOOD DRUG TARGET DESPITE RESISTANCE

In 1987, four years after the discovery of HIV as the causative agent of AIDS, scientists reported
the first drug effective against the virus, called zidovudine. Zidovudine targeted a viral enzyme
called reverse transcriptase, and prevented the virus from completing its life-cycle. However,
zidovudine was no magic bullet. It could hold the virus at bay for a while, but HIV quickly learned
to outsmart it, and the resulting drug resistance meant many patients soon lost the drug’s
protective effect.

[t quickly became clear why zidovudine alone would not keep HIV in check. The virus is prone to
copying ‘mistakes’ when it turns its RNA into DNA, generating endless new variants. Some of these
variants possess the property of drug resistance. Importantly however, these changes can’t
happen just anywhere. Some parts of the virus are so essential to its survival that they must
remain largely unchanged. Altering them would break the virus itself.

So researchers decided to aim more drugs at these ‘must keep’ regions, where the virus has little
room to evolve. The insight led to the development of multiple antiretroviral drugs targeting
different viral proteins, including reverse transcriptase, protease, and integrase, laying the
foundation for combination therapies that could suppress the virus far more effectively and
durably.

Provocative question

In 1999, a paper in the journal Science detailed how another protein of HIV, called the capsid, folds
into its unique protective shape. The study was important because the capsid is a structure that
protects the virus’s RNA from the environment. The work provided the breakthrough to
understanding how the capsid folds into its unique 3D structure. Soon, the same team reported
that most mutations in the capsid protein could render HIV incapable of infecting cells, showing
that it was much more vulnerable than previously believed.

The discovery raised a provocative question: if the capsid was so essential, and so fragile, could it
itself be a drug target? For years, the answer seemed to be ‘no’. Scientists at major pharmaceutical
companies started working on potential molecules that could latch onto the capsid and disrupt its
carefully balanced structure, effectively stopping the virus in its tracks.

While one candidate seemed promising, it had a persistent problem: it didn’t easily dissolve in
water. Since solubility was a basic requirement for most medicines to circulate reliably in the
body, the researchers had to keep tweaking it to see if they could improve its solubility while
maintaining its potency. Then, after more than two decades of persistence, the problem was
turned on its head.

OnJune 18, 2025, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved lenacapavir, the world’s
first capsid-based HIV inhibitor. Its poor solubility, once a liability, became its greatest strength.
Instead of being taken daily, lenacapavir is injected under the skin of the abdomen just once every
six months, forming a slow-release reservoir that steadily delivers the drug into the bloodstream.
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The results were astonishing: in clinical trials, it prevented HIV infection in high-risk individuals
with 100% effectiveness. Lenacapavir was not a cure but, as a Science article put it, it may be the
next best thing to an HIV vaccine.

Acting solo

However, one hard-learnt lesson from four decades of HIV research is that no single drug has ever
escaped resistance. Given enough time, the virus finds a way, which is why HIV is always treated
with combinations of drugs and never one alone.

In a study published recently in Science Translational Medicine, researchers from across the U.S,,
including the pharmaceutical company Gilead Sciences, examined viruses from patients who
received lenacapavir as part of treatment, rather than prevention, and identified a small set of
changes in the capsid protein, most commonly involving positions known that reduced the drug’s
effectiveness.

Importantly, these resistance mutations emerged primarily when lenacapavir was acting alone,
without other fully active drugs in the regimen. When lenacapavir was used in proper combination
therapy, viral suppression was largely maintained, reinforcing the long-standing rule of HIV
treatment: that the virus can escape one blockade but not many at once.

ARFID: WHEN PICKY EATING IS MORE THAN BEING FUSSY ABOUT FOOD

Thirteen-year-old Sandhya, (name changed) was a very quiet child who studied well in school. At
the age of 10, Sandhya had experienced a fever and severe bouts of vomiting, and she had to be
admitted to hospital and needed to be given drips, as she had become dehydrated. Following this
experience, she was frightened of vomiting and started avoiding certain foods. Gradually, the list
of food she avoided started growing: within a year, she was only eating biscuits and milk.

Mealtimes became difficult and she would become distressed, crying and would leave the table if
she was forced to try new foods. Her parents started worrying. Relatives told them that parents
have to be strict at mealtimes. Her parents felt guilty, believing they were doing something wrong.
Sandhya started to lose weight, she was feeling tired and she could not focus in school. She made
excuses to not attend birthday parties of her friends. Eventually, she was taken to see a doctor
who recognised ARFID.

What is ARFID?

Many Indian families have the experience of children being choosy with food. Parents try very
hard to make the children eat, and often hear others reassure them that this is a ‘passing phase’
and that the child will ‘grow out of it. ARFID (Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder),
however, is a mental health disorder which may look similar to picky eating in the beginning, but
it can become serious, if not treated, due to the consequences of restrictive eating. ARFID can affect
both children and adults.

ARFID is a type of eating disorder that is being increasingly recognised in the global arena as a
growing but treatable disorder. It is not the same as merely being picky about food: there is a
significant weight reduction, leading to physical complications such as growth restrictions in
children, and problems in functioning at school, work,etc. Mealtimes become difficult including at
family functions, eating out and lunches in school. The restrictive eating is not part of religious
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fasting, food insecurity or underlying medical issues and it is not caused by body image issues or
the fear of weight gain.

What causes ARFID?

While the exact cause of this disorder is unknown, research suggests it may be the result of an
aversion to certain texture of foods, along with fear of a harmful effect of the food on the body,
alongside genetic (family history of eating disorders), social, cultural and environmental
influences or traumatic experiences such as food insecurity, choking, force feeding, etc. It is not
caused by bad parenting.

As awareness about this disorder is gradually increasing in India, there are reports of many cases
of ARFID. Young children and adolescents have been seen to restrict their eating for fear of
choking, and others have an onset of ARFID following a viral illness with vomiting, with the fear
of subsequent vomiting making them avoid certain foods including solids, leading to weight loss,
complications and psychosocial functioning impairment.

How is it treated?

The good news is that ARFID is treatable with appropriate professional support. While it does take
time, individuals can get better with a gradual expansion in the range of foods they eat, improving
their nutrition. A team of mental health professionals, doctors and nutritionists/dietitians have to
work together to help the individual become better and then sustain the improvement.

Psychological therapies, particularly cognitive behavioural approaches, help individuals slowly
and safely try new foods, manage anxiety, and build positive eating experiences. Families can play
an important role in helping the individual with ARFID. The family should remain calm and
supportive. It is important not to force the individual to eat or punish the person for not eating.
New foods should be gradually introduced without pressure. Regular mealtime routines that are
positive and low in stress can make a difference to the recovery. Families can help provide
modelling around food for the affected individual as well.

In the case of Sandhya, the doctor educated the child and her parents and referred her to a
psychiatrist. She was given a formal diagnosis, and a referral was made to a psychologist who
worked with her to help her with her anxiety, including relaxation and breathing exercises. Her
parents were trained to provide a supportive environment at mealtimes. They were trained to
praise the effort Sandhya put in, rather than praising her only when she ate food.

Whilst the progress was slow, Sandhya slowly started to put on weight and started trying new
food, and grew confident that she could eat without vomiting. She became more energetic and her
performance at school also became better.

[t is essential to remember that ARFID is a real health problem. It is not stubbornness, attention-
seeking or a passing problem. With the right support, people with ARFID can make a successful
recovery from the disorder and lead a healthy confident life, and maintain a good relationship
with food.
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UNDERSTANDING BONE STRENGTH REDUCTION AND THE INCREASE IN FRAGILITY
FRACTURES

The common causes of fractures include accidents, sports activities and falls, but fractures can
also occur without any cause, or from just slight bone damage. The medical term for this condition,
a fracture that occurs without any external cause, is a pathological fracture. Fractures that are
caused due to bone fragility or due to low energy trauma — equivalent to a fall from standing
height or less — are called fragility fractures.

The World Health Organization notes that owing to the global population growth and ageing, the
annual incidence of total fractures worldwide is expected to continue to increase, driven by
fragility fractures. This apart, people between the ages of 18 and 49 experience spontaneous bone
fractures, which include spine and pelvis fractures that take place without major injuries. Why
does this susceptibility develop in young and middle-aged adults, and what are the risk factors?

Bone strength reduction occurs in adults due to multiple biological factors. Bone exists as a living
tissue that undergoes continuous cycles of its components breaking down and getting rebuilt. The
body needs essential nutrients, a proper hormonal system, sunlight and physical activity to
sustain its bone health. Additionally, the body needs to maintain its equilibrium because any
disruption that leads to decreased bone density can raise the risk of fractures.

Osteoporosis is a metabolic disease that results in diminished bone mineral density and structural
alterations of the bones. While this is generally a condition seen in older adults, idiopathic
osteoporosis causes bone fragility in younger adults who lack any identifiable medical condition.

Apart from osteoporosis, high doses of corticosteroids and anti-seizure drugs may result in severe
bone tissue loss when used for extended periods of time. Chronic conditions such as metabolic
disorders, ongoing infections, and the cancer treatment processes may also lead to bone structure
damage.

Common sites of fragility fractures include bones that bear weight or are necessary in routine
everyday tasks, such as:

Spine and hip: Fractures at the spine and hip are regarded as critical injuries because they disrupt
a person’s ability to move and live independently.

Wrist and upper arm: These frequently break during minor stumbles or simple reaching
movements.

Knee and foot fractures: Knee and foot fractures are common in individuals with weak muscles
and in those who are overweight.

Modern risk factors

The strength of our bones is affected by different factors: both genetic and lifestyle. While factors
that lead to changes in bone density include both natural ageing processes and hormonal shifts
that occur because of menopause and genetic predisposition, the rate of bone loss can increase
significantly due to lifestyle choices as well. Smoking, drinking in excess, and having an
abnormally low body weight weakens the strength of the bones. Inadequate nutrition and lack of
exercise further reduce bone strength because the body does not see the need for dense and
strong bones due to limited activity.
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