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India’s ICI gets an updated
series: what has changed?

The Centre has released a revised series of the ICL updating the base year, sectoral coverage and weights.
Here is what has changed and what it means for industial growth

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:
he Union Government has
released an updated series of
its Index of Core Industries
(IC1), which is a key measure of
how the main industrial sectors in India’s
economy are doing. This update now
brings the IC1on a par with other recently
updated metrics such as the national
accounts (Gross Domestic Product and
Gross Value Added), inflation, and the
Index of Industrial Production (1TF).

What are the key changes in the new
1CI series?

The previous ICT had a base vear of
201112, which was significantly outdated.
So, the first major update of the new
serles of the index was to bring forward
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the hase vear to 202223, This makes the
data mare reflective of current reality,
and thus makes it a more useful gange of
industrial activity.

The second major change was to
increase the munber of sectors covered to
nine from the previous eight. The eight
sectars earlier covered were coal, crude
oil, natural gas, refinery products, steel,
cement, electricity, and fertilizers.

Now, the government has said that
owing to the intensive use of iron ore in
industrizl production, it has been added
to the list of core industries.

Other sectoral changes include
caleulating sreel production on a gross
output basis rather than a net output
basis so as to bring this in line with the
1P, which is the other major industrial
production metric.

In the coal sector, the updated series

will only measure raw coal, and has
excluded middling and washed coal. This
change was made to eliminate the double
counting that occurred in the previous
series, as both middling and washed coal
are made using raw coal.

Which sectors have gained or lost
weight in the new ICI?
The inclusion of the iron ore sector and
the resultant increase in the total number
of sectors to nine would naturally lead to
a redistribution of the weights among the
sectors. Further, according to the
gavernment, it has revised the weights in
the new series of the ICI to reflect the
weights of the same sectors in the [P
Bath of these factors have led toa
significant redistribution of weights
among the sectors of the ICL The newly
added iron ore sector has been assigned a

weight of 4.905% in the index, leaving
that much less of the total share to be
distributed among the other sectors.

The coal sector has seen a hig
downward revision in its significance,
with its weight coming down from 10.33%
t05.596%. The natural gas sector, too,
saw a major downward rev 1
6.88% to 3.841%. Refinery products saw
its weightage reduced from 28.04% to
22.572%.

Some sectars increased in significance.
The electricity sectar, for example, now
makes up 30.932% of the entire index, up
from the earlier 19.85%. The fertilizers
sector saw its weightage increase
marginally to 2.731% from 2.63%.

Have these revisions changed the final
growth picture?
There is certainly a difference in the data
ourput generated from the old series and
the new series for the same periods of
time. However, these variations become
smaller when scaled up over time and ag
you move further back. That is, while the
May 2026 growth of the [C] has been
revised from 0.5% as per the old series to
3.2% in the new series, the full-vear
growth for 202526 was only revised from
1.1% to 1%,

Henee, just because the series has been
updated, it does not mean the industrial
growth picture has radically changed.
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vThe Union Government has
released an updated series of
its Index of Core Industries
{ICI}, which is a key measure
af how the main industrial
sectors in |ndia’s economy are
doing

'This update now brings the
1) en a par with other
recently updated metrics such
as the national accounts
Changes include bringing
forward the base year and
increasing the number of
sectars covered
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[Is Yashwant Varma still a judge?

The power (o resign at will prolects judicial independence; when misused, il helps evade accountability; the report by he commillee tasked with investigaling

charges of mishehaviour against former judge Varma is set to come up in Parliament; what will become of Varma now that he has resigned?

EXPLAINER

G. Mohan Gopal
V. Venkatesan

arliament i set t take up in
the coming Monsoon Session
the report of the committee
appointed by the Speaker of
the Lok Sabha under the Judges (Inquiry)
Act, 1968, to investigate charges of
mishehaviour against former judge of the
Allahabad and Delhi High Courts,
Yashwant Varma, who has since resigned.
The allegations against him arise from the
discovery in March 2025 of partially burnt
currency notes in an outhouse at his
official residence, Mystery surrounds his
current status and the future course of the
pending proceedings in Parliament,

Onone hand, three months after his
resignarion, Mr. Varma continues to he
listed by the Allahabad High Court and by
the Department of Justice of the Union
government as a sitting judge. This has
given risc to misgivings about whether his
resignation hus taken effect or remains
subject to acceptance by the President.

Onthe other, it has been reported that
following Mr. Varma's resignation on April
9, 2026, his starus at the Bar was changed
to “active” on resumption of practice.
Some of his dues and henefits as a sitting
judge have reportedly heen stopped since
the resignation.

Four questions follow.

{1) Is Mr. Varma's resignation subject to
acceptance by the President?

Our Constitution vests 13 constitutional
functionaries with the “puwer to resign at
will”, without their resignation heing
subject to acceptance by any authority,
They may resign merely hy writing under
their hand addressed to an authoriry
specified in the Constitution. Needing no
acceptance, the power to resign at will is
an essendal safeguard for the
independence of these offices. It protects
incumbents from being forced to work
under coercion.

The offices vesting incumbents with
this power are: the President; the

Publicly available data suggests that past resignations of judges have been handled in compliance with

the law. . SUBRAMANIUM

Vice-President; the Deputy Chairman of
the Rajya Sabha; the Speaker and Deputy
Speaker of the Lok Sabha; a judge of the
Supreme Court; a judge of High Courrs;
the Governor; the Speaker and Deputy
Speaker of a State Assembly; the
Chairman and Deputy Chairman of a
State Legislative Council; and a member
of Public Service Comimissions.

In contrast, Article 101(3)(b) of the
Constitution expressly says that the
resignation of Members of Parliament is
subject to acceptance by the Speaker of
the Lok Sabha or the Chiirman of the
Rajya Sabha. Under Article 190(3)(h), the
resignations of members of State
Legislarive Assemblies and Legislative
Councils are subject to acceptance by the
Speaker or the Chairman.

Afive-judge Constitution Bench of the
Supreme Court in Union of India vs Gopal
Chandrg Misra (1978) unanimously
reffirmed the power of Supreme Court
and High Court judges to resign at will.

Justice 8. Murtaza Fazal Ali dissented
from majority judges who held that a
resigning judge could choose a future date
and withdraw the resignation before that
date. But Justice Ali reflected the
umanimous view af the Bench that na
acceptance was needed for resignation of
Judges. He wrote categorically that “the
effectiveness of the resignation does not
depend upon the aceeptance of the
resignation by the President...the

resigmation acts ex proprio vigore”
(automatically without requiring any
external action). At least 12 High Court
judges have resigned since 2017. (ne
Supreme Court judge, Justice Dalveer
Bhandari, resigned in 2012 to join the
International Court of Justice, Publicly
available data suggests that these
resignations have been handled in
compliance with the law described above,

() Can Mr. Varma still be held out asa
sitting judye?

Since Mr. Varma ceased to be 4 judge
on April 9, describing him after that dute
as a sitring judge of the Allahabad High
Court in the Department of ustice’s list or
on the wehsite of the Allahabad High
Court is clearly wrong.

There is no justification for retaining
the name of a person who is not a judpe
inlists of sitting judges for over three
months. It would only be proper tor the
Union Department of Justice and the
Mlahabad High Court to correct the error
and delete his name. It would, needless to
say, be illegal for him to receive any salary
or henefit as a sitting High Court judge.

(3) Do the proceedings survive the
resignation, now that removal from office
is moot?

The Comumittee’s report pertains to Mr.
Varma's conduct prior to his resignation,
‘The resignation, therefore, does not affect
the laying of the report before both
Houses and its being made public.

Indeed, there is a starutory duty fo do so.
The public also has a legitimate right to
know whether the Committee found any
proved misbehaviour an the part of a
sitting judge of a constitutional court.

Ifthe report finds Mr. Varma not guilty
of the charges, the matter ends there.
Even if the report finds him guilty, the
motion for his removal can no lunger be
movedl. Having resigned, Mr. Varma does
nat hold the office of a judge and cannor
he removed from it. Under Section 6, the
report is to he discussed by Parliament
along with the motion. As the motion
lapses and cannot be discussed, the
report too cannot be discussed by
Parliament under the Act,

{4) Should the Constitution be
amended so that judges facing removal
cannot evikle accountability by resigning?

There is o genuine comeern that the
frameswarl for judicial accountability
through removal proceedings under the
Judges (Inquiry) Act, 1968 suffers from a
loophale. Judges may resign at will before
Darliament takes up the motion for their
removal, halting the entire process.

This loophole is best addressed by
amending the Constitutivn, rather than
by executive or judicial interpretaton of
the Constitution or of the 1968 Act. The
umendment may provide that the
resignation of a judge facing remaval
proceedings is subject to acceptance
during their pendency. To safeguard
judicial independence, the power to
accept the resignation of a judge should
vest in the Chief Justice of [ndia rather
than in the President. Should Parliament
want to discuss the report submitted by
the Inguiry Cummittee set up under the
Act despite the judge’s resignation, it
should be amended to enable it for the

purpose. Interpreting inadvertent silences

in the Canstitution or the Act to suit the
concerns of Parliament or the Executive
wotld be against the rule of law.

(G. Mohan Gopal is former Director of the
National Judicial Academy and former
Vice-Chancellor of Nativnal Law School of
India University, Bengalury, V. Venkuiesan
is Contrituting Editor at Supreme Court
Observer. The views are their own)
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Three months after his
resignation, Mr. Yarma
continues 1o be listed by the
Allahabad High Court and by
the Department of Justice of
the Union government as a
$itting judge

v

5 Mr. Varma's resignation
subject to acceptance by the
President? Will the ‘power to
resign at will' continue to
apply in his casa?

v

Do the proceedings survive
the resignation. now that
removal from office is moot?
What happens if he is found
puilty of the charges?
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New trade pact a win-win for India and UK.

he India-U.K.
Comprehensive
Eronomic and Trade
Apreement (CETA),
which came into force on July 13,
marksa pivotal moment in the
evolution of bilateral ties, More
than a conventional
tariffreduction pact, the
agreement reflects a strategic
alignment between two major
democracies seeking to recalibrate
tlheir economic engagement in a
rapidly shifting global order.

The India-U.E. CETA represents
one of the most wide-ranging
trade agreements concluded by
India in recent years. Aligned with
the biroader India-U.K. Vision
2035, the CETA seeks to deepen
cooperation across trade,
technology, climate, and
innovation. The agreement
reflects the growing maturity of
e India-U.K, economic
partnership and provides a strong
imstitutional ramework lor
expanding trade and investment.

Both countries have further set
a target of doubling hilateral trade
o over $100 billion by 2030, an
objective that now appears more
achievable with the new
institutional framework in place.

Gains for both sides

The headline gain for India is e
zero-duty access secured for 99%
of Indian exports to the U.K. This
is expected to boost
labour-intensive sectors such as
testiles, leather, footwear, marine
products, and gems and jewellery,
which are sensitive to pricing. It
will alsv benefit high-value sectors
such as engineering goods and
chemicals, where margins depend
on consistent marker access.
TarifTs runging from 70% on
processed foods to 12% on textiles
will now come down to zero.

The Indian government has also
addressed concerns relating to
steel exports. Recognising the
UKs new steel measures Ut
came into effect on July 1, both
siddes have agreed on
arrangements that protect
commercial interests, minimise
market disruptions, and provide

Chandrajit
Banerjee

Directar General, ClI

The CETA can
reshape trade
and investment
flows, create
quality jobs and
growth, and
transition India
to a more
competitive and
innovation-
driven ceonomy

greater certainty for Indian
exporters. Moreover, the import of
electric vehicles will be subject to
tariffrate quotas, with tariffs being
reduced in a phased manner, This
refleets India's calihrated
approaclt w balancing conswmer
acress with continued support for
domestic manufachuring. India
has also retained appropriate
safeguards in sensitive sectors
such as agriculture and dziry.

The deal also opens access to
government procurement
markets, enabling Indian firms to
bid for & wider range of public
contracts in the UK., especially in
sectors such as infrastructure
services and consulting.

Equally important {5 the
agreement’s emphasis on services
and professional mobility.
Expanded aceess for Indizn IT,
education, healthcare, financizl
and prolessional service providers
strengthens India’s position as a
slobal services hub. The
agreement also srengthens
conperation in education and
skills by enabling UL institurions
to estiblish campuses in India.

Maodern provisions on digital
tradle, labour, gender, intellectual
property, and innovation, make
the agreement future ready,
enabling Indizn firms to integrate
ot the UK. and global value
chains, while attracting
investments for emerging sectors
such as fintech and green
technologies., These provisions
will also create new opportunities
for startups and Global Capability
Centres 1o further advance
collaboration in emerging
technologies such as Al

The LK. is already India’s
sixth-largest investor, contributing
wround 5% of cumulative FDI
(Foreign Direct Investment) equity
inflows into pril
2000, The agreement is expected
to further strengthen bilateral
investment flows.

Tu maximise benelits [rom the
CETA, the Indian industry must
iovest in quality upgradation,
standards compliance, and
sustainability. Indizn companies
should leverage maohility

provisions to deepen their
presence in the ULK. services
market, build partnerships, and
invest in long-term capabilitics.
Again, with opportunities in
seetors such as processed foods,
textiles, handicralts, and
IT cnabled services and business
services, industry bodies have a
critical role to play in enabling
Micro, Small, and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) to benefit
from the agreement. This requires
guidance on compliance and
Tegulatory requirements, as well
as procurement oppornmities,

Template for the future
Ala lime of rising regulatory
barriers across the world, the
India-U.K. CETA reaffirms the
value of open, rulesbased trade. It
supports India’s Atmanirbhar
Bharat vision by enhancing
competitiveness and complements
the Make in India and Digital India
schemes through greater market
access, services exports, and
mobility. For the UK., the
agreement srrengthens irs
sirategic econamic partnership
with one of the world’s
fastest-growing major economniies.
Upon implementation, the
CETA can reshape trade and
investment flows, create quality
Jobs and growth, and transition
India to a more competitive and
innovation-driven econommy
thereby serving as a benchmark
for trade apreements.
Furthermore, the ndia-ULK.
CETA can also serve as a
foundation for trilateral economic
partnerships by combining India's
manufacturing strength and
skilled workforee with the U.Ks
financial, technological, and
wlobal commercal networks, The
U.K.'s membership in the
Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partmership, together with the
proposed India-EU trade
agreenenl, can further create
complementary opportunities for
Indian usinesses to integrate into
wider regional value chains,
diversify exports, and strengthen
supply chain resilience.
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['was partof the protest marchin Delhi,
saw democratic politics take anew turn

DESHKAAL

BY YOGENDRA YADAY

HE REGIME — and the silence

often made me wonder

whether ['m completely crazy

for coming back. .. But today —

to see this democratic spirit

which hasheen silenced for so long come

back alive again — I feel whole again. Even
iftemporarily™.

Iread these lines well past 3 am, still try
ingto process allthat had witnessed on the
streets of Delhi this Monday. These lines,
posted on X by Vanya Vaidehi Bhargav, her-
self a fine political theorist, captured why
July 20 may be remembered in the history
of Indian democtacy.

This column has argned that as we slip
from competitive autheritarianism to elec-
toral autocracy, the focus of the Opposition
must switch from electoral politics to a
politics of resistance. Here are six reasons
vwihy the Jantar Mantar protest was a pertect
illustration of what the politics of resistance
may loalk like.

Firstly, the numbers. No one has a good
estimate, But it was undoubtedly many
times more than the 1500020000 the or
ganisers had hoped and planned for. Drone
images suggest that well over alakhjoined
this protest, Originally planned asa march,
itturned tntoa rally, then araife — a mass
flowe. By the afternoon. every road leading to

Parliament and muchof Lutyens' Dellyi was
packed with the protesters, TtwasIndia’s “Oc
cupy” moment.

What made the numbers stand outeven
more is that this was an arganic mobilisa-
don. Far from the culture of rent-a- crowd
political rallies or spectacles of organisa
tional prowess, the Jantar Mantar protest
comprised almost entirely self- mobilised
youthresponding toa social media call, ar-
ranging for their travel and walking long
distances. The last time I witnessed this
spontancous synchronisation was the fa
mous Republic Day tractor march organ-
ised by the farmers’ movement in 2021,

Third, notice their “utterly absurd diver-
sity”, asafriend called it. Tmet a person who
travelled from Arunachal Pradesh, a group
of adults from Dharamshala in Himachal
Pradesh, a wheel-chair bound student of
Spanish, a group of girls from Dehradun,
scores of boys and girls from all over UP,
Bihar and MP, students from elite private
universities, national public universities as
well astime-pass colleges, and of course a
large chunk of “aspirants™ from Mukhetjee
Nagar and similar hotspots. The proportion
of women was striking and exhilarating,
These were not your usual suspects. An
overwhelmingmajority wetefirst-time par-
ticipants in any protest. Their
families mostly supported the BIP.
So did they, till yesterday. That
mustworry the regime.

Fourth, the issue that brought
themtogetherwasmuch largerand
more enduringthan just the recent
paperleaks. There were, of course,
students who suffered the NEET
cancellation and the CBSE scam,
parents wholosttheirchildren due
to this fiasco, aspirants waiting in-

Morc than dircet sufferers, the
protesters were primarily
potential sullerers, those who
know thatit could be their turn
tomorrow, those who realise

thattheeducation

employmentsystem has

broken down

definitely forjobs, and victimsof recruitment
scams. But more than direct suffercrs, the
protesterswete primarily potential sufferers,
thosewhoknowthatitcouldbetheirturnto-
morrow, those who realise that the educa-
tion-employment systemhas broken down.

Anger against Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan is only the tip of the icebera, The
underlying urge is for an equitable, mean-
ingful and quality education and for a uni-
versal right to emploviment. It is after hialfa
century — since the JP movement in Bihar
in 1974 — that a youth protest has placed
education and emplovmentat the centre of
the national agenda,

Fifth, thespiritofresistance goes beyond
names and labels. Sonam Wangchuk is
clearly theirheto, butthe heto-worship quo-
tient is much more muted than during the
Anna movement. The youth related to the
CIPand its leadership, but were not shy ta
offer healthy criticism. They heard and
cheered political leaders and activists from
the podium, butwere notswayed by anyone
personality. This democratic spirit augurs
well for the furure,

Sixth, the repeated chants of “Godi
media, go back” were a reminder that the
youth have found a way past the narratives
of mainstream media. For the last one
maonth, the Noida chamnelsand the
notional press more or less erased
the protest at.Jantar Mantar, when
notmocking or demonising it Yet
every calculation of theregimeand
every narrative of its spin doctors
was defied. Just as in the farmers’
movement, media black-outs ac-
tually spustedthe participantsinto
developing their parallel informa-
tion channels through social
media, word of mouth and Whats-

App. Their posters were purichy: “The true
test ofademocracy isn't the protest. It'show
the state responds to t”. Their slogans were
innovative, [heard this one forthe firsttime:
“Jabjab Modi darta hai, Hindu-Muslim
karta hai”. The anthoritarian narrativeis
being punctured.

Seventh, and above all, July 20 shows a
fracturing of the spell of fear, Today's youth
understand thedsksofsurveillance and pro-
filingunder the present regime, stnething
absentduring the Ramlila Maiclan mobilisa
tionoftheant corruption movernent. That
deterred many of them fromcomingto Jan-
tar Mantar for the first two weeks. But
somehow, something shattered it on
Monday. Perhaps the safety of the crowd.
Pethaps the adrenaline of hopelessness. Ot
maybe a faint hope. Buttheseyoung people
were not afraid of being heard, photo-
graphed oreven tear-gassed.

Finally, in a way almost unnoticed, the
moverment could mark a new phase in the
politics of social justice, The youth of India
have come together inamaovement led by a
Datir, Abhijeet Dipke, and inspired by an Adi-
vasi, Sonam Wangehuk, one not limited to
the stereotypical “SC/ST issues”. Instead of
demandingits share in the nation, bahujan
palitics can now define whatthe nation is.

Tor many months now, I have been1e-
peating a dialogue to anyone who asks me
about the future of India: “Sawal ye nahin
et kel janata tanashahi ke khilaafkhart hogi
a nahin. Sawalsirfitng hai kijabjonate
kharihogi tabtakkahin hamiohrahin baith
Javenge”. Yesterday, Isawit unfold beforemy
eyes. Janatawas standing. Andsowas L.

The writer is member, Swaraj India,
and nationalcanvenor, Bharat
Jodo Abhiyaan. Views are personal
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Students need to guard against
undermining institutions

ADITI
NARAYANI
PAswAN

Our public
institutions
must bespaces
where youth
and students
learnto
navigate
institutional
realities, and
master theart
of constructive
civildiscourse
inthe larger
spirit of
democracy

O UNDERSTAND the chaos
gripping our educational
spaces — as seen inthe recent
protests in Delhi and else-
where — it is necessary to
revisit Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept
of the Social Contract. Rousseau has
noted, “True political liberty is never

dividual impulse.
Butreal freedom is built when citizens

willingly enter a community, agreeing
and binding themselves to shared rules
and institutional structures.” e had also
ruption over collective agreement, it leads
to the fracturing of the civic bond that
underpins democratic existence.

Public institutions and administration
are a microcosm of the social contract.
Participating in them calls for mutual
agreement Lo listen, follow the process,
and respect the forum.

As teachers, when we allow students
to treat these structures as permanently
broken or as enemies, we are misinform-
ing and mis-educating them. It leads to
alienation from the tools of civic govern-
ance that students need to master.

We need to establish a dialogue be-
tween government bodies and their
citizens; we need to demand institutional
accountability rather than disrupt gov-
ernance and create an environment of
political polarisation.

Democracy is kept alive through the
day-to-day, exhausting work of policy im-
plementation and institutional negoti-
ation. It does not function through con-
tinuous agitation.

Our real job as educators is to
anchor students and their energies in
constitutional boundaries and civic
responsibility. Classrooms need tobethe
spaceswherethese evolving state reforms
are understood, where we promote
curiosity and scepticism and encourage
critical thinking,.

But there is a fine line between ques
tioning a system and trying to dismantle
its legitimacy in public. When students
are misled and continuously pushed to-

ward confrontation, it leads toashrinking
of the faith citizens have in their public in-
stitutions, with the focus shifting to
physical clashes.

Therefore, any genuine progress in
administrative reforms is sidelined
by political polarisation. The debate is
now not about improving education or
public institutions. They are now
consumed by binary shouting matches
with zero outcomes.

When, as ateacher, I see impatience
among India’s youth, I feel thatitisa
healthy sign of an aspirational democ-
racy. It means these ignited minds aspire
for rapid development.

But this passion must go hand in hand
with maintaining the stability of our
foundational institutions, which form
the cornerstone ol democracy. There are
multiple democratic tools to effect
changes. The stale has built robust,
highly responsive institutional tools —
from transparent online RTI portals to
localised grievance cells and elected
academic councils.

These handle student anxieties. Our
public institutions must be spaces where
youth and students learn to navigate in-
stitutional realities, and master the art of
constructive civil discourse in the larger
spirit of democracy.

Ultimately, we must remember Ma-
hatma Gandhi, who built our indepen-
dence struggle on the principle of peace-
ful satyagraha. For Gandhi, the means
were as pure asthe end itself.

The raw disruption and aggression
we witnessed in Delhi this week from
all stakeholders violated the true Gan-
dhian spirit. It replaced moral persuasion
with force.

The true taskbefore our youth today is
to look past structural anger. True demo-
cratic empowerment is born when we
partner with and reform the public insti-
tutions through engagement from within,
rather than letting raw friction bring them
to a halt.

The writer is associate professar,
Dr Ambedkar International Centre
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IFrom 1991, three foreign policy lessons
for managing disruption of certaintics

BY C RaJja MOHAN

ISTORICAL ANALOGIES
must be approached with
caution. Yetthere isastriking
symmetry hetween the for-
eign policy challenges that
confronted ndia in 1990-91 and those now
posed by the wars in Iran and Ukraine. Sim-
ultaneousupheavals inthe Middle Eastand
Europe in 1991 shattered India’s economic
and strategic assumptions. Today, the two
regionsare again compelling Delhi torecon-
siderthe foundarionsofits national strategy.

Iraq'sinvasion of Kuwair in August1990,
and the US-led war to reverse Saddam FHus-
sein'sannexation, sent oil pricessoaring, dis-
rupted remittances and aggravated India’s
balance-of-paymentscrisis. Within months,
the Soviet Union — the principal anchor of
Indianforeign policy during the Cold War —
collapsed. The twin shocks forced India to
reform its economy, diversify its interna-
tional partnerships and rethink its place in
theworld.

‘The circumstances today are different,
buttheunderlying challengeis familiar. The
war that began with the Killing of Iran’s Su-
preme Leader on February 28 has raised
energy costs, disrupted navigation through
theStrait of Hormuz and exposed India’sde-
pendence on the Middle East.

The relief in Delhiafter Washingtonand
‘Tehran signed a memorandum of under-
standing in June has proved premature as
the conflict escalates again. In Europe,
meanwhile, the Ukraine war has entered its
fifth yearwithouraclear path to settlement.
Russiais notaboutto disintegrare as the So-
viet Union did in 1991. But the prolonged
wear, with its mounting costs, is generating
new guestions about Russia’s future at
home and abroacl.

India is much better placed to manage
these shocksthanitwasin 1991 It hasalarger
economy, greater diplomartic weight, and
wider international partnerships. Yetits ex-

posuretotheworld and theresulting vulner-
abilities are greater.

American policies are intensifying this
vulnerability. The sanctions legislation as-
sociated with the late Senator Lindsey Gra-
ham is proposing massive punitive tariffs
against China, India and others importing
Russian oil. President Donald Trump has
alsocalled forthelegislation tobe expanded
to cover Iran. Whether or not Congress ac-
cepts that proposal. India’s energy diplo-
macy will come under increasing stress.

The Indian government has showncon-
siderable flexibilityin navigatingthese press-
uressofar:buritcould get trickierinthe days
ahead. Asin1991, however, the government
appears more tlexible than theforeign policy
debate surounding itmight suggest. When
Saddam invaded Kuwait, India's official posi-
tion was caught between compet-
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the provision of refuelling facilitiesto Ameri-
can military aircraft — reflected these
multiple pressures.

Put the domestic strategic consensus in
1991 was hardly realistic. Larpe sections of
the political and foreign policy establish-
ment sympathised instinctively with Sad-
dam, long viewed as a friend of Indiaand a
representative of secular Arab nationalism.
His annexation of an indepencent country
was viewed as less important than his con-
frontation with the United States.

The same rigidity shaped Indian reac-
tions to the Soviet crisis. By the late 1980s.
Mikhail Gorbachev's internal reforms and
retrenchment abroad had made clear that
the old Soviet order was unsustainable. Yet
alargesection of Delhi’s foreign policy com-
munity denounced him for seeking accom-

mocdation with the West. When

ingimperatives. It had toevacuate
a large Indian expatriate popula-
tion, preserve relations with [raq
and the Arabworld, respond tothe
violation of Kuwaiti sovereignty,
and accommodate the overwhel-
mingmilitary power assembled by
the United States. The govern=
ment’s contradictory manoeuvres
— including Foreign Minister 1K
Gujral’s embrace of Saddam and

Irag’sinvasion of Kuwait
in August 1990, and the
US-led war to reverse Saddam
Hussein's annexation, sent
oil prices soaring, disrupted
remittances and aggravated
India’s balance-of-payments
crisis

communist hardliners attempted
acoup in August 1991, there was
barely concealed political glee in
parts of Delhi. The coup collapsed
within three days; the Soviet Union
disappeared in December.

The protagonists have changed,
buttheinstinctsurvives. Sympathy
for Tehran often rests less on the
character orconduct of the Islamic
Republic than on its resistance to

America. Saddam’s secular autocracy and
Iran’s Islamic theocracy are as different as
chalkand cheese. Yet. theIndian foreign pol-
icy community embraced thembothassym-
bolsofanti-American defiance.

The debate on Russia is similarly per-
sonalised around Putin and sentimental-
ised through the memory of Soviet sup-
port for India. This obscures the need to
examine Russia’s internal strains, its
changing relationship with China and its
imperatives for reconciling with Europe
and America. India’s interests require an
empathetic understanding of the do-
mestic politics of Russia and Iran — not
reflexive signalling of solidariry rothe gov-
ernments of the moment.

The first lesson from 1991, therefore, is
that no balance of power is permanent. The
certainties of the 1980s — a stable Soviet
Union, abipolar order and depencable part-
nerships — vanished withastonishing speed
in1991. Unpredictability is not an inter-
muption of normal intemational politics;itis
one of its permanent teatures. Indian strat-
egy must devorte as much attention to dis-
continuity as tocontinuity.

Thesecondisthatdebateitselfisastra-
tegicasset. A foreign policy community or-
ganised around a rigid consensus will re-
peatedly miss inconvenient possibilities.
India needs stronger expertise on Russia,
Iran, Central Asiaand the internal politics
of the Middle East. India needs sustained
investment, more than ever, inlanguages,
history and regional specialisation. [talso
needs institutions willing to reflect on
competing scenarios and encourage
contrarian judgments.

The third and most important lesson is
thar external shocksand systemic changes
cannot be managed by diplomacy alone.
‘What rescued India after1991 were the in-
ternal reforms. The answer must be the
same today — sweeping domestic reform
to cope with a changing world. Diplo-
macy’s role then and now is to support
internal cransformation.

Thewriteris acontributing edlitor on
internationai affairs for The Indian Express. Heis
also a Distinguished Professor at the Matwani-
Jadejalnstitute of American Studies, Jindal
Global University and the Korea Foundation
Chairon Asian Geopolitics at the Council for
Strategic and Defense Research, Delhi
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3 A checklistfora
T new-age courtroom
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE is coming to
Inndia's cowrts, not as adistant possibility but
as an active policy question. This June, the
Supreme Court published draft regulations
for the use of Al in courts for public com-
ments. They govern how Al may be used
across the entirejudiciary, create institutions
o oversee their adoption and prescribe ap-
proval processes for Al systems.

Bur cowrts are only beginning to use AL
and noone fully understands et how itwill
behave in practice. Ihese regulations will
need to evolve asexperience accumulates.

The more important question, then, is
whether the foundations are right."T'wa
things in particular are hardto reverse once
set, and willshape theintegrity of everything
that follows. Both 11ced to be answered be-
fore Al enters the courtroom.

Thefirstisabourt institutions. Everywave
oftechnologyuseinIndia’sjudiciary hascre-
ated a new governance body. Computerisa
tion brought computer committees. Al is
now producing an apex body, five
standing committees, High Court
Al committees, district Al secre-
tariats, and a new Centre of Re-
search and Excellence.

The problemis architecture, In
stitutional structures must not he
built around individual techno-
logies. Computerisation, digitisa-
tion, video conferencing, and Alarc

What must a system explain,
and towhom? What error rate
is acceptable in a bail matter
versus a scheduling task?
Wheredoes training data

come from?

successive tools in the same transformation
of courtadministration. Forinstance,an Al-
assisted scheduling system is simulta-
neously acase management, infrastructure,
digitisation and AT project. Tf each of these
toals and functions has separate commit-
tees, it fragments accowtability and slows
decision- making. Thejudiciary needsaper
manentinstitution capableof absorbingthe
functionscurrently heldbvthe e-Committee
alongside the new Al governanice mandate,
andwhatever teclinologycomes next. India
has done this before: TNMSC professional-
ised medicine procurement in Tamil Nadu
and became amodel forother states; UIDAL
built and maintains the Aadhaar ecosvstem.
Execution requires permanence, expertise
and clear ownership — none of which com-
mittecswith rotating members can provide.

The second is about standards. When
India built its payments infrastructure, it
made onedecision that changed everything:
It separated the standard from the market.
NPCI wrote the specification for UPL and
stepped back. It didn't build Pho-
nePe or Google Pay — the market
did. The standard was shared; the
mnovationhappened around it In-
dia’s courts are now at a similar in-
flection point with AL

“T'he Draft Regulations estahlish
who approves Al systems for court
use and how. What they donotes-
tablish iswhat anysystcim mustac

tually demonstrate Lo earn that approval.
This is not a minor gap. Before a pharma-
ceutical companycanselladrugin India, its
manufacturing process must imeet interna
tionally defined quality standards.
Forjudicial Al the equivalentis missing,
What must a system explain, and to whom?
‘What error rate is acceptablein abail matter
versus ascheduling task? Where does train-
ingdata come from? Without these answers
defined in advance, each of India’s 25 high
courts mustindependently determine what
constitutes an acceprable Al system. GGiven
the wide variation in technical capacity
acrossthejudiciary, they will arrive atdiffer
ent answers. The resultis inconsistent ap-
pravals — and inconsistent justice.
Standards cannotbe set by the body that
procurcs against them. The Draft Regula
lions already envision a Centre of Research
and Excellence on AT(CoRE-AT). Tt should be
set up as a neutral body with no stake in
whichvendorwins, no procurcment budget
todefend. A permanent technical institution
should procure against them. A judicial
Committee should approve them. Just as
NPCIstepped back and let the market build,
CoRL-Al's value lies precisely in staying oul
of the game it is refereeing. The SC must
push for foundations that will hold not just
for today’s Al but for whatever comes next.

Sankaran is a co-founder of PUCAR and Agami.
Menivannan is research lead at XKDR Forum




