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How a star with an extreme magnetic
field could prove space is not empty

‘The work could pave the way to show that the ‘nothingness' of space is actually a complex and active medium. and help scientists refine their maps of the universe

Vasudevan Mukunth

nantum physics has made
numerous strange predictions,
and scientists have checked
and confirmed many of then.
But one of the strangest ones persists
unresolved. In the 19305, the German
physicists Werner Heisenberg and Hans
Heinrich Euler proposed that empty
space is not really empty, Instead, they
predicted that in the presence of a
magnetic field, the vacuum of space
would behave like a crystal, changing the
pr 1csoﬂkgh( passmgmmgh it.
with testing this prediction

In 4 study published in Nature on
August 5, astronomers from Australis,
Canada, Japan, South Africa, Taiwan, md
the U.5. reported it had observed such
birefringence using mmﬂm ana‘ra
el in Australia, almost confi
the | pmdiuim at bong fast.

The work could prove ‘nothingness” is
actually a complex and active medium
and also potentially help scientists refine
their maps of the universe.

Staggering numbers

In classical physics, a vacuum is absolute
nothingness. But in quantum
electrodynamics (QED) - which is a
theery in quantum physics - a vacuum is
asoup of virtual particles: pairs of
electrons and anti-electrons that

An artist’s impression of the magnetar 41 0142+61, In May 2022, the IFE

universe’s most extreme magnetic fields.

Sometimes the core of 2 dead star can
collapse to form a neutron star. Neutron
stars with powerful magnetic fields are
called magnetars.

atvacuum

Since these directions are defined by the
direction of the magnetic field, l|1|_ Xerays'
p fon s effectively rail d along
the magnetic ficld lines. And as the Xrays
travel away from the magnetar, their
polarization will stay fixed even as the

amand this dead star, nash

directly probe the nature of the ...
polarization”. And this, the commentary
noted, requires “coordinated
astronomical campaigns that observe
multiple magnetars and cover a wider
part of the electromagnetic spectrum”.

constantly pop in and out of existence, Railroading polarisation magnetic field becomes less and less able The current finding s indirect because
and so quickly that they cannot he The intémnational team foas 1 *hold nn the astronomers recarded polarised light
ohserved. jon on one magy ned IE cording to the team, the amountof | and inferred from that that it had passed

Normially, these virtual particles have a  1547.0-5408, located H,700 lightyears poln'isaﬁandmppedmhemuwn{me through extremely magnetised space.
némleeﬁwmlwwwh'en'i away. As independent experts Ekaterina Kerays increased, which QED predicts as

d nearby bec ok 'mmmwmmm well. The team was also able to elucidate an)ﬂpmwn

mﬂ.!silﬁdmhﬂwﬂleﬂlm-lm team’s that the d along an axis ! “““"‘a\‘ﬁm&pmﬁ.mv
charged particles can move, so they pape! l!f&ﬂﬂ-ﬁﬂ@bebn@mam uuatalmedllmpedecuywﬁhhs lar
respond differently 1 light dependin iat alsor emit podes, like g wﬂypawmmnhhﬁﬁml!lh
the direction in which its electric field is puhmatmd‘nmlmgdn upn-ighl—eaddaﬂmwmnedthe team’s model of the magnetar's geometry
yibirating. This part of space will then By combining I'-l?andr-liln team's modeks of how the Xorays from the | s correct. If, instead, its axis of rotation
behave like a calcite erysial when light 1 3 then, th Wemwwld!mkwwam ‘withous and magnetic poles are further apart, the
passes through it, splitting it into different muldpme together the geometry ofthe | vacutim | Kerays could have been polarised by
paths depending on its electric field. (As 3 s magnetic field. The models that d:ld not account for plasma on the magnetar's surface,
an electromagnetic wave, light consists of If the vacuum of space were truly the phenomenan fit substantially worse A paper published in The Astrophysical
electric and magnetic felds travelling empty - as in classical physics - the with the telescope data than those that Jorernal by mrdiersﬁumllaﬂy, Spainy,
through space.) Xeratys from the magnetar would reach the | included it. and the UK, has already raised|

For vacuum birefringence to become earth with a low degree of polarisation. d:omlhe:l{gnmmr
noticeable, the magnetic field has to be But the team found the opposite: the Direct observation Physicists are also interested in the
around 83 trillion times stronger than the  NASA Imaging Neray Polarimetry Explorer | Other than IXPE, the team Mlahouszd wacuum resomance: a distinctive dip in
earth’s magnetic field, and more than 500 | (IXPE) satellite in particular detected very | the N Star Interior Ca i the polarisation — from one of the two
million times as strong as the high levels of polarisation, up to 80% in Explorer |mummonbuamme allowed directions to the other - ata
ultra-powerful magnets in the world's some instances, which is the smoking gun | [nternational Space Station and the specific energy level, The international
largest science experiment, the CERN of vacuum birefringance, Murrivang radio telescope in Australia. team itself reported a dip but said it was
supercollider. These are staggering As Xerays leave the magnetar and move The finding takes a big step towards 100 noisy to be dispositive,
aumbers far beyond the abilities of through the surrounding space, QED holstering space’s character s a complex But one way or another, the dark voids
current technologies, so physicists have predicts that their electric field will have mediom that both gravity and magnetism | between the stars we see when we look
been looking for proof of vacuum to lock itself into one of two directions - a | can manipulate. up are far from dead, buzzing with

birefringence in outer space, where
objects called magnetars generate the

condition that unmagnetised space does
not impose - thus polarising the light.

On a final note, the team wrate in its
| paper that its next goal i “to more

activity.
(mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in)

THE GIST

In the presence of strong
magnetic fields, a
phenomenon called vaguum
birefringence can make the
vacuum of space behave Bke
a crystal and polanise light
paszng through it

Using NASA's IXPE satellite,
MICER instrument, and
HAaustralia’s Murriyang radio
telescope, researchers
shasrced highly pelarised
X-rays from magnetar 1E
1547.0-5408, malching
predictions made by quantum
electrodynamics (QEDY

-

The evidence depends on
mcadels o the magnetar's
geometry, and some scientists
suggest the observed
polarisation could instead be
caused by plasma near the
star; further observations of
more magnetars are needed
for 2 direct confirmation
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n his Independence day address this year,

Prime Minister Narendra Modi declared

that his government had eliminated the

threat of armed Naxals/Maoists, but added
that *dimaagi Naxals (brainy Naxals’) remain.
These dangerous individuals, he said, had been
elevated to policy advisers by his predecessors.
Now, they look for opportunities to ‘drag society
onto the wrong path’ and ‘steer the nation’s
youth’ away from the ‘mainstream effort’ to turn
India into ‘a developed nation.’ He asked Indian
citizens to ‘identify and isolate’ such individuals
among them.

Defining the enemy

Is Mr. Modi the first leader of a democratic nation
to declare thoughts to be crimes, without resort
to innuendo or euphemism, in a formal address
to the nation? A search for other instances came
up empty.

But has he not used terms such as ‘urban
Naxal' before? Is ‘dimaagi Naxal’ any different? |
believe it is a significant escalation.

First, while he has used the term ‘urban Naxal’
in campaign speeches and in Parliament, he has
not previously used it in an Independence Day
address to the nation.

Second, ‘urban’ implies an alleged connection
to ‘rural’ Naxals; urban individuals are alleged 10
be facilitating crimes attributed to Maoist
insurgents. The actual charges may be fabricated,
and individuals might in fact be criminalised for
their ideology, that is, for thought crimes. But the
government did not admit this. In this case
however, Mr. Modi declared the end of rural
Naxals, and then formulated the category of
‘dimaagi Naxals™. It is their ‘dimaag’ alone, cut off
from any alleged ties to armed Maoist insurgents,
that he declares to be criminal,

Had Mr Modi chosen to say ‘Naxali dimaag’ or
‘Naxali soch’ (thinking), it might be taken to mean
Maoist ideology. But ‘dimaagi Naxal’ does not
identify a specific ideology as dangerous,

‘Dimaag’ itself is the deadly weapon. In
Hindi/Urdu, dimaag is used to mean the brain,
head, mind, consciousness, intellect, and
intelligence. To use your dimaag is to *use your
head' - that is, to think out of the box, to reason,
to think critically, to use your intelligence for
resourceful problem-solving.

Mr. Modi is notorious for asking Indians to
identify terrorists by what they wear - ‘kapde se
pehchano’ (Identify/judge someone by their
clothes) - a dog whistle for Muslims wearing
lungis, skullcaps or hijabs. Now, he is saying
‘dimaag se pehchano' — identify anti-nationals by
how they think.

Operation Demonise Dimaag began a decade

)
Kavita Krishnan

Author of

‘De-democratisation,

A Global Story: Script,

Actors, Enablers'

The new
labelling is an
escalation of
the
government'’s
attitude
towards dissent
and democracy

ago in 2016, with the attempt to incite hatred and
violence against Jawaharlal Nehru University
students and teachers. For six years the regime
has declared student protesters (such as Umar
Khalid, Sharjeel Imam, Gulfisha Fatima, Natasha
Narwal , Devangana Ka]na) to be terrorists.
without a trial, without much push-back from the
Judiciary and the press. Emboldened, it deployed
the same tactic against students protesting
examination paper leaks, calling them
‘dehshatgarh’ (terrorists), But stretched to such
lengths, this tactic snapped — and backfired. Tt
‘leaked’ the key to the regime’s propaganda
codes. All of a sudden, all too many people could
see the pattern plainly. The government
rewarded mindless obedience, reverence and
adulation for Power. Apply your mind, your
dimaag, to demand democratic accountability
from Power, and it would “identify and isolate”
you as a terrorist, an andolanjeevi (parasite
feeding on protests), a cockroach.

Echoes of an old template

The timing is telling. Mr Modi is attacking Dimaag
when he is still smarting from his debacle at the
hands of young students armed only with wit and
imagination. He wants to prevent a recurrence.
Ironically, since he calls his critics ‘Naxals'
(Maoists), he seems to be embracing the Chinese
template for thought crimes.

A Chinese Communist Party memorandum, of
2013, warns that Internet forums, “lectures,
seminars, university classrooms, class discussion
forums, civilian study groups” as well as “open
letters and... petition-signings to vocalise requests
for political reforms, improvement of human
rights” represent a threat to the nation. Why?
Because “if we allow any of these ideas to spread,
they will disturb people’s existing consensus on
important issues like which flag to raise, which
road to take, which goals to pursue”.

That is what the student protests did: demolish
Mr. Modi’s claim to represent a monolithic
popular consensus, challenged only by a tiny
gang of unpopular critics. That consensus must
be restored.

Mr. Modi identified ‘dimaagi Naxals® as the
foremost internal threat to national security. Is
his plan for “a huge voluntary force of civil
defence” intended to deal with them?

The examples Mr. Modi cites are unconvincing,
Defending refineries from aerial bombardment
and banks from cyber attacks cannot be left to
‘civilian volunteers’ — these would need
enhanced air defence and cyber-security systems
comprising experts, We alreacdy have the Civil
Defence Act 1968 and the Home Guards to
organise civilians for non-combat roles. Is Mr.

The politics of calling minds Naxal

Modi’s proposal inspired by his ideological gurus
from a century ago?

In 1931, Dr. B.S. Moonje, Hindu Mahasabha
leader and close associate of Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) founder K.B.
Hedgewar, visited Iraly to meet the fascist leader
Benito Mussolini. Mussolini was notorious for
civilian militias such as the *Voluntary Militia for
National Security’, colloguially known as the
Blackshirts, which unleashed violent terror
against political rivals, union leaders, journalists
and writers. In 1934, Moonje and Hedgewar met
to discuss the need for a Hindu-supremacist
militia to achieve the “ideal” of “a Hindu as a
dictator... like Mussolini or Hitler of the present
day Italy and Germany”. In 1935, Moonje
explained that his aim was to also militarise
Hindu society so as to completely choke off any
other expressions of social life — “There will thus
be no longer any distinction between the citizen
and the soldier, between the civilian and the man
in uniform.”

In 1939, Moonje expressed the hope that the
RSS “might be useful and handy” in the task of
preparing such a Hindu-supremacist militia. Who
would it fight? Not so much the British Raj or
potential Japanese invaders, but “internal
enemies” - i.e., Muslims and the Congress wing
of the freedom struggle. Moonje specifically
visualised a conflict between “the mutually
antagonistic and clashing ideologies”, i.e.,
between “the Rifle” (symbolising the Hindutva
militia) and “the Charka" (symbolising Gandhi).
Nearly a decade later, Nathuram Godse wielded
the Rifle that killed Gandhi.

The road ahead

Today, a woman who proudly declared herself a
“fan of Godse’ and said the very name ‘Gandhi’ is
like a ‘gaali’ (a swear word), has been elevated to
the leadership of the Bharatiya Janata Party's
social media cell. As has a man who used foul
abuse against Congress Parliamentary Party
chairperson Sonia Gandhi, and the “b****y voting
right” for Muslims and oppressed castes as the
“root cause” of India’s problems. Meanwhile,
online and offline pro-Modi mobs as well as
police are hounding student protesters, especially
girls and women. The pretext is that the students,
as a last resort, raised profane slogans at Mr. Modi
himself, which turned out to be the only thing to
move him to remove his corrupt Minister.

Will these maobs, together with the moral
policing mobs and the anti-Muslim Iynch mobs,
be elevated to the ranks of Mr. Modi's ‘civilian
defence force'? This is a real danger, given that
his supporters believe he is the ‘Hindu Hitler’ of
Moonje's and Hedgewar's dreams.
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when he is still smarting from his debacle at the
hands of young students armed only with wit and
imagination. He wants to prevent a recurrence.
Ironically, since he calls his critics ‘Naxals”
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Modi’s proposal inspired by his ideological gurus
from a century ago?

In 1931, Dr. B.S. Moonje, Hindu Mahasabha
leader and close associate of Rashtriya
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potential Japanese invaders, but “internal
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of the freedom struggle. Moonje specifically
visualised a conflict between “the mutually
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between “the Rifle” (symbaolising the Hindutva
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Nearly a decade later, Nathuram Godse wielded
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Today, a woman who proudly declared herselfa
‘fan of Godse’ and said the very name ‘Gandhi’ is
like a ‘gaali’ (a swear word), has been elevated to
the leadership of the Bharatiya Janata Party's
social media cell. As has a man who used foul
abuse against Congress Parliamentary Party
chairperson Sonia Gandhi, and the “b****y voting
right” for Muslims and oppressed castes as the
“root cause” of India’s problems. Meanwhile,
online and offline pro-Modi mobs as well as
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Will these maobs, together with the moral
policing mobs and the anti-Muslim lynch mobs,
be elevated to the ranks of Mr. Modi's ‘civilian
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OBC creamy layer and the income test
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FXPLANER W m:‘:fm T THEGIST
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Abhinay Lakshman the DoPT. v
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The story so far:
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Dol Ty shoukd interpeet the crucial imterpeeration af the 1993 OM, read with
incone/wealih test, which is ore of the the 2004 ketter, had led o *hostile
Layers through which the “creamy yer” di b he children of
{or relatively socially and econemically those in government service and those in
Wmﬂpm«w Ia!sor, . =

availing the benelil of reservation.

pcsts,r]\c mmnr!ﬁl.h(luﬁlgdnllﬁ

Thee cases that

mually

WWealth Tax Act, 1957, The income Emit,

the cowrt invohed claims by at least 50 md:duesummmnhmmul However, OBC candicates who spoke
OAC candidates who had appesred in which was 21 bikh when the 1953 OM was | government service, while OBC o The Hindu argued that the Centre's
Chil Services Examinaons (CSE) since isstved, was revised several imes and now | candidues whose parents were in rebuctance o implement the direcrions
2013 and wereexchided from starnds at 8 lakh, with the kst revision gerermment servioe were being subjected | does not agpear to make sense, These
comsideration for = OBCreserved post | having come in 2077 Impostanily, the toa test that did not include salaries. This | candidates have asked why the DoPT had
ahumcmﬂdwlﬁadﬂnmiswnof IS&GD@P’I’OMsw:Iﬁchmmen s what the court had described as nox mentioned these Jarger issues with
the v Jayer solel 1 on their iowltural lind shouldbe | “hestile discrimination”. implementation eatier.
arenis’ ircome. eﬁthmedwhvn .'lppiy‘lrgme Trwcmuid,‘nmdnglhedﬂdm These candidates have noted that the
from of those emph P8Us ar private older reading of the income test - the one
other ¥ iy, buisness, g e, as being excludied from | that the court said practised “lostile
or capital gains bcngcoamm the benefit of reservation only on the discrimination” - was being applied only
004, sk of thir income derived from by ehwe DT, vl thaat too arbitrariby.
create supernumerary posts or th salaries, and wahout refereace o their
08C candicdates towhom the incorme test posts (whetherGroup A or B, orGroupC | What happens next?
had been applied with wht it cilled o Dy would certaindy Jead to houtile Abang with the application that the DoPT
mmrwaéum discrimination between parties whoare | has hled seifing oum the difficulties it was
ervices according o thelr thel sleaitaty phaced and would ameunt o facing In Implemening the Rohih Nathag
respective C5E years, equals being treated unequally” judgment’s directivns, epecially
‘The cout had directed the Centre 1o . the Union gavernment
‘What are the criteria for exchusion? yetk implement this reading of the income test | had filed a separate application, seeking
1'hcmmﬂgermmqmmunsm muw.hatmmrl!’mur salarieswas | within six months by ersating that jt be allowed to-continue allotting
i o de if the income. s for services a5 per the old reading o the
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Worries behind India’s
robust GDP, inflation data

GRAPHS,

DATA,
PERSPECTIVES
_ BY UDIT MISRA

4 7 A3
WEEKLY ECONOMIC AND POLICY INSIGHTS USING DATA

OVER THE past three financial years, the
Indianeconomy recorded a GDP (gross do-
mestic product) growth rate of more than
7%, alongside a sharp drop in the inflation
rate. Many analysts expected the US-Israeli
WaronlIrantodent thistrajectory, owingto
factorslike an increase in the prices of crude
oil and a reduction in foreign investments.
Making matters worse was the prospect of
high temperaturesthanks to E1Nifio, which
threatened to hit food production.

The growth rate was expected to fall,
while the inflation rate was expected to sky-
rocket from 2% in 2025-26 to near 6% —
from the lower end of RBI's “comfort zone”
toits upper limit. On May 11, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi even appealed to Indians
totighten their belts by stopping gold pur-
chases and reducing fuel consumption,
H.lTlUﬂgDLhE T measures.

But macroeconomic data shows India
hasn't fared as poorly as feared. On Mon-
day, GDP data for Q1 will be released and is
expected to yet again cross the 7% mark.

Resilient economy?

Six months since the war began, the
GDP growth rate, inflation rate, and current
account balance do not show the impair-
mentinitially feared.

A research note from HSBC states:
“Growth remains high, inflation remaing
low, and the current account deficit surpris-
ingly contained. Headline numbers across
theboard feel more goldilocks than crisis.”

“Goldilocks” refers to a term analysts
used at the start of the year to describe the
economy, referring to an optimal state of
affairs. The term, however, quickly lost fa-
vour once the West Asia war exposed per-
sistent weaknessesinthe Indianeconomy,
best captured by the sharp fall in the
rupee’s exchange rate. As such, it makes
sense toexamine whether the economy has
genuinely returned toa “Goldilocks” scen-
ario orif the data hides risks.

On GDPgrowth

In adetailed note, HSBC economists led
by Pranjul Bhandari have explained both
scenarios — why India’s macros did not
worsen as much as expected, and the

Six months after the war in West

Asiabroke out, the indian economy

appears to be holding up. But
several risks to growth remain.
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triggers that could make the picture worse.

HSBC's 100-indicators of growth data-
base points towards India's GDP growing by
77.5% during the first quarter (April, May
and June). SBI's research team has gone a
step further, projecting an 8% growth.

What's driving this? Some of it can be
ascribed to the 125-basis point cut in the
reporate between December 2024 and De-
cember 2025. The repo rate is the interest
rate atwhich the RBI lends money tocom-
mercial banks. A lower repo rate makes it
cheaper for banks to borrow money from
the RBI and, in turn, cheaper for individ-
uals and businesses to borrow from com-
mercial banks. Cheaper loans incentivise
economic activity, thus boosting growth.
Often the “transmission” of a repo rate cut
takes a couple of quarters to show up as
faster GDP growth.

Another factor could be the effect of
cuts in Goods and Services Tax in 2025.
Lower tax rates reduced prices and im-
proved people’s purchasing power, result-
inginhighereconomic activity. Yetanother
factor noted by HSBC economists is the rise
of India’s exports to the US as Donald
Trump's tariffs were removed. Lastly, evi-
dence suggests that manufacturers front-
loaded production as they were anxious
about future energy availability.

Oninflation, CAD

First, while the monthly retail inflation
rate — the rate at which the general price
level went up over the year — has moved
up since October, it is still well-contained
and near the RBI's target level of 4% (see
chart). Often, inflation remains muted be-

Heavy lifter
HSBC
rescarchers
argue thatitis
the services
sector thatis
saving India the
blushes as of
NOW.

L J
Accounting for
55% of India’s
GDP, the sector
heavily affects
where growth
and inflation will
land and how
external deficits
willbe
contained.
T —————

cause growth is muted. In this case, how-
ever, inflation has remained muted despite
supply pressures, as well as demand hold-
ingup fairly well.

Secondly, the current account refers to
the netamount of money flowing in or out
of India as it trades (exports and imports)
goods and services with the world. Typi-
cally, when the GDP is growing fast, or
when imports are getting costlier, the
country imports morethan itexports, lead-
ing to a trade deficir. It translates into the
outflow of billions of dollars.

What India often earns from exports of
services (like software services) as well as
from remittances from Indians working
abroad is not enough to make up for the
dollars India shells out forimports, in gen-
eral. The net result is called a current ac-
countdeficit (CAD). But despite fast growth
and costlier imports, India’s CAD too has
remained fairly muted. “The headline c/a
deficitis low at 0.3% of GDPas per RBI's ag-
gregated monthly data, and not showing
signs of excesses,” note HSBC economists
{seechart).

Reading the numbers

While macro indicators look counter-
intuitively robust on the face of it, risks to
growth and inflation persist.

Ongrowth, HSBC researchersstare that
alot of the credit growth (increased loans)
has been driven by factors such as “(t)he
new government credit guarantee scheme
for small firms, the rise in working capital
needs spurred by higher commodity
prices, and the proliferation of gold loan
growth (which can sometimes be seen as

anindicatorofstress)”. Moreover, the front-
loading of manufacturing could be fol-
lowed by a lull, and agricultural growth
could weaken if the El Nifio strengthens.

On inflation, the overall benign levels
hide fairly divergent trends. HSBCResearch
stated that food inflation and non-food
goods inflation are already averaging 54%
(year-on-year) in July (see chart). What is
holdingback the headline inflation fromsur-
gingisthat services have remained “remark-
ablylow at 2.5%". Thereinlies the risk. “Low
services inflation data is keeping headline
(rate) contained. Ifit rises from here, reflect-
ing growth better, headline inflation
numbers could rise quickly,” notes HSBC.

Similarly, on CAD, a closer look at
the chart shows that it is low as of now be-
cause even though the goods trade deficit
is growing, rising services exports and re-
mittancesareoffsetting the risein the trade
deficit. HSBC states, “Given the uncer-
tainties around the impact of Al on services
exports growth, one needs to be careful on
how long services can fund a rising goods
deficit. Already, services exports have
grown at a softer pace this year.”

Few expected Indiatosurvive this phase
of global disruption without taking abig hit.
HSBC researchers argue that it is the ser-
vicessector that is saving India the blushes
as of now. Accounting for 55% of India’s
GDP, thesector playsacrucial roleindeter-
mining where growth will land, how long
inflation will remain low, and until when
external deficits will be contained. If ser-
vicesinflation goes up and services exports
takeahit, the RBI may be forced to raise in-
terest rates, which could dampen growth.
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The mountains have sounded a
warning, we ignore it at our peril

S A frequent visitor to the Hi-

malayan region in India, Nepal

and Bhutan over four decades,

Ihave witnessed the relentless

poliation of this majestic but

fragile mountain zone. The eternal s becom-

ing episodic as the snows coveting the high

peaks meltat an accelerated pace fromglobal

warming, exacerbated by indiscriminate

ecological degradation. Despite persistent

and alarming wamning signs, human greed

and cupidity have continued to provoke the

furyofthe mountains, visitingdeath and de-

struction on communities residing in their
valleys and along river banks.

Nepal is the latest victim of catastrophic
flash floods, sweeping down from moun-
tains just across the border with Tibet,
caused by what is technically termed a gla-
ciallake outburst flood (GLOF). Amountain
river upstream m.{ybe blocked by JDOI'EI.()
ofa glacier breaking away orby he
thereby forming a lake. When rthe loose
banks of this lake burst under pressure, then
ahugevolumeof water hurtles downstream.
Itisreported that about 20 km east of the Ra-
suwagadhi Nepal-Tibet border crossing, a
massive avalanche brought surging waters
and sheets of mud down the Lhende River,
sweeping away villages, settlements, and a
large number of people downstream. The
avalanche may have been triggered by a4.4
magmitude earthquake recorded inthe area
just minutes earlier.

The border crossing connects Nepal's Ra-
suwa district with Gyirong counry on the
Tibetan side, Chinese media report similar
loss of life and property across the border.
The flash floods spread south from Rasuwa
to Dhading, Gorkha and Nuwsakot districts
in Nepal, and the impact will be felt across
the borderin India. At least six hydropower

projects downstream have been wiped out,
causingaloss of 405 MW of power capacity,
constituting 12 percent ofthe national total.
“This is a loss of power that Nepal can ill af-
ford. Recovery and rehabilitation may take
several vears, Some video reportson this Hi-
malayan tsunami are most disturbing. One
sees a huge wall of water and mud tossing
aside buildings, cars and frightened people
with an elemental fury — a reminder once
again of how utrerly defenceless humanity
can be before the raw power of nature,

Rasuwagadhi is the most important
border crossing between Nepal and Tibet
for trade as well as tourism, including for
pilgrim tours to the holy Kailash-Mansaro-
var. It is reported that over 160 Indian pil-
grims are missing. The hotels and guest
houses in which they were staying were
washed away in the flood. Cross-border
trade and traffic are likely to remain sus-
pended for the foreseeable future.

India has been quick to respond ro the
disasterin a friendly neighbouring country,
sending urgent medical and food supplies
and specialised rescue teams.

ﬂmmﬂ@ﬂmmofﬂa@mmﬁ

Another18,

Iomted inthe Karakoram. Rmchers have
mapped over 5,000 glacial lakes in the Hi-
malaya, ofwhich about 500 are classified as

et

N

SHYAM SARAN

callthe 2013 Kedarmath Dash flood caused by
acombinationoftorrential rainsand aGLOF
atthe Chorabari lake to the north. Thesurge
of flood waters and debris washed away
townsand settlementsalong the highwayto
Gangotrl, Inthe immediate attermath, there
wastalk of how the human carrying capacity
ofthese remote pilgrimage placesshould be
assessed and strictly observed. Noconstruc-
tion 500 metres from the river banks was to
be permirted hereafter, But no lessons have
been leamt.

Hotels and guest houses have mush-
roomed once again on the river banks. Dur-
ing the pilgrimage season, Kedarnath may
have a daily turnover of 15-20,000 pilgrims.
Even at 18,000 feet elevation, there are pre-
fab guest houses, restaurants and dhabas
with gas cylinders being transported back
and forth for heating and cooking. There are
no proper arrangements for waste manage-
ment. The Uttarakhand government is re-
portedly considering making Badrinath and
Kedarnath open for pilgrimage the whole
year round,

Hydropower development continues
apacein the Himalayas despite the risk of
GLOF and earthquakes. This is known to
beanactive seismic zone. In October2023,
aGLOF fromthe South Lhonak lakein Sik-
kim completely washed away the 1200

“hazardous” or "significantly haz- MW Teesta-IIT hydropower dam
ardous”. There have been at least Despite com ]t'.'u.i.[ ﬁ\’idt]l(.‘ﬁ' and power station. Earlier in
388 recorded instances of GLOF S0 m_], e drl “”r roiccts 2021 asudden flash flood trig-
far in the Himalaya-Karakoram AJOrNYArOPOWCT Projects oo by glacial collapsein Cha-
mauntainsbut their frequencyhas ~ continue to bepursued across  moliin Urtarakhand wiped out
beeni iurece;nsws the mountain zone, creating  the mﬂ;ﬁmy&wmiw;
In August 2025, there was a mountine risks to life and ject and bloc € associat
GLOF event in Dharali in Uttarak- 4 Chamoli tunnel.

hand on the route to Gangotri,
which caused large-scaleloss oflife
and property. One should also re

property. But these are being

cynically ignored

Despite this mounting and
compelling evidence, major hydro-
power projects continue to be pur

sued across the mountain zone, creating
mounting riskstolifeand property. But these
are being cynically ignored.

Thereare several riversthat rise fromthe
Tibetan plateau and flow through Nepal and
India. There have been Hash floodson some
cross-border rivers that have caused large-
scale damage on the Indian side.

‘The sharing of information and early
warning berween India and China has
never been regular and has been subjectto
thestate of their political relations. We now
have, potentially, an even greater threat
facing India from across the border with
Tibet. Chinahasbegun constructing the gi-
gantic Medog dam at the great bend ofthe
Brahmaputra River just across the border,
Itis slated to deliver 300 billion kWh of
power annually and will be several times
larger than the largest hydro project in exist-
enceanywhereinthe world, the Gezhouba
on the Yangzi River, which is rated at 15.6
billion kWh of power annually. Chinese
scientists have warned that the project sits
veryclosetothe Paizhen Fault, a major frac-
ture in the Earth’s crust, making it valner-
able to seismic events. Should there be a
major earthquake in the project vicinity,
there could be a massive discharge of flood
waters and debris into India’s Northeast,

The Himalayan glaclers have been a
source ol life-sustaining rivers for theentire
Indo-Gangetic plain, populated by over500
million people. It is this life-source that we
aredespoilingand forwhich oursucceeding
generations will pay the price. The moun-
tains havesounded aloud warning ofacata-
clysm that lies round the cormner. We ignore
itarour collective peril.

The writer is a former foreign secretary and was
ambassador ta Nepal from 2002 to 2004
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Unlocking soft power with
Saptadhara

RIME MINISTER Narendra Modi introduced Saptad-
hara from the Red Forton August 15. This concept in-
cludessevenstreamsof national strength that can help
Indiaachieveits Viksit Bharatgoal. Oneoftheseissoft
power. Coined by Joseph § Nye Jr, soft power is about
A influencingothersthrough admiration instead of coercion. India
hasawealth of soft power, including a long civilisational history,
Ccv AN:“,N H rich cultural diversity, and astrong tradition of knowledge. Yoga
BOSE connects people worldwide with India. Ayurveda providesa phil-
osophy of wellness. Our spiritual centres draw people seeking
peace, and our festivals celebrate harmony and renewal. Indian
literature, music, dance, and cinema transcend languages. Our
cuisine isrecognised globally. Handicrafts and handlooms reflect
the skill and creativity of generations. India’s democracy, scien-
tific progress, digital systems, space programme, and global di-
aspora further enhanceits global reputation.

However, India lacks acoherent system toturn its cultural as-
setsintoinfluence, economicvalue, and sustainablelivelihoods,
Having cultural wealth doesn’t gunarantee global influence, and
appreciation won't ensure income for artistes or knowledge-
holders. The Saptadhara vision offers achanceto fix thisgap.

Each districtshould create a soft power and creative economy
plan. This plan should identify local artists, artisans, writers, and
culturalworkers, It should connect them totraining, technology,
finance, intellectual property protection, local markets, and in-
ternational opportunities. Experienced practitioners should
mentor young apprentices. The guru-shishya system should re-
ceive modernsupport whilestaying authentic. Schools and uni-
versities should introduce students to India’s cultural diversity.

Soft power can drive significant employment. Areas like tour-
ism, cinema, music, fashion, and education can create millions
ofjobs. The government should enable this growth. It should in-
vest initially, set standards, connect markets, and be a first cus-
tomerwhen possible. Cultural workers should not rely solely on
grants but should be empowered to earn regular incomes.

A national mission can aim to create 1 crore new jobs in
tourism, arts, media, and the creative economy. Districts
should prepare soft-power employment plans. Indian
missions abroad should facilitate market access and promote
Indian culture and businesses. Success should be measured
by real livelihoods created and opportunities gained. Missions
can help creators secure opportunities for touring, publishing,
and international collaboration. Young people must be central
to this movement. They should become creators and innova-
tors. By blending heritage with technology, young Indians can
share theirstories and cultures with the world through digital
: platforms and new industries.

India does not India does not need to create soft power; it should enhance,
“ee.d tocreate  connect, and protect it. The path forward should be clear: Kala
softpower:it  (art)to kaushal (skill), kamai (earning) to rozgar (employment),
should bazaar(market) tovishwa prabhav (global influence). Saptadhara
enhance can ensure that those who preserve traditions receive dignified
5 ’ livelihoods and that youth inherit both identity and opportunity.
connect, and This way, India’s cultural voice will confidently reach the world.
protect it

The writer is former governor of West Bengal
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Atmanirbharta in fuel must strengthen,
not undermine, India’s food security

FROMPLATETOPLOUGH

BY ASHOK GULATI
AND TANMOY ADHIKARI

UGAR PRICES have spiked

sharply within weeks. The all-

India modal retail price climbed

from around Rs45/kg on July 24

to about Rs 65/kg by August 24 —
anearly44 percentinerease inamonth. The
government hasblamed traders and millers
for hoarding and threatened strict action.
While speculative behaviour may have am-
plified the spike. the deeper reality isa
righteningofthe supplysituation just before
the fastive saason.

Three supply-side pressures seem o
have caused a “perfect storm”. First, open-
ing stocks in the current sugar year (Oc-
tober to September) were significantly
lower (5 MT) when compared to the situ-
ation last year (8 MT). The lower carry-over
stocks reflected weak preduction in the
previous season and left little room to ab-
sorb ancther supply shock.

Second, sugar production in 2025-26
fell short of expectations. The initial esti-
mate was around 34.3 MT, but the govern-
ment has now revised it to 30.6 MT, citing
damage from red rotand top borer. About
27.35 MT of sugar had been produced by
June, implying that another 3.25 MT
would have to be produced during July-
September to reach the revised estimate.
Yet the production in these three months
averaged only around 0.38 MMT over the
previous six seasons, Weexpect a further
downward revision of sugar production —
between 28 and 29 MT.

Third, the ethanol programme diverted
about 275 MT of sugar even when supplies
weretight, The more important issueis that
ethanol blending has progressed much

faster than feedstock supplies. Ethanol
blending remained largely stagnant for
years, reachingonly 153 per cent in2013-14,
before accelerating to around 5 per cent by
201920 and ultimately 20 per cent in 2025-
26. The feedstock supplies could nort keep
pace with the blending programme. No
wonder energy policy started competing
with food markets.

The timing is particularly difficulr. The
festive season is approaching, when sugar
demand typically rises, while fresh cane
supplies will ot arrive in significant quan-
tities until mid-October, The market must,
therefore, rely on existing stocks for many
moreweeks. Thin inventories are pushing
upsugar prices, which could go even higher
iftimely action is not taken.

i a more open economy, 4 production
shortfall would normally be correcred
through pricesignalstriggeting importsand
changes in consumption. But India’s sugar
sector remains heavily regulated: Sugarcane
pricing, sugar sales, imports, ex-
portsand ethanol feedstock alloca-
tion are decided by the govern-
ment. When the government
controls every step of the
sugatfethanol value chain, the re-
sultingspikein sugar pricesalso has
to be owned by the govemment. It
is a classic case of policy failure.

The government’s response so
far has been to allow 1 MT of dury-

Maizeisthe best optionasa
feedstock for ethanol. 1t
docsn't guzzle as much water
asrice or sugarcane, The
government is already using
maize as a primary feedstock

forethanol

ILLUSTRATION: © R SASIKUMAR

free raw sugar imports, We feel this is too
little, too late. Our calculations suggest that
the government needs to import at least 3-4
MT ofrefined sugarand increase suppliesin
the open market before and during the fes-
tive season. The import duty on refined
sugar (100 per cent} must be slashed to zero
ar just 5 per cent.

The second response should be to tem-
porarily alter the ethanol feedstock mix,
Sugar-based ethanol should be drastically
reduced, with greater use of alternative
feedstocks. FCIis overflowing with rice
stocks far in excess of buffer norms. The
government can allocare more from those
stocks and minimise the use of sugar for
ethanel. But FCI must charge at least the
procurement price of rice from ethanol
plants, if not its full economic cost.

However, maize is the best option asa
feedstock for ethanol. Itdoesn't guzele as
muchwater astice orsugarcane, The gov-
ernment is already using maize as a pri-
mary feedstock for ethanol. Al
though maize production has
beenincreasing over the last dec-
ade or'so, our productivity levels
hover around 3.5 tonnes/ha —
way below the US's 11 tonnes/ha.
Further use of maize for ethanol
without a commensurate in-
crease in production will put
pressure on maize prices and,
consequently, on poultry meat,

eggs, and milk, whereit has been the main
feed. Thus, shifting from sugar to rice or
maize does not eliminate the food-tuel
trade-off. The only way isto génerate large
surpluses of maize by raising its produc-
tivity. Would India allow GM maize, which
drives US vields?

Thethird response could be either todi-
rectly import ethanol, when domestic
suppliesare puttingy on food prices,
orreduce the blending from 20 per cent to
about 15 per cent.

Thedeeperlessonisthat India's ethanol
programime needsalittlerethink and recall:
bration. We need toknow the net energy bal-
ancewithdifferent feedstocks, Ratherthan
rigidiy allocating the amount of ethanol
from sugar, rice or maize, oil marketing
companies could be given flexibility to
choose the most economical source, subject
tosafeguards for food security, farmersand
the environment. The government should
focusonstrategicbhuffers and food-security
safeguards rather than managing every
feedstock allocation.

The immediate response isclear: Bring
in enough sugar to rebuild the stock
cushion, tempaorarily shift ethanol away
from sugar, use FCl grain only when genu-
ine surplus exists, and retain imported
ethanolasasafery valve, Maize-based etha-
nol would save warer and would be more
benigntothe environment. But we need to
invest more in raising its productivity. In-
dia’s ethanol programime has made major
strides, and going from 5 percentblending
in 2019-20 to 20 per cent in 2025-26 is put-
ting huge demand onits feedstocks. Over-
all, we feel that fuel self-reliance should
never foree achoice between food and fuel,
Armanirbharta in fuel must strengthen,
not undermine, India's food security; food
must remain the higher-order priority.

We hope the Modi government can
undernake a 360-degree evaluation of its
ethanol programme and recalibrate the
policy design so that it does not push up
food prices.

Gulatiis distinguished professor and Adhikari a
researchassistantat ICRIER. Views are personal




	SANSKRITI IAS EDITORIALS HIGHLIGHTS
	31-08-2026
	GS 3: SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
	THE HINDU PAGE: 07

