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India, New Zealand sign
‘historic’ free trade deal

Deal to be implemented after New Zealand Parliament ratification later this year; Prime Minister

calls the agreement a milestone, says it reflects ‘convergence of values, trust, and shared ambition’

NEW DELHI

on Monday signed a

Free Trade Agreement
(FTA) that Prime Ministers
of both the countries
hailed as a “historic” step
towards deepening trade,
investment, and people-to-
people ties.

The FTA, signed by
Commerce Minister Piyush
Goyal and his New Zealand
counterpart, Todd McClay,
in New Delhi, will see New
Zealand removing tariffs
on all goods imported from
India, while India will re-
mave or reduce tariffs on
95% of current imports
from New Zealand.

“Today marks a historic
milestone in India’s jour-
ney towards deeper global
engagement and shared
prosperity,” a statement

l ndia and New Zealand

Deal
dynamics

Immediate elimination
= Wood | = Wool

Products excluded by India
® Dairy products (milk, cream,

The graphic lists select products on which India will be reducing or
eliminating tariffs, as well as iterns excluded from the deal. New Zealand
has removed tariffs on allitems

= |eather-raw hides
Phased elimination
= Petroleum oil

= Vegetable oils

8 Selectelectrical
machinery

Tariff reductions

® Wine and pharma

® Palymers, aluminium,
iron and steel articles

whey, yoghurt, cheese etc )

= Animal products (other
than sheep meat)

= Agricultural products
{onions, chana, peas, corn,
almonds etc.)

= Sugar | = Artificial honey

= Copper and articles thereof

{cathodes, cartridges, rods)

= Aluminium and articles
thereof (ingots, billets etc.)

Sealing the deal: Union Minister of
Commerce and Industry, Piyush Goyal,
with New Zealand’s Minister for Trade
and Investment, Todd McClay, during
the signing ceremony of the FTA in New
Delhi on Monday. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

read out by Mr. Goval quot-
ed Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi as saying. “The
signing of the India-New
Zealand Free Trade Agree-
ment reflects our streng-
thening economic partner-
ship and a convergence of
values, trust and shared

ambition between twao vi-
brant democracies.”

This FTA, discussions
for which were announced
in March 2025 and con-
cluded in December 2025,
is one of the fastest India
has negotiated.

The deal still needs to be

ratified by New Zealand’s
Parliament, which Mr
MeClay said would happen
gsoon while adding that it
would come into force
within this year.

CONTINUED ON
» PAGE 10
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A tightening of the fist in India’s digital public square

magine this. You leave a sharp, satirical

comment on social media or under a news

article about rising fuel prices, and it getsa
few likes. A few hours later, the comment
disappears. The platform does not explain. Your
accolnt remains, but you notice that posts on
similar topics no longer appear publicly. You have
not been charged with any offence. No court has
issued an order. Yet something has quietly
shifted.

This is not a far-fetched scenario. [Eisa
plausible outcome under the draft amendments
to India’s Information Technology Rules released
by the Ministry of Electronics and Information
Technaology (MeitV) on March 30, 2026,
Presented as technical clarifications, the changes
mark a deeper transformation in how speech is
governed online and who gets to decide its limits.

Core area of concern
At the centre of concern is a proposed expansion
of executive power that risks bypassing
Parliament and the courts. One provision, Rule
3(4), would require platforms to comply with a
wide array of government-issued instruments,
including advisories, directions and standard
operating procedures, asacondjﬂonfarretam]ng
“safe harbour” protection under Section 79 of the
IT Act. In plain terms, platforms would be legally
safer if they follow government instructions, even
rvhen those instructions do not arise from formal
aw.

This sits uneasily with the Supreme Caurt oF
India’s landmark ruling in Shreya

2015}, which held hat

notification grounded in law. By allowing
informal directives to trigger compliance
obligations, the draft rules appear to dilute that
constitutional safeguard.

The likely result is not targeted moderation but
broad over-censorship. Faced with uncertain and
potentially unpublished directives, platforms will
err o the side of removal. It is the predictable

Vikram Raj

Journalist associated
with the Intemet
Freedam Foundation

The draft
amendments
to Indias
Information
Technology
Rules trigger
fears of digital
overreach and
a departure
frovm existing
judicial rulings

lagic of risk management. When liability is
unclear, speech becomes expendahle.

A second shift expands the seope of state
oversight far beyond traditional publishers.
Amendments to Rule 8 bring ordinary users who
post or share news and current affairs content
within the ambit of the gmiemmmt“s werslght
mechanism. This includes the Int
Committee, a body empowered L0 review content
and recommend blocking.

This is not merely an administrative
adjustment. Tt reintroduces, through a different
route, a regulatory framework that has already
faced judicial scrutiny. ITn 2021, the Bombay High
Court stayed key provisions of the IT Rules, citing
concerns under Article 19(1){a) of the
Constitution. The Madras High Court later
observed that such oversight conld undermine
media independence. Those challenges remain
pending. Yet, the new draft effectively
reconstructs the same architecture while those
questions are unresolved.

Anundefined role
Equaily troub]mg is the translb:matlon of the

. A procedure is
currently in place under Rule 14 but compliance
remains an issue. There is no elear threshold for
intervention, and no guarantee that affected
users will be heard before action is taken.

This shift from grievance redress to proactive
scrutiny changes the character of the body. It
becomes less a forum for dispute resolution and
mare an instrument of preemptive control.

ﬂueth]rdmajormmemhesmexpandeddata

platform duities o retain user data operate in
addition to requirements under any other law. In
practice, this could mean that personal data,
browsing activity and communication records are
stored for extended periods, potentially years,

depending on overlapping legal mandates.

The risks here are nat abstract. Longer
retention increases the surface area for misuse,
whether through unauthorised access, data
breaches or function creep. It also alters the
relationship between citizens and digital spaces.
When every interaction may be archived
indefinitely, self-censorship follows naturally.

Taken together, these amendments signal a
shitt toward a model where executive discretion
plays a dominant role in shaping online speech.
The concern is not only about individual
provisions but about their cumulative effect. Each
change reinforces the other, Informal directives
gain force through safe harbour rules. Oversight
expands to include ordinary users. Data retention
deepens the state’s informarional reach.

Upsetting the balance

Supporters of the policy may argue that
governments require flexible tools to manage
harmful content. That is true in principle. But
constitutional systems impose limits on how that
power is exercised. Delegated legislation must
remain within the bounds of its parent statute, a
principle affirmed in cases such as Indian Express
Newspapers vs Union of India (1986). When rules
begin to create new obligations that are not
clearly grounded in law, the balance between
regulation and overreach begins to tilt,

The shart public consultarion period, which
ended on April 14, only heightens the concern.
Changes of this magnirude deserve wider debate,
legislative scrutiny and careful alignment with
existing judicial rulings.

India’s digital public sphere has grown
precisely because it has allowed a diversity of
voices, from professional journalists to ordinary
citizens. That openness has always required some
regulation. The question now is whether the new
rules preserve that openness or narrow it through
administrative control.

The answer will shape not only how platforms
operate but also how freely citizens can speak,
critique, and participate in public life.
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Gang of seven

Large-scale defections have rendered
the Tenth Schedule impotent

0 April 24, seven of the Aam Aadmi Party

(AAPYs 10 Rajya Sabha members an-

nounced their merger with the Bharatiya
IanatsParty{B]l"',l The Rajva Sabha Chairman has
accepted their claim of merger, raising the BIPs
strength in the Upper House to 113 and the com-
hined strength of the National Democratic Al-
liance ahove the halfway mark for the first time,
The episode highlights the natire of AAD, the
crass opportunism of the turncoats, the machina-
tions of the BIP, and the institutionalised defang-
ing of the anti-de fection law. OF the seven, Raghay
Chadha, Sandeep Pathak and Swati Maliwal were
part of AAP in an organic mannet, 1o the limited
extent that it had an identity beyond the whims
of its founder, Arvind Kejriwal. For the other four,
their exit is as opportunistic as their entries into
AAP were, Mr. Eejriwal used 1o taunt the Con-
gress for losing ies legislators to the BIP in several
States, as symptomatic of the erosion of its ethi-
cal responsibility. But a relentless campaign of
anarchy in pursuit of power exposed the rue
character of AAP as a far cry from its grand
claims, The disintegration of its Rajya Sabha con-
tingent is the culmination of the cynicism and op-
portunism on which AAF thrived, imposing a
heavy cost on the democratic institutions of In-
dia. It reaped what it sowed.

That is no reason to ignore the brazen misin-
terpretation = imvoked by the gang of seven and
accepted by the Chalrman of the Rajya Sabha — of
the Tenth Schedule of the Constitution, which
bars the defection of elected representatives
from their original party. The merger exception
in the Schedule is clear that a party can merge
with another, subject to the concurrence of two-
mjrdsnlhsleg:lslam In 2023, the Supreme
Court of India elaborated that the legislature par-
ty canniot dictate the course of the political party,
and the two canmot be conflated. Two-thirds of
the members of the legislature party of the origi-
nal party must accept a merger for it to be valid
under the anti-defection law. To turn this around
and argue that two-thirds of a party’s legislative
members can cross over to another party with-
out attracting disqualification is a stretch, and is
being challenged in the Court by AAP. The
Court’s past interventions on similar develop-
ments are less than reassuring, sadly. Elected go-
vernments have been unseated on the back of
large-scale defections, rendering the Tenth Sche-
dule impotent in the recent past. That the Court
could not set any deterrence to this open betrayal
of popular mandates is borne out by the fact that

_ such acts are being repeated with impunity.
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Can middle school students engage with AI?

ecently, the Central
Board of Secondary
Education (CBSE)
decided to introduce a
Computational Thinking (CT) and
Artificial Intelligence (AT)
curriculum for classes 3-8, which
will begin from the 202627
academic session. CT skills
generally refer to abstraction,
decomposition, pattern
recognition, and algorithmic
thinking. These skills are required
to reason about intelligent systems
and to understand how machine
learning differs from rule-based
computation. As with any
rransformational reform in
education, it is necessary
examine the practicality of
introducing computaticnal
concepts to middle school
learners. Will it align with
age-appropriate pedagogy for
engaging with emerging digital
and computational environments?

Global precedents
Ome first has to examine whether
CBSEs curriculum clearly links CT
and Al since such a relationship is
conceptually necessary. The
foundational design principle
behind the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development and the European
Commission's Al Literacy
Framework identifies CT as 4
framework recommends CT
competencies across age bands
beginning from early primary
school, Similarly, the Al4KL2
Initiative in the U.5. places
CTrelated competencies at the
base of its “Five Big Ideas in AL”
Their CT-competencies
progression plan spans K-2, 3-5,
6-8, and 912 grade bands. The
CBSE's sequencing hroadly aligns
with these comparative curricular
architectures. However, its
curriculum is designed
independently in line with the
National Education Policy (NEP),
2020 and the National Curriculum
Framework for School Education
(NCF-SE), 2023.

UMNESCO also identifies topics
such as “What is AI?",

Mamidala
Jagadesh Kumar
Chairman, Review
Committee for NEP
2020, Ministry of
Education and former
Chairman, UGE. Views
are perscnal

The CBSE
curriculum
includes
introductory
discussions on
Al lairness,
responsible use,
and digital
safery. This
fowus is hroadly
comsistent with
cross-national
practices

“Foundations of computing”, and
“Data literacy ™ as necessary for
school students. Learners need to
start cultivating logical thinking
from an early stage and gradually
build problem-solving skills. They
also need opportunities to develop
a basic understanding of Al as part
of their broader digital leaming.

Tackling inherent risks

There are, of course, risks
associated with children
interacting with Al The CBSE
curriculum includes introductory
discussions on Al fairmess,
responsible use, and digital safety.
This focus is broadly consistent
with cross-national practices. For
instance, the AT4K12 puidelines
include topics such as recognising
when Al systems may mislead;
identifying bias in datasets; and
distinguishing between Al and
human capabilities across all age
groups. But can children
meaningfully engage with such
content at a young age?
Classroom-hased interventions,
including studies conducted in
U.5. middle schools, led to
interesting outcomes. They
suggest that learners in the 11-13
age group can engage with Al
ideas when supported by
structured pedagogical
interventions. These studies reveal
that introducing ethical
dimensions of Al at this stage can
be pedagogically feasible.

A growing body of empirical
research suggests that introducing
concepts such as supervised
learning or predictive modelling is
viable for learners in the 11-14 age
group. Many comprehensive
research studies on Al in K12
education suggest that school-age
participants as young as 10-12
years can work with fundamental
Al concepts. Thus, the CBSE™s
CT-Al framework appears
compatible with the learning
capacities observed in this age
group.

Many international initiatives
encourage the use of no-code tools
for introductory Al learning.
Multiple empirical studies show
that by using such tools, middle

school learners can design, build,
test, and reflect on their projects
withour coding. For this reason,
the CBSE’s expectation that Class &
students can attempt to solve
realworld problems using
no-code tools is supported by
several international initiatives.

However, children may start
attributing human-like traits or
capabilities to Al tools, although
these tools do not actually possess
them. Does the CBSE curriculum
address this challenge by creating
awareness among children? The
CHESE's curriculum contains topics
discussing ethical use, fairness,
and responsible digital behaviour.
Such discussions can help reduce
children’s misconceprions about
Al These modules can support
better understanding and the
prudent use of Al systems.

The CBSE curriculum follows a
integrating CT into Mathematics
and “The World Around Us’” course
for Classes 3-5. Global experiences
which involved cross-disciplinary
instructional models reported
improvements in students’
reasoning and problem-solving in
several contexts. The CBSE's
pedagogical orientation reflects
similar design principles.

Away from rote learning
One problem in Indian education
is the habit of rote learning. CT

traditional rote-based methods.
The CBSE curriculum emphasises
practical modelling, reflection,

and ethical reasoning, This
approach can therefore contribute
to ongoing efforts to move
classroom practices away from
rote-based methods.

International practices and
available research suggests that
middle school is an appropriate
stage to introduce foundational
CT-Al elements. The CBSE's CT-Al
curriculum is structured to make
thoughtful and effective use of this
developmental stage in learners'
growth, and it exhibits coherence
with the vision of the NEP 2020,
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Legal limits on U.S. war involvement

The War Powers Act requires the President to seek authorisation from Congress for the continued use of military force abroad bevond 60 days of such involvement, raising

questions over the Trump administration’s future course of action in the ongoing military engagement in West Asia

EXPLAINER

Narayan Lakshman

The story so far:
he administration of U.5.
President Donald Trump
launched a military offensive
against Iran on February 28, in
tandem with Israell strikes across the
region. Tehran's retaliation, entailing
missile and drone attacks on lsrael and
Gulf countries such as the UAE, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and others, as well as its
blockade of the eritical oil transportation
route through the Strait of Hormue, led
Washington deeper into the military
engagement against Iran. Despite a fragile
ceasefire and the .85 counter-blockade
of the Iranian ports and naval
manoeuvres giving it a measure of control
of the strait, the overall war plans of the
Trump administration might be in
jeapa.rdy due to a provision of the U.5.

Presi

authorisation from Congress fort]le
continued use of military force in

hostilities abroad beyond 50 days of such
invalvernent, yet going by past record, Mr.
Trump may have several options to
circumvent this requirement and persist
with the ongoing military engagement in
West Asia,

Provisions of the WPA

The Act, known formally as the War
Powers Resolution of 1973, was
introd

Congressional consent. Mr, Nixon vetoed
the bill, yet it was overridden by Congress
and enacted into law as'a means for

In its core provision, the WPA intends
*...to ulfill the intent of the framers of the

U5, President Donald Trump in the Oval Office at the White House in Washington D.C. REUTERS

Constitution...and insure that the
collective judgment of both the Congress
and the President will apply to the
introduction of United States Armed
Forees into hostilities.”

The [1.5. Constitution originally sought
to divide war powers between the
President and Congress, with Congress
alone retaining the authority to declare
war and appropriate funding for the
military, while recognising the President
as the Commander-in-Chief of the armed
forees. Yet, even as early as the 19505 and
19605, through the years of the U.5s

the wartime action of the Trump White
House sanctioned by Congress is
currently a subject of dispute. On one
hand there is a lack of clarity on whether
the 60-day deadline is April 29 - based on
the day thar hostilities began - or May 1
based on the day that the White House
informed Congress. Second. a number of
Republican lawmakers have said that the
ceasefire period should not count toward
the 60-day deadline, with a few
Democrats supporting this view too.
Third, there might be Congressional
reticence towards authorising the White
House’s war efforts, given the lack of
recent precedent - Congress has not
formally authorised the use of military
force since 2002, when the U.S. was
involved in hostilities in Iraq.
Nevertheless, the three dear options
available to Mr. Trump at this point are
the following: to submit to the WPA'S
authority and seek approval for continued
military engagement, to begin winding

Congress within 48 hours of deploying down the war efiort immediately, or to
LS. forces, unless Congress itself has take advantage of the 30-day grace
declared war or statutorily authorised the | period, and use such an extension to pull
action. Third, every LS, president who back forces and assets from the region,
commits his nﬂmyn engage tn conflicts | rather than engage in further offensive
abroad must af any kind
meululsuymm&ﬂ:e Mr. Trump might seek to press his cwn
ion of such an precedent of 2019 when he ignored the
the Act, if 60 days pass after the | deadline set by the WPA to continue
Prc nt's first reporting deadline w engagement in the conflict in
Congress, the use of the U.S. military and | Yemen that also included Saudi Arabia.

its assets is automatically terminated
unless Congress had originally declared
war or passed legislation authorising the

prolonged military campaigns in the wartime actions. A grace allowed to the
Korean and Vietnam Wars, the lines of presldsntmd:isrqardlsthatrms
responsibility for such began itted to extend the 60-day period by
to blur across the executive and legislative | an additional 30 days by certifying in
branches of the U.S. government. Writing to Congress the need for

The Act seeks to remove all room for
doubt in this context as it stipulates, first,
that even prior to the President
committing troops into hostilities on

L‘unilnued use of force.

Options for Trump administration
T‘hm‘u are sworal pcinxs of ambiguity
ional authorisation for

foreign soil, Congress should be ¢
“in every poasible instance” Second, the
WPA requires the President to report to

war, in tlus context. Flml}, the precise

He might also quntE the fact that previous
Presidents, from Nixon to Barack Dhama -
in the context of the war in Libva - did the
same and fi various excuses to keep
fighting abroad without a nod from
Congress. [n any case, apart from a few
scattered efforts by lawmakers such as
Republican Lisa Murkowski, who is said to
be working on a formal authorisation for
the angoing war so as to introduce
guardrails into the operation, yet has not
introduced such a proposal to the floor of
the Senate, Republicans do not appear to
be in a mood o dampen their President’s

timeline of reporting requ 5 1o get

¥ um on the war front.

THE GIST

-

U.5. President Donald Trump's
administration launched a
rilitary offensive against Iran
an February 28. However, the
War Powers Act could place the
Trump administration’s
broader war plans under legal
and political strain

-

Three clear options available to
Donald Trump are: to submit
to the WPA's authority and
seek approval for continued
military engagement, to begin
winding down the war effort
immadiately, or to take
advantage of the 30-day grace
periad to pull back forces.
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‘New Delhi Declaration’ in the works for upcoming
international summit on conservation of big cats

Nikhil Ghanekar
New Delhi, April 27

AHEAD OF the global big cat
summit in June, the Interna-
tional Big Cat Alliance (IBCA),
headquartered in New Delhi, is
deliberating on a New Delhi
Declaration, which, ifadopted,
will be the first international
declaration on big cat conser-
wation, The Indian Express has
learned.

The IBCAsecretariat, work-
ing alongside the Ministry of
External Affairs, has shared a
draft of the declaration text
with IBCA member countries
as well as range countries, two
people aware of the mattersaid.

Prime Minister Narendra
Madiisexpected to participate
in the summit meeting with
heads of states and govern-
ments from some of the
member countries, people
aware of the matter said. It is at
this summit meeting, likely to

These seven big cats - tiger, lion, leopard, cheetah, snow leopard,
puma and jaguar - face challenges such as deforestation, illegal
wildlife trade, and emerging wildlife diseases. FiLe

be held on June 1, that the
political declaration is expected
to be placed for adoption.

The global big cat summit
willbe held closeon the heels of
the Fourth India-Africa Forum
Summit on May 31. IBCA cut-
rently has 24 member coun-
tries, of which 10 are African

nations. Kazakhstan, Namibia
and Thailand have been
granted observer status.

The declaration, it is
learned, will include promo-
tion of landscape-level and
transboundary habitat connec-
tivity, strengthening cooper-
ation on wildlife crime preven-

EXPLAINED

India’s bid to
carn its stripes

Modelled onthelines of the
International Solar Alliance,
the International Big Cat Alli-
ance seeksto position India
asaleaderinthespace of wild
catconservation. While still
inits nascentstages, the up-
coming summitislikely to
give the alliancea pushin
raisingits profile, and attract
experts from the wildlifecon-
servation field.

tion, mobilisation of finance,
and advancing of One Health
approach, linking wildlife, live-
stock and human health,
among other things.

The IBCA was launched on
April 9, 2023, by PM Modi dur-

ing the commemoration of 50
vears of Project Tiger to create
an international platform for
the conservation of seven big
cats - tiger, lion, leopard, chee-
tah, snow leopard, puma and
jaguar. The summit will also
serve as a platform to get more
countries tocommit to becom-
ing members of the global al-
liance, it has been learned.

These apex predators are
crucial to the respective habi-
tats they occur in across conti-
nents, and in maintaining an
ecologicalbalance. These seven
bigcats occur in 95 countries -
known as range countries to
signify species occurring there
inthewild —across Asia, Africa,
and the Americas, and face
challenges such as deforest-
ation, illegal wildlife trade and
poaching, ecosystem changes,
and emerging wildlife diseases.

The Union Cabinet had ap-
proved IBCA’s establishment
with headquarters in India on
February 29,2024.
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