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ith the successful demonstration

by the Cockroach Janta Party, a

point has been made. A light has

been shown in our national
darkmess. We can use that light, or we can
continue to curse the darkness. The choice is
abways there. Gen Z has pronounced a fust., Ttwill
by wise on our part o ke heed. The education
system needs not just an overhaul but also a
complete change. A change in pelicy iself. We
st now sit down and work out a system in
which examinations are seen as fair, conducted
professionally, and taken happily and voluntarily.
Competitive examinations should no longer be
associaed with student suicides.

Indlia’s education system has produced
extraordinary professional talent, yt'l its
culiure has

emational environment in which m.n‘ks r'mlcs
ancl single-shot (umpemiwmmmall-ms are
often treated as the sole measures of intelligence,
il future possibility. This must change.
tons need w0 become more inchisive,
g students” worth and abilivies even as

they assess a candidate’s competence for the
chosen field of higher education. Gen Z is very

Assessing competence
A ialr S}!ll.‘ﬂl n| admmsmn ST adng'v( a

of o e,
Admissions should bi dl d school

performance, discipline-specific aptitude,
analytical writing, structured interviews where
appropriate, practical or scenario-based tasks,
and verifiable portfolios, projects, internships,
community work and co-curricular achievement.

and speed but also nnsamng persistence,
t, ethical ori
aned mltwtmny l'nrn vhnwn field, I(ntry Hevel
Ives, with the

competent schoolteachers, should design and
adiminister these assessments with transparent
criteria and proper safeguards. Examinations
should be redesigned to assess application,
interpretation and higher-order thinking rather
than predictable patterns that feed the coaching
industry, This would preserve standards while
aligning admissions more closely with real ability,
educational purpose and studs potential.

Industry, parents, and students must wgether
broaden th ng of

policymake
mtwasysmﬂ:atkﬁlr.mhwt andn:specwd.

Such an approach would rest not only memory

Former Principal of
S Stephen's College

The time
come (o rethink

beyond a few high COurses.
Regular mdmlly llIltﬁlL‘lIl‘ll through career Fairs,
intemships, p P

can muke stud

aware, even at the school level, of emerging
opportunities in newer sectors and reduce blind
dependence on competitive examinations for

restone dimlin
1o Ccvery
student’s
academic

Gen Z’s voice must lead to a humane education system

traditional career paths. Parents, esp those
with limited access to reliable information and
who often resort o unatfordable lnans, need
ST lling in local on
Courses, careers, costs, scholarships, aptitude,
mental-health risks, and the difference between a
child’s and [
st e hmlped o assess their meues
and through
and aptinude-based «

of though access to live question
papers or confidential content should be strictly
avaided, To preserve sanctity and prevent paper
leaks, these safeguards are essential: encrypted
digital paper multi-kayered i
banks with algorithmic mndomisation; strict
wetting and rotation of paper setlers; securne
pmmgsnd sealed distribution protocols;

dent audit and sur of

guidance
rather than prestige-driven cholces. When

cemires. And severe penal
consequences for any breach. Additional

lndusln Xp p
support, and s student decisi zaking
come b her, educ:mnnal cholces become more
rational, humane, and less fear-driven. This ks the
groundwork on which a fair and effective
entry-level assessment system can be built,

Role of elected representatives

The Constitution treats education as a public
good, not a commercial race, and pla Jear
duty on the state to protect equality, di "
education, mpn-ial[y for children and

st mmnd:hmghlaw wlatkm and
of and

of thr: Legislative Assemblies may nm b
individually iable for a pmlsu"nr social

ey include biometric candidate

verification, time-stageered papers, and

post- emml.n.mcvn forensic review nl'.:l nomalies.
perty scheduled, d

examinations spread across the academic

calendar would reduce stress, avoid nationwide

disruption from a single fatlure, and penmit

institutions (o test genuine competence and

resdiness rather than coaching-driven

examination technigue alone.

Entrance exams should help our students
asess themselves for their abilites and
competency in  chosen field. Students should
undertake the exams willingly, with the clear
understanding that it is indeed a competitive
wirld, and that they have a selfworth even
beyond the particular exam that they are sitting
for. When alternate career choices are there, the
pressure on the students is much less; and if they
ane i about a i then they will

but they remain institutionally responsible for
creating and enforcing safeguards on fees,
advertising, mentalhealth support, hostel
standards, and fraudulent practices. In the face of
evidence of student suicides and
commercialisstion, persistent inaction invites
democratic and legal scruting, making urgent
action a constitutional responsibility.

Does one size fit all? No. A centralised agency
such as the National Testing Agency rests on the

that one maodel can

learn to work hard for it.

A humane direction for reform
India requires a shift from rank-based filtration 1o
capacity-based recognition. A just admissions
system should ask not only who scored highest
urx]t. r exam pressure, but who has thl. aptitude,

ion, ethical seri Land
capacily to grow in a chosen field. Such auyﬁlem
would still value excellence, but it would define
ﬁcellence maore intelligently and more

Fairly judge ali across disci regions

and social contexts; this '1ssumpmn is flawed —

especially in a country such as India, which is

warked In every possible way. Institutions and

professional bodies are better placed 1o define

what they seek in candidates becanse they

thei and i
| 1, skills, apritude and ethical or

required for specific courses leading to carcers. A

| overioad

Over the past few days, Gen Z has
brought us face-to-Face with a dark secret we have
long lived with: the overemphasis on certain
professions. This generation has choices, and we
et allow them to choose responsibly while

d ding the

The nise of
cannaot befulmlcdb}'asmmnn that rewards
fear, debt, and psychological distress while
calling the result merit. Tln_ alternative lies in
holistic

performance, making a WWIW“ miodel
neither educationally sound nor socially just.

A dex System Wllh or
(hls[{. rs of institutions designing and conducting
hin broad Y

Commission norms, would allow for more
relevant and halainced evaluation. Students, too,
may be consulted through sructured

esentation in identifving a

jate modes

Hhealtl: support, mdmary involvement,
and

and
smdents, Inglnmts, alﬂll:es. and dignity
at the centre of educational choices. This will
help create happier and more wanlM
people who choose careers deliberately, not

of compulsion, paving the way for a better 1ndia
and a better world. If these changes begin now,
the suicides caused by entrance examinagion
stress can come w an end.
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Western Ghats conservation with science and dialo

he Western Ghats, spanning six coastal
T States of India, are internationally

recognised for their rich biodiversity.
They contain 39 biodiversity hotspot areas,
including national parks, reserved forests, and
wildlife sanctuaries declared World Heritage Sites
(WHS) by UNESCO in 2012. To protect this natural
heritage, the Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel
(WGEED) was constituted in 2010 under the
chairmanship of ecologist, academic, and writer
Madhav Gadgil. Its report recommended
declaring 142 talukas covering 44 districts in the
entire Western Ghats into Ecologically Sensitive
Area (ESA), while sub-dividing it into three
Ecologically Sensitive Zones (ESZ). Such a
declaration would regulate human activities to
protect fragile ecosystems and, once notified
under the Environment Protection Act, 1986,
would provide legal protection.

The ESA journey
Following strong local and political opposition in
the States concerned to the WGEEP
recommendations, the central government
constituted a high-level working group headed by
Krishnaswamy Kasturirangan in 2012 to review
them. The group limited restrictions on economic
activities and livelihoods to ecologically sensitive
natural landscapes, reducing the area covered to
only 37% of the Western Ghats

Based on this recalibrated report, the Ministry
of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEF&CC) issued the first draft notification in
2014. Since the matter remained unresolved, the
Ministry constituted an expert panel headed by
former Director General of Forests Sanjay Kumar
in 2022 to examine the concerns raised by the
stakeholder States. Following the expert panel’s
deliberations, Gujarat and Goa appear to have
agreed to the finalisation of the ESA notification,
while Maharashtra has sought a fresh review.

Discussions between the Centre and other
States, including Karnataka, Kerala, and Tamil

Madhusudan
Bandi

Faculty member at
the Gujarat Institute
of Development
Research,
Ahmedabad, Gujarat

The Ecologically

Sensitive Area
debate
highlights the
need for
balanced,
inclusive
conservation
approaches

Nadu, are ongoing. A “phased rollout” or
“State-wise finalisation” is possible after the
inclusion of this clause in the 2024 draft
notification.

Between 2015 and 2026, five draft notifications
were issued as the Centre and States did not
reach a consensus. Following the expiry of the
last notification, in July 2026, the Ministry has
extended the expert panel’s tenure by another
year.

The case of Karnataka

Karnataka has 10 districts in the Western Ghats,
with 23.4% of the State’s population residing
there. Around 20,668 square kilometres have
been identified for ESA declaration. Regardless of
the government’s political affiliation, the State has
consistently opposed the proposal, citing its
potential impact on agriculture, plantations,
mining, and infrastructure development.

A study by this writer covered villages located
in the proximity of 10 WHS across four districts —
Chikkamagaluru, Kodagu, Shivamogga, and
Udupi — and three other important sites in Uttara
Kannada and Udupi, including the Kali Tiger
Reserve, Mundigekere Bird Sanctuary (five acres
and a breeding ground for cattle egrets in Sirsi),
and Mookambika Wildlife Sanctuary. The study
highlighted local perspectives on livelihoods and
conservation Eﬂ:{)[‘[S.

In villages adjoining the Kali Tiger Reserve and
Kudremukh National Park, some residents
reported accepting or considering rehabilitation
packages. Those opposing relocation felt that
they might eventually have to follow due to
declining village populations and the resulting
threat to village life. Even villages with granted
forest rights have faced challenges due to
restrictions on minor forest produce collection
and agricultural practices. Concerns were also
raised over the rejection of forest rights claims by
non-tribals with long-standing residence,
including in a village (at least 150 years) near the

Balahalli Reserved Forest. Meanwhile, local
officials and some communities supported
regulating environmentally harmful activities
such as stone quarrying and unplanned tourism
projects, including proposals for forest ropeways.

With specific reference to the notifications, it
must be noted that local communities faced
similar restrictions whenever these areas were
declared protected zones, even before the
WGEEP was constituted. Many residents believe
that buffer zones extend 10 kilometres from core
areas and fear possible eviction from their lands.
Stakeholders across the study districts
unanimously expressed concerns that reliance on
satellite imagery for identifying ESA areas was
unfair, as they were convinced that it could not
distinguish plantation crops such as arecanut,
shade-grown coffee, rubber, and coconut from
forest cover. They also raised concerns that no
committees had physically visited their villages.

In this context, Karnataka’s case requires an
empathetic approach that addresses genuine
stakeholder concerns before a final decision is
taken.

Protecting indigenous communities

In the broader context, the Union government’s
decision to proceed with the ESA notification for
the Western Ghats reflects political will to protect
ecology and biodiversity. Conservation efforts
cannot be indefinitely delayed as it will result in
States losing their control in such areas;
ecological systems transcend administrative
boundaries.

More importantly, ESA should include
indigenous communities living deep within
forests, as they naturally follow conservation
principles and maintain a sacred, sustainable
relationship with the environment despite
challenging conditions. Their presence serves as
a bridge between forests and mainstream society,
while their absence risks the loss of biocultural
diversity.
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America’s tariff state is expanding.
India must be patient

AUJAY SRIVASTAVA

HERE IS a fundamental shift

underway in US trade policy.

After more thana year in which

President Donald Trump relied

mainly on executive powers to

impose tariffs, the US Congress is now mov-

ingtostrengthen andexpand histariffstrat-
egy through legislation.

The clearest example is the Russia sanc-

tions Bill. OnJuly 28, the US Senate voted 86-

12toadvance the Bill, which would auth
Trumptoimpose tariffsofupto 100 percent
on countries buying Russian eil, including
India. The strong bipartisan

trade practioe butto pre-
serveabwadertaﬂ.lf Fbased strategy.
The resultisa UStariff system that is be-

ate approval highly likely. The Bill must still
pass the House of ives and be

coming i Iy permanent, layered
and unpredictable. Tariffsare nowimposed
through rities —includ-

signed bythe President before becominglaw,

The message isclear: Tariffsare nalonger
just presidential actionsunderexisting laws
—theyare increasingly becomingan instru-
ment of US economic and foreign policy,
backed by Congress, India should recognise

i iftand i

egy accordingly, rather than treating each
new tariff measure astemporary or isolated.

The eventsof July24 had already pointed
in the same direction. Exporters had ex-
pectedthetemporary Section 122 tariffroex-
pireand USimportsto revert to normal WTO
most-favoured-nation (MEN) tariffrates. In-

ing MFN tariffs, Section 232, Section301, and
e

sanctions Bill. A cotton T-shirt imported into
the United States now faces a 26.5 per cent
tariff (16.5 per cent MFN plus 10 per cent
under Section 301), while an auto part at-
tracts 27.5 per cent (2.5 per cent MEN plus a
25percent Section 232 duty). Some products,
including smartphones and generic medi-
cines, remain duty-free — for now.

“This marks a sharp departure from the
traditional trading system. For decades,
WTO commitments kept tariffs in countries
broadly stable. The United States is now

stead, kept the tariff uaim,an rang; ofexecmive;md
ithanother.  legislative powers to raise tariffs in violation

Just! 12 wriffex-  ofi itmentat the WTO.
pired, the UST iveimposed More are in the pipeline. The

new Section 301 tariffs on imports from 60

us ipexw_cwqmgunclude another Section

economies, citing forced-labour
The tariff burden remained largely un-
changed: only its legal basis changed. This
showed that maintaining higher tariffs had

fam:rinvmmmh
steel and petrochemicals. Trump has also
proposed 100 per cent tariffs on imported

become a policy objective, regardlessofthe  generic medicines from August

legal instrumentused. 2028, rising to 200 per cent 4 year
geEamnonts Al [ .

though Washington reduced India’s tariff  US. Given that India supplies

fromtheproposed12.5percentiolOpercent  nearly half of all generic prescrip-

after recognising its ban on imports made  tions dispensed in the US and al-

wuhfumed Iabour it still u-nposedmelan{f most38 per centofits pharmaceuti-

ingno credibl hat
India lmpurts guods made with fnrced la-

cal exports go to the US market,
these proposals ignore the impact

bour. Tt

heabj

onAmerican

Rather than negotiating
under pressure, India
should strengthen its
competitiveness, diversify

export markets and preserve

its policy autonomy

ILLUSTRATION: G R SASIKUMAR

The scope of US trade action is also ex-
panding beyond traditional trade disputes.

itbelieves
disadvantage US commercial inferests. The
recentinvestigation on Brazil illustratesthis
‘rend. In.June 2026, the US imposed an ad-
ditional 25 per cent tariff on most Brazilian
imports after investigating isstie ing
from digital trade rules and Brazil’s Pix in-

fal tariff
mLeHe C l\.lzll pruperly anti-corruption en-
forcement, US ethanol restrictions and il-
legal deforestation.

Indiashould take note. Many of the same
issues regularly appear in the US National
“Trade Estimate Report on India, including
‘high tariffs, digital trade policies, data local-
isation, intellectual property, agricultural re-

nt

procurement and the broader regulatory

framework. Braz.ll s Pix systemn is com-
UPL whi

ventory for exports. Yet these concassmns

slowed US tariffacti se-
cured meaningful commercial gains. In-
stead, they have weakened India’s negotiat-
ing position.

Inany trade negotiation, concessions are
exchanged for reciprocal benefits. When a
country makes unilateral concessions out-
side the negotiating process, the other side
simply accepts them without offering any-
thinginreturm. That 1s“hycounmes negoti-
atnge
cessionsand keepall offers on thetable until
abalanced deal is reached.

‘This has important implications for the
proposed India-U.S. bilateral trade agree-
‘ment(BTA). Although officialssay the agree-
mentis“99 percent complete”, the main US
oconcession no longer exists. Under the Feb-
ruary 6, 2026 joint statement, Washington
hadoffered to reduce reciprocal tariffson In-
dian exports from 25 percentto 18 percent.
But that offer disappeared on February 20
when the US Supreme Court struck down
the reciprocal tariff regime. Since then, the
United States has been unable to offer any
comparable commercial benefit, making it
difficult tojustify further Indian concessions.

Indiahaslittlereason torushintoa BTA.
Unlike many US allies in Europe and East
Asia, it doesnotdepend on American secur-
ity guarantees and is therefore under less
pressuretoacceptan unbalanced deal. More

atrade ould not
shield India from future tariffs. The Euro-
pean Union, Japan and South Korea — all
close US partners with trade agreements —
continue to face new Section 301 investiga-
tions and other trade actions.

1In 2019, Inclia imposed retaliatory tariffs
on28US produua in response to steel and

p JS credit- suchaction
card argLe them was penmued umier WTO rules. Today,
and want Indiato restrict. ‘Thowever, retaliation appears far less feasible.
‘While Washington continues to expand erthan negotiatingunder pressure,
itstariffarsenal, India has steadily made uni- i etitiveness
lateral i HUS fal inter- itspol-

ests, It has reduced tariffs on bourbon whis-
key, premium motorcycles, ICT
products, medical devices, and
metals; extended duty-free treat-
ment for imports used in nuclear
power projects; offered tax incen-
tives for foreign cloud-service pro-
viderstoset up data centres; eased
accessforUS agricultural products;
and allowed foreign-funded e-
commerce companies to own in-

iey aumnmny Temporary export losses are
asmallercost than permanent concessions
that weaken India’s long-term interests.

Indiashould sign atrade dealonly when
it delivers stable, reciprocal commercial
‘benefits; not short-lived relief from an un-
predictable US. tariff regime. Alasting trade
partnership cannot be builton a foundation
of changing tariffs.

The writeris founder, GTRI
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IS INDIA emerging as the third power in
the Indo-Pacific region alongside the US
and China?

In the past decade, Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi has substantially increased en-
gagement with the countries in the region.
He has participated in ASEAN-India Sum-
mits12times, East AsiaSummitsninetimes,
visited Japan eight times, Singapore five
times, Indonesia four times and Australia
three times. He has been present at all six
(Quad leader-level summitssince 2021 Modi
isthe only Indian PM to have visited almost
every country in the Indo-Pacific. Despite
differences, Modi and Chinese President Xi
Jinping bumped into each other over 20
timesinthelast12 years, although not allcan
be called serious engagements.

In his address to Parliament in 2007,
then Japanese PM Shinzo Abe invoked the
terminology of “Indo-Pacific” for the first
time for the region known as
“Asia-Pacific” since the 1980s.

In the last couple of years, a

tries came out with Indo-Pacific strategies.

Two countries that refused toadopt this
terminology were Chinaand Russia. In 2018,
Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister, said
it would “dissipate like seafoam”, dubbing it
an effort by the Western powers to encircle
and contain China.

Keeping complexities in mind, Modi
adopted a gradualist approach to dealing
with the region. In the Quad, while the US
proposed a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” as
the motto, Modisuggested Free, Openand
“Inclusive” Indo-Pacific, leaving some am-
biguity over the question of excluding any
country. He proclaimed the concept of
“ASEAN Centrality” to the Indo-Pacific at
the Shangri La Dialogue in Singapore in
2017. However, in the last couple of years, a
new assertion is visible. First came the in-
itiative to develop a $10-billion maritime fa-
cility — the Great Nicobar Island Develop-
ment Project. Sitting just 40 nautical miles
north of the Strait of Malacea,
which witnesses around 100,000
ship crossings annually, 60 per

Soon, the term captured the Newassertionisvisible. First  cent belonging to China, thisisin
world’s attention, with the US  came the initiativeto develop — away India’s proclamation of its
using the phrase "Indo-Asia- 5 10 billion maritime facility =~ geostrategicactivism.

- Modi’s engagements with the
leaders of Japan, Indonesia, New
Zealand and Australia in July also
indicated an assertion of power.

Pacific” initially, before officially
adopting the term in2018. Iteven
renamed its command Indo-
Pacific Command. Several coun-

— the Great Nicobar Island
Development Project

In Indo-Pacific, a stecady
projection of power

These engagements went far beyond trade
and technology, involvingdefence dealsand
strategic maritime collaborations. During Ja-
panese PM Sanae Takaichi’s visit to Delhiin
July, India formally agreed to build a trilat-
eral Track 1.5 dialogue mechanism with
Japan and the Philippines, hinting at its
readiness to stepinto a tense maritime zone
—the East and South China Seas.

The Takaichi government increased its
defence budget last yearto $58 billion, inch-
ing towards the 2027 target of 2 per cent of
GDP. South Koreaalso increased its defence
spending steeply to almost $45 billion and
aimstotakeitto 3.5 percent of GDP by 2035.
Thissurge isindicative of the realisation that
the US’s interest and involvement in the re-
gion is waning and the China challenge is
mounting, Inaninterviewin 2013, Lee Kuan
Yewargued that “thesize of China’sdisplace-
mentofworldbalanceissuchthat the world
must find a new balance in 30 to 40 years™.

Through his recent initiatives, Modi
raised the bar for India in the Indo-Pacific.
‘Through his personal relationships with
leadersin the region and definessin manag-
ing relations with diverse powers based on
the principle of strategic autonom, is Modi
poised tobuild thatbalance?

The writer, president,
India Foundation, is with the BJP
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Can Chinese Al model
shape future of tech race

Models like DeepSeck and Kimi K3may

be narrowing the gap with US rivals.

This raises questions about the future of
Al, who might take the lead, and how

= HOWKIMISTACKS UP AGAINST ‘OPEN-WEIGHT' COMPETITORS

& body. with President Xi Jinp-
g staring that “Al development should
nat be 3 golo performance, .

But mere thal

152 being sood, the Kimi

and training information to understand

by the Chincse

Hory Chi

COming more ublmuwus she told The hr
elian Exprress.

What Kimi K3 represents

Moonshor Al was founded n 2023 by
L whic

y how the
Conceptually, "open-source” simply
means that the underlying code behind
software Is publicly shared so anyone can
use and modify it to create thelr own pro;
grams. Openness is often seen as a way 1o
Bt

B achusted from Be ifirgy's Teinghua Univer

i A his PhiD ot Camegie Medl
University, Hethen returmed 1o China.
Klmi K3 has been billed as thie world's
Lirgest "opon-weight™ Al system, with 2.6
Hlion = itk e

andp Figks.

‘me apen-close debate

us mnmmm_s ha\-L generally not fol-
Lt many Chil-

AMETErs Are Lhe Serings (that determing
oW Sy SLEE TesPoind 10 USEr promprs,
Basedd o thie Birge amounts o dard thiey

nese ALmodels open- w cight.
e saidh, “Leading US compan!

Moonshet. Itis
saidd to rival the

ial to m closedt moddl,” e said,

Kil'!ll K3 hasbeen bcllnd astheworld's largest ‘open-weight' AI svstem wnh 28 trillion (1) phgmeoli Hur '-'-I“"‘
dtouser
basl:clon the la!ge amounts of data they have been trained on. Future of the Al race
. . 101 — By 15 Kimi arrves at atime of several everlap-
RIsHIEA SINGIH = ping Al-rebated detates in the US, touching
Mo, A281n haeess and national scurity.
INJANUARY 2005, the relense of a Chinese 25m_] Ina recent open letter, industry L
artificial intelligence (Al model called calbed for shifting towarids open-weight
DeepSeck R1drew global attention and mrodels. “Software developed by the open
riefly triggered market panic. Tewas a low- 2010 . e SOUCE COHTILITY MW SLPPOtTs mostof the
cost, quatity prociuct that was compared to DeepSeak Vi Pro DeepSeek 6 frmernet and underties systems used by the
('h:w(;]’]'.md mhenop nmelsr'mmvhe US 8 i5m [ S— workd = largear technology compandes, aswell
! 1 Ladithe i sethe TS milieryand feder] agencies. . The
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DeepSeck 1!50 \.‘\ohcd curloslty and 10t _] #hao sald thart the letter s an Immr
st b China's tant industry signal.
sector? In parallel, OpenAl the company e call I a major shift...” Whil '\onmnnm
behind ChalGPT, accused DeepSeck of s00ba | T Minia 3 - L Beliind Al infrastrocture (like Mvidia have
copying its technology, with a Trumgp ad- Qwen 35 R until now advecated for open-weight
ministration adviser backing the elaim maodels, presumably 1o spread adoption
Asiniilar seq be playl @ — — and thie demand for thelt products, com
ot now. Chinese company Mootishot AT's fanclieh had P06 panies that created proprictary models
il B3 mioded, released in Fuly, i said to (ke poic) have had res
Ermodch E-besed Openaland A erx-l.wsa-dmwmyhas"ckax
e, It boasts features such ascoding, fi- - havie baen nainadm Parameners ane a5 Terprise CUSTOMens. hlnmhhi canuse el w‘JI.h narllcr dhpules Invu]v]ngscm
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s 1 ever i In¢om property.”
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