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The right to belong beyond official documentation

n June 24, 2026, a member of India’s
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)
released a startling statement. The
Indian passport, the person said, is a
“travel document” and not a “citizenship
document”. The assertion set off a minor storm.
The reasonable question that followed from many
was if the passport would not do it, what
document would?

Posed this way, the MEA’s statement and the
questions it raises become something of a red
herring. A passport can only be issued to a
non-citizen in exceptional circumstances, where
the Government of India is of the opinion that it is
necessary to do so in “public interest”. Surely,
therefore, barring those cases where this power is
exercised, a passport must be seen as conclusive
proof of a person’s citizenship.

No doubt, it might be open for the government
to establish under law that a person obtained the
document by concealing the true status of his or
her citizenship. But that does not mean a
passport can be dismissed as merely a travel
document.

Citizenship under scrutiny

The MEA's statement takes on an ominous heft
when set against the milieu in which it was made.
It arrives in the middle of the Election
Commission of India (ECI)’s Special Intensive
Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls in various States.
It also comes in the wake of a pair of
pronouncements by the Supreme Court of India,
most recently on the validity of the SIR in Bihar
and the ECI’s power to scrutinise citizenship, and,
before that, on the Assam Accord, in which the
Court had much to say on how it conceives
republican ideas of citizenship. Moreover, since
an amendment to the Citizenship Act in 2019
(made operational in 2024), rules of
naturalisation have been rewritten along religious
lines. Taken together, all these developments
must prompt us to ask an elementary question:
what does it mean to be a citizen of India, who
belongs, and on what terms?

The Constitution’s answers to these questions,
even if some find them indecisive, were reached
with some amount of care and caution. Part Il to
the document, comprising Articles 5 to 11, settled
the citizenship of those caught amidst the
tragedies of Partition. Article 11 reserved to
Parliament a seemingly plenary power to legislate
and “make any provision with respect to the
acquisition and termination of citizenship and all
other matters relating to citizenship”.

On a plain and literal reading, it might seem
like the Union legislature was accorded unlimited
authority to determine what factors can govern
citizenship. Indeed, much of the contemporary
defence of religiously founded citizenship laws
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has rested on such an interpretation. But a
careful construal of the Constituent Assembly
debates, as Gautam Bhatia has shown, suggests
that the framers did not treat citizenship as a
matter on which Parliament could do as it
pleased.

The foundations of citizenship

Consider, for example, an amendment moved to
the draft provisions of the Constitution by P.S.
Deshmukh. He sought to include an express
stipulation “that every person who is a Hindu or a
Sikh by religion and is not a citizen of any other
State, wherever he resides shall be entitled to be a
citizen of India”. The effort was met with sharp
resistance. Among those opposing the move was
Jawaharlal Nehru, who rejected the amendment
outright, finding it “absurd on the face of it”.

Alladi Krishnaswami Ayyar provided the most
forthright response to it. He argued that India
was plighted to the principles of a secular state.
Therefore, there was simply no question of
making a distinction between one kind of person
and another on any “racial or religious” ground.
Ultimately, Deshmukh’s proposal was defeated,
and B.R. Ambedkar’s neutral citizenship clause
was affirmed.

Thus, freestanding as the words in Article 11
might be, they must be understood in the context
of their wider framing. They have in them an
implied limitation drawn from the Constitution’s
most cherished and foundational commitments
to secularism, equality, and non-discrimination.
Parliament can decide the modalities of
citizenship, but it cannot make religion a
condition for entry.

At its conception, India adopted the principle
of jus soli, that is a form of citizenship predicated
on residence and birth. The Citizenship Act, 1955,
saw the principle as its primary governing creed.
But over time, the legislature moved away from
the theory. First, in 1985, Section 6A was
introduced into the Act to give effect to the Assam
Accord, suspending the conferment of citizenship
based on the dates on which people of “Indian
origin” had come into India. Second, in 2003, the
statute was further amended to deny citizenship
to persons born in India even when only one of
the parents of such person was an “illegal
migrant”.

In upholding Section 6A, the Supreme Court in
October 2024, appeared to fortify two principles.
1t effectively saw no implied limitation in Article 11
and instead viewed the grant of power to
Parliament to be virtually unlimited. It also
appeared to lend constitutional respectability to
an idea first promulgated by it in Sarbananda
Sonowal vs Union Of India & Anr. (2005), that
migration into Assam constituted “external
aggression” against the State.

This rationale carried into its judgment in
Association for Democratic Reforms vs Union of
India, delivered in May this year, where the Court
upheld the SIR exercise in Bihar, holding that the
ECI may enquire into a person’s citizenship, for
the “limited” purpose of deciding eligibility for
the electoral roll. The Court described the
distinction it drew as “principled”, between an
adjudication on citizenship and on the
administrative satisfaction concerning the
continuation of a person’s name on the electoral
roll. Where the ECI is not satisfied with a person’s
assertion of citizenship, it ought simply to refer
the case to the “competent authority” under the
Citizenship Act.

But we have been down this road before. In
Assam, during an earlier revision, voters marked
“doubtful” were despatched to foreigners’
tribunals and consigned to an endless
bureaucratic maze to establish their citizenship.
Today, therefore, we have ourselves a machinery
in which a person need not be declared as a
foreigner to be stripped of their basic rights.
Instead, they are placed in a vacuum, neither
confirmed nor cleared, with their rights being
held in indefinite suspension.

Against this backdrop the MEA’s clarification
appears menacing. Running through all these
exercises to establish citizenship is a common
thread over the burden of proof. Where a
resident could once rely on the state to take their
citizenship as given, the onus today has been
quietly shifted onto them. Almost any document
adduced is seen as inadequate evidence. The
Aadhaar card, we are told, is proof only of
residence; the voter ID, only of prior registration;
and now the passport, only of a right to travel.

The primacy of personhood

Under the Constitution, many of our basic
privileges are premised on personhood. Article 14
guarantees equality before the law to “any
person”, and Article 21 the right to life and
personal liberty to all. Citizenship is built on this
foundation. It allows one the freedoms
guaranteed under Article 19, to speech and
expression, to carry on any trade or business,
and to assemble peacefully. And it is the status of
citizenship that guarantees one the statutory right
to vote, to choose one’s lawmakers, and to decide
how one ought to be governed. Therefore, to be
cast out of the position is to forfeit what Hannah
Arendt called the right to have rights.

In a constitutional order where personhood
comes first, the rules that determine who
qualifies as a citizen must rest on more than the
accident of paperwork. They must be built on
what the Constitution most cherishes, on the
equal dignity of every person and the right of
each to equal protection of the law.
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Hormuz to home, India’s resilience in uncertain times

he Strait of Hormuz has long been
T recognised as one of the world’s most

critical maritime routes. Nearly a fifth of
global oil consumption passes through this
narrow waterway, making it indispensable to
global energy security and international trade.
Any disruption here immediately reverberates
across shipping, freight, insurance and
commodity markets.

As someone closely associated with the
shipping industry, I witnessed this uncertainty
first-hand. One of our company’s vessels was
among those caught amid heightened tensions in
West Asia. We were confronted with an evolving
security situation, uncertainty over navigation,
and delays that disrupted commercial operations.

Yet, what stood out during this difficult period
was the speed and coordination of the Indian
government’s response. Through continuous
engagement with shipping companies, diplomatic
channels, maritime authorities and international
partners, Indian authorities ensured the safe
movement of Indian-flagged vessels. That timely
intervention inspired confidence at a time when
uncertainty was at its peak. Equally reassuring
was the government’s unwavering focus on
Indian crew and seafarers, ensuring that they
remained protected amid one of the world’s most
challenging shipping environments.

This experience is just one example of India’s
growing ability to respond swiftly and decisively
to external shocks. Whether during the COVID-19
pandemic, global supply chain disruptions, or
recent geopolitical tensions in West Asia, India’s
institutional response has increasingly been
characterised by coordination, agility, and
strategic foresight.

Economic stability under pressure

India imports nearly 90% of its crude oil
requirements, making it particularly vulnerable
to disruptions in energy-producing regions.
Rising crude prices, elevated freight costs and
shipping delays could easily have translated into
widespread inflationary pressures and economic
uncertainty. Despite these headwinds, India’s
macroeconomic fundamentals have remained
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remarkably resilient. Inflation has broadly
remained within the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)’s
target band despite global commodity volatility,
while India continues to be the fastest-growing
major economy, supported by strong domestic
demand, public investment and expanding
manufacturing.

What deserves particular recognition is the
manner in which the government has managed
the energy challenge. Unlike in several countries
where consumers experienced sharp increases in
fuel prices or even supply shortages, India
adopted a calibrated approach aimed at
protecting households while maintaining
macroeconomic stability. The government relied
on a combination of supply diversification,
diplomatic engagement, inventory management
and coordinated action with public sector energy
companies to ensure uninterrupted availability of
petroleum products. Retail fuel prices have been
managed prudently, helping to moderate
inflationary pressures.

Energy management strategy

The government’s strategy has been built around
a whole-of-government approach under the
leadership and guidance of the Prime Minister,
with Ministries, State governments, municipal
authorities, oil marketing companies and
industry associations working in close
coordination to ensure uninterrupted supplies of
oil and gas while minimising disruptions to
economic activity. In the case of natural gas, the
government encouraged the use of piped natural
gas (PNG) wherever existing infrastructure
permitted. This flexibility was made possible
because of sustained investments over the past
decade. India’s City Gas Distribution network has
expanded from just 55 geographical areas in 2014
to over 300 today.

Similarly, exporters navigating rising freight
charges, insurance premiums and shipping delays
received targeted support. Measures aimed at
strengthening export resilience, including
liquidity support, logistics facilitation and
simplified customs procedures, helped
businesses continue servicing international

markets despite disruptions to maritime trade.
India’s strong merchandise exports growth of 16%
during April-May FY27 is a clear reflection of this.

The RBI has also complemented government
efforts by maintaining financial stability. Despite
elevated global uncertainty, liquidity conditions
have remained comfortable, financial markets
continued to function smoothly, and the banking
system remained well-capitalised. The RBI's
steady communication and measures such as
forex swap facilities, scheme for raising foreign
currency deposits from non-resident Indians as
well as rationalisation of taxes on foreign
portfolio investors (FPI) have been critical in
strengthening India’s external sector resilience.

India was among the economies most
vulnerable to this crisis, yet its policy response
has been among the most effective. Across the
world, governments grappled with surging fuel
prices, elevated inflation and supply shortages.
India’s strategic response has ensured preserving
macroeconomic stability and maintaining growth
momentum.

India’s preparedness

No economy today can completely insulate itself
from geopolitical uncertainty. Commodity
markets react instantly to conflict, shipping
disruptions ripple across continents and supply
chains remain deeply interconnected. A key
learning from the Hormuz episode is that
resilience is no longer built through emergency
response alone. It is created through years of
investment in infrastructure, diversified supply
chains, institutional coordination and policy
preparedness.

Over the past decade, India has steadily
expanded refining capacity, diversified crude
sourcing, strengthened strategic petroleum
reserves, built gas infrastructure, modernised
logistics networks and accelerated the transition
toward cleaner energy. These investments
become invaluable when external shocks test the
economy. As India advances towards its vision of
Viksit Bharat by 2047, it is institutional capability
that will become an increasingly important
competitive advantage.
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ndia’s conservation of the

Asiatic lion is widely

celebrated as a remarkable

suceess story. From a
population which was reduced to
just a few dozen in the early 20th
century, the number of Asiatic
lions has increased to approx. 891
today. Yet, behind this
achievement lies a persistent
policy failure: the inability to
establish a second, geographically
separate population. Scientific
institutions, government bodies,
and even the Supreme Court have
long warned that without such a
step, the species remains
vulnerable to extinction from a
single catastrophic event.

A second dwelling

The need for a second home for
Asiatic lions is rooted in decades
of government-backed research.
Multiple reports of the Wildlife
Institute of India have consistently
emphasised that a single
population confined to one
landscape is inherently
vulnerable. Studies conducted
since the 1980s have concluded
that threats such as epidemics,
forest fires, or other natural
disasters could potentially wipe
out the entire species if it remains
Jgeographically concentrated.

This scientific consensus was
formally acknowledged in the
landmark Supreme Court
judgment of April 15, 2013, which
directed the translocation of
Asiatic lions from Guijarat’s Gir
forest to the Kuno National Park in
Madhya Pradesh. The Court made
it clear that conservation must be
guided by ecological principles
rather than regional
considerations, stating that a
second population was essential
for the species’ long-term survival.
The judgment explicitly
recognised the risk that a single
calamity could eliminate the
entire population if it remained
confined to one location.

Despite this clear directive, the
translocation project has been
stalled for over a decade. Gujarat
has consistently resisted the
relocation of lions outside the
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State, citing its success in
conserving the species and raising
concerns about habitat suitability
elsewhere. This has created a
policy impasse between scientific
recommendations, judicial
mandates, and State-level political
considerations. While the Kuno
National Park was prepared
specifically to host the lions — by
relocation of villages and habitat
restoration among others — no
lions have been introduced there.
Meanwhile, the ecological risks
identified by experts have only
intensified. The concentration of
the entire global population of
Asiatic lions within the Gir
landscape makes them uniquely
vulnerable to disease outbreaks.
The 2018 outbreak of the Canine
Distemper Virus among the
population, which killed several
lions and infected many others,
serves as a stark reminder of this
danger. Such diseases spread
more rapidly in dense, socially
structured populations, and their
impact is amplified by the limited
genetic diversity of the lions.
Government-supported studies
and conservation plans have
repeatedly highlighted that
geographically isolated carnivore
populations face extinction risks
from both biological and
environmental factors. In a
single-site population, even
non-recurring events — such as
droughts, wildfires, or sudden
prey decline — can have
disproportionate effects. This is
why conservation science
advocates for a “metapopulation
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An Asiatic lioness with her two cubs at the Sakkarbaugh Safari
breeding centre in Junagadh in 2025. viJAY SONEJI

India needs a second home for Asiatic lions

approach”, where species are
distributed across multiple
habitats to reduce risk.

Recognising these concerns,
recent policy initiatives such as
Project Lion (2020) have
attempted to revive the discussion
on expanding lion habitats. There
have been proposals to develop
alternative sites such as the Barda
Wildlife Sanctuary within Gujarat
itself. However, experts argue that
such sites, being geographically
close to Gir, may not adequately
address the core issue of risk
diversification. A second
population must be sufficiently
distant to prevent the spread of
disease or disaster across both
populations simultaneously.

The delay in establishing a
second home raises broader
questions about environmental
governance in India. It reflects a
tension between national
conservation priorities and
State-level interests, where wildlife
— though constitutionally
recognised as a shared
responsibility — can become
entangled in regional identity and
political considerations. The
Supreme Court had clearly stated
that Asiatic lions are a national
heritage, not the property of any
single State, yet implementation of]|
this principle remains incomplete.

From success to security
Ultimately, the issue is whether
India is willing to move from
conservation success to
conservation security. The current
situation represents a paradox: a
thriving population that remains
ecologically fragile. Without
establishing a second free-ranging
population, the gains of decades
of conservation effort remain
vulnerable to reversal. The case of
the Asiatic lion underscores a
fundamental principle of modern
conservation: numbers alone do
not ensure survival; resilience
does. Creating a second home is
an ecological necessity; continued
delay in implementing this vision
risks turning a global conservation
triumph into a preventable
ecological vulnerability.




SanskritillAS

GS 3: ECONOMY & AGRICULTURE
THE HINDU PAGE: 10

The real crisis in India’s fisheries

Official claims that most of Indias marine fish stocks are sustainable should not distract from the continuing degradation of the country’s inshore fishing grounds;

stronger governance of coas

FULL CONTEXT

Maarten Bavinck

ndia has a very large and old
marine :

* The Government of India recently
released its latest prognosis of the
country’s ocean fisheries (February 11,
2026). Its press release emphasised that
Indian marine fisheries are largely
sustainable, suggesting the country has
avoided the bane of international fishing,
namely overfishing.

health”. Furthermore, it stated that
“9L1% of the 135 fish stocks evaluated in
different regions during 2022 were found
sustainable.” If this assessment is
accurate, it would be good news.
However, there are good reasons to doubt
whether it is indeed correct.

government seems to be. India’s country
profile argues that “India’s marine
fisheries production reached a plateaun as
most major stocks are fully exploited. [...]
Unregulzted access to these fisheries
resulted in significant overcapacity,
especially of medium and small trawlers
that compete over dwindling fishery
resources with mostly impoverished
small-scale fishers.” This message is not
half as buoyant as the one published by
the Indian government.

In other words, it calculates the
availability of fish stocks in India's
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) ~ which
includes up to 200 nautical miles (371 km)
of sea area around the country - based
on what fishermen catch. Evena
layperson can understand that finding a
certain number of shells on the beach
does not necessarily predict the quantity
of shells in the sea.

Other nations, therefore, make use of
stock assessments at sea itself, thereby
calculating how much aquaric life is
avaikable in certain waters. This is
obviously the more reliable mechod to
determine the health of fish stocks.

The Government of India cannot be
blamed for not yet adopting this more
costly form of stock assessment, But it
does raise suspicions that the race to
carch up with China, which is also
infecting the fisheries sector, may also be
inducing a hidden bias in the figures.

The decline of inshore ecosystems
Among the fishers I have spoken to over
thirty years along the Tamil Nadu coast,
the consensus is that catches have
consistently gone down and that many
species that were formerly available have
disappeared. The government, however,
seems to continue on the path of
amplifying fish production figures from

Overfishing, however, is not the central

nastal waters and better management of mechanised trawling are essential for truly sustainable fisheries

expanded to gigantic proportions.
cdiiig to the
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More fundamentally, India’s cureent

issue here. The more pressing concern is Ac . ST policy is wasting
u\edwnm,lfmmzedewmdon omae press release, India now has 64,414 Eﬁaﬁdmmmwm
benthic environment. Over mec!:anheﬂ fishing vessels. These imposes extra expenses for fuel and

pm h wlngdwbydvnm technology on fishers so that they can
mpolkymhushmmmddn new actually travel to more distant waters. At
inshore fishing environment as mﬂ.'ls. Moreover, existing vessels are the same time, it is closing its eyes to the
“destroyed”. What exactly do they mean? | continuously being rxundod and fitted dire need for proper management of

India is surrounded by a relatively with more powerful Chinese engines, inshore waters, Aside from addressing the
narrow continental shelf, where fishing is | enabling them to catch even more fish. problems of marine pollution, it also
always the most productive, This This oversized fleet of mechanised means curbing, if not reducing,

continental shelf is broadest in Gujarat
and a part of Maharashtra, but remains
quite narrow along the rest of the
sub-continent.

Generally speaking, one can assume
that the territorial seas - a legal category
referring to waters that lie within 12
nautical miles (or 22 km) from shore —
largely overlap with the continental shelf.
These waters provide favourable
ecological conditions for commercially
valuable species such as shrimp to feed,
breed and grow.

trawlers ploughs the inshore seabed in a
continuous fashion. In heavily trawled
areas, this results in a decline of all animal
and plant life. It has also resulted in major
contflicts with the numerous population of
small-scale fishers who see their
livelihoods imperilled. The problem is
that regulations
fishing zone are almost non-existent. Yes,
mechanised boat fishing is closed for two
months evay year, 50 as to allow for the
of fish stocks, But the main

mol m prevent unwanted trawling — the

But why do senior experts

for hanised boat fishers to

this is no longer the case?

‘This is a complex question wuh many
answers. Thus, one can pc
construction of da

Many scientists, and fishers too, point to
such changes to explain the decline of
fisheries. These factors obviously affect
the inshore fishing zone more than they
do distant waters,

Mechanised trawling and its cost
One of the many factors contributing to
this decline is the dramatic and largely
uncontrolled expansion of mechanised
trawling.

It is good to remind ourselves first of all
that semi-industrial trawling is not an
In(ll.m ﬁ.\hlng method. l( was mmxlurul

operate within a geographic zone of 5 NM
- lacks forcefulness.

There are two main reasons for this.
First, coastal States lack sufficient staff or
craft to patrol the inshore waters. Second,
governments have precluded fishers from
playing a helpful role in management,
The result is that the ecology of the
inshore fishing zone is continuously being
degraded, and all fishers — small-scale
and mechanised — are being pushed out
to the offshore and the deep-sea fishing

mechanised boat fishing. This is more
than a technical issue. Mechanised boat
fishers, by way of their numbers and their
political influence, now often stand in the
way of proper management. This is
for +in the case of the
India

difference in this respect.

The way forward

While the government’s assessment
paints an encouraging picture of ndian
fish stocks, a more fundamental concern
remains. The larger issue is that fishers,
scientists and policymakers continue to
decry the degradation of the inshore
fishing grounds. A viable and truly
sustainable fishery can only be realised if
governance of the so productive inshore
waters improves. For this, the

Zones. government must adjust its perspective.
This is in line with FAQ's view that:

Rethinking fisheries policy “Strenuous efforts are needed at federal
The Indian government is opti ! grade the country’s
about the potential of deep-sea fishing pacity lnll%';u rine fi )
and is encouraging fishers to make a shift. | In this context, ‘might also want to
But the question is whether that devote effort to studying

potential, which is also being tapped by condition of the benthic environment is
other fishing nations, is as bountiful as actually like. This would provide a basis
expected. The FAO estimates that “at on the best forward,

best, only a marginal increase can be
realised through exploitation of deep-sea

(Maarten Bavinck is emeritus professor of
coastal resource governance, University of

THE GIST

-

Food and Agriculture
Organization presents a more
cautious assessment of India's
marine fisheries than official
claims, warning that many
major fish stocks are already
fully exploited.

-

India's fish stock estimates rely
largely on landing data rather
than direct stock assessments,
raising questicns about how
sustainability is measured.

-

Expanding mechanised
trawling and weak
enforcement of coastal fishing
regulations are placing
increasing pressure on inshore
ecosystems and small-scale
fishers,




GS 3: SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
INDINA EXPRESS PAGE: 12

SAM PrTrODA

Americais
already great.
The larger task
istomake
humanity
greater. On this
250th birthday,
letus celebrate
the American
Dream. But
letus also
expand it

yearsagoasa youngimmigrant from India.
Americaand Chicago opened doorstome,
gave me education, work, freedom, oppor-
tunity, confidence and the space tobuild a
family and dream. I experienced the power
of America’s Constitution, the resilience of
itsdemocracy, the fairness of the rule of law,
the openness of its universities, the energy
of its entrepreneurs and the love of the
Ametican people.

Formore than sixdecades, about 25 per
cent of independent America’s life, I have
lived the American experiment. Itisimper-
fect, yet extraordinary. America’s greatness
has never been only its wealth or military
power. Its déeper greatness hasbeenits
spirit, optimism, openness, innovation,
and beliefin the individual.

America helped invent the modern
world. Electricity, the telephone, the tran-
sistor, computers, the Internet, mobile com-
munications and now Al have transformed
the lives of billions. Much of this progress
came from America’s unique ability tocom-
binescience, capital, universities, immigra-
tion, entrepreneurship and freedom.

Americaalsoshowed moralimagination
after World War IL. Rather than celebrating
victory, it helped rebuild Europe and Japan.
Itinvested in alliances, institutions and
understood thatastrongerworld wouldalso
make Americastronget. This outward-look-
ing America inspired the world.

But as we celebrate, we must also be
honest. The history of humanity —includ-
ing that of America — includes colonisa-
tion, slavery, violence, racism, exclusion,
hunger, poverty and inequality. Too often,
power has been used to dominate. Too
often, progress has uplifted some while
leaving many behind.

America’s genius has been its ability to
confront its contradictions and renew
itself. Today, humanity faces another turn-
ingpoint. Alwill reshape every profession,
institution and society. Climate change
threatens the planet. Wars continue to de-
stroy lives. Democracies are under press-

[n Al Age, America will need to
lead with renewed generosity

S AMERICA celebrates 250
yearsofindependence, I write
with deep gratitude, great ad-
miration and growing con-
cern. [ arrived in the US 62

ure. Public trust is declining. Technology
is connecting us, but also dividing us. No
nation can solve these problems alone.

That is why America must resist the
temptation to define the future mainly as
acompetition with China. The competition
is real. America must invest in science,
technology, education, infrastructure and
nationalstrength. But it did notbecome ex-
ceptional becauseit feared another nation.
Itbecame exceptional because it imagined
abetter future.

At 250, America should ask a larger
question: How can we help humanity rise
tothe next level?

This is the moment for a new Ameri-
can pledge — humans deserve equal re-
spect and dignity; opportunity must not
depend on birth, race, gender, religion,
geography or wealth; technology must
serve people and the planet; democracy
and the rule of law must be protected;
freedom must include responsibility;
prosperity must be shared.

Al gives Americaa historic opportunity
to lead again — not merely in building
powerful machines, butinbuildingamore
humaneworld. Al can help educate every
child withapersonal tutor. It can help doc-
tors reach remote villages. It can improve
agriculture, reduce waste, accelerate scien-
tific discovery and make governments
more responsive. But Al can also concen-
trate power, destroy trust, deepeninequal-
ity and manipulate minds.

Thisis where America’s foundingideals
remain essential. Liberty, justice, equality
before the law, freedom of thought and re-
spect for human dignity can be the foun-
dation for the Al age as well. To make
Americagreatis notenough. Americaisal-
ready great. The larger task is to make hu-
manity greater.

On this 250th birthday, let us celebrate
the American Dream. But let us also ex-
pand it. The firSt 250 years were about
building a nation. The next 250 should be
about helping humanity dream bigger —
with equal respect, equal dignity, equal op-
portunity and equal possibility for all.

The writer is a telecom inventor, entrepreneur,
and policy maker who has spent 50 years in IT
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From the Iran conflict, four geopolitical
shifts India cannot aftford to miss

sharprisein oil prices — it peaked at $126 per
barrel in April, up from $75 per barrel before
the commencement of bombing — imposi-
tion of demand-reduction measures across
Asia, the drawdown of strategic reservesand
apolitical backlash. One reason President
Donald Trump sought peace was concern
thatthe rise in gasoline pricesat the US retail
forecourt would hurt his party’s electoral
prospects in the November mid-term elec-
tions and render him alame duck president
forthe balance of histenure.

OVERTHEBARREL

BY VIKRAM S MEHTA

HEFOG of conflict inthe Middle
East has lifted somewhat, and
one cannowdiscernthe geoeco-
nomicand geopolitical changes
it has wrought. Whether these
changes dissolve over time and conditions
reverttothe statusquoante February 28, the
day American bombers took out the leader-
shipofTIran, or calcify intoan invariant struc-
tural shift remains to be seen. Irrespective,
petroleum-import-dependent countries like
Indiashould factor these changes into their
discussionsonenergyand national security.

In this article, I identify four such
changes.

First, diminishing confidence in America
as a guarantor of security. Other than the
most hardened MAGA acolyte, everyone
agrees that America was worsted by Iran in
this conflict. It failed to achieve any of its
stated objectives (regime change, elimin-
ation/dilution of Iran’s cache of weapons-
grade uranium and degradation of Tranasa
regional power) despite, accordingtoits Cen-
tral Command, American bombers flying
10,000 sorties, hitting 1,30,000 targets inside
Iran, destroying 85 per cent of Iran’s missile
manufacturing capabilities and 70 per cent
ofits missile launch infrastructure and sink-
ing most of its navy between February 28 and
April 8, the date of the first ceasefire.

Moreover, America failed to protect its
Gulfallies from Iranian missilesand drones.
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Bahrain and
Kuwait all suffered physical and economic
damage duringtheconflict. These countries
had permitted Americatoestablish military
basesintheirterritory inexchange forthe as-
surance of such protection. USSecretary of
State MarcoRubio recently toured the region
to smooth ruffled feathers, but more than
anything he may have said, I suspect it was
the words of his predecessor, Henry Kiss-
inger, that resonated with the Middle East
leaders: “Ttmaybe tobe America’s
enemy, but to be America’s friend is fatal”.
This dent in confidence opens up space for
non-Western countries to deepen their se-
curity relationshipsinthe regionand, inpar-
ticular, creates an opportunity forIndia’sde-
fence-related manufacturing and
technology companies to explore mutually
beneficial opportunities.

Second, the emergence of “choke points”
as alever of power. The Strait of Hormuz,
through which 20 per cent of global oil
supplies flow, has long been recognised asa
potential source of market disruption, but
essentially only in analysis. Conventional
wisdom has held that Iran does not have the
capability toenforce ashippingblockade. In-
deed, the one time it sought todosoin 1988,
the US 5th Fleet blew up two Ira-
nian frigates, demolished oil plat-
forms and cleared the sub-sea
mines withindays. Oil tankers were
barely impeded. This wisdom has
now been upended. Through a

Indi.

Iran’s

successin leveragingitsgeographic

position for military advantage has focussed
attention on “choke points” as a source of

asymmel

trictechnological, competitive and

strategic power. The former UK PM, Rishi
Sunak, has in an article advised countries/
corporates not to seek control over the enti-
rety ofanintegrated technology value chain
but to create a niche position that can give

theman

"unassailableedge”. He cites Arm

Holdings, whose chips are in 99 per cent of
allsmartphones, TSMC, the Taiwanese com-

pany that makes 70 per cent of all advanced

semiconductor chips, and ASML, the Dutch
manufacturer of extreme ultraviolet lith-

ography

machines, as successful examples

of this approach. He could have added
China’sdominance of rare earths to this list.
Clearly, notevery country/corporate can

acanreduceits exposure

by expanding the storage

capacity for strategic

combination of missile threats, at-
tacks by small but fast speed boats
and adroit social messaging, Iran
did haltshipping traffic. The econ-
omic and political impact was a

petroleum reserves from the

current roughly eight days to

at least 30 days, or better still,
60 days.

create such a choke point. Those
who cannot must find ways of re-
ducingtheirvulnerability. The Gulf
countries are expanding/building
overland pipelinesasanalternative
export route to the choke point of
Hormuz Indiacan reduceitsexpo-
sure by expanding the storage ca-
pacity for strategic petroleum re-
serves from the current roughly
eight days to at least 30 days, or

better still, 60 days.

Third, OAPEC is now a spent cartel. The
UAEhas lefti 1 other countri
portedly on the verge of leaving, and Iran is
at military loggerheads with the Arab
members. Had anyone asked expertsto fore-
cast the price of oil in the event of closure of
the Strait of Hormuz, they would have indi-
cated arange between $150 and $200 per bar-
rel. In fact, other than the one-day peak of
$126/bbl, prices ranged in the $90s. The rea-
son for this relatively moderate trajectory
was the reduction of imports by China from
114 mbd in February to 64 mbd in May, the
drawdown of strategic reserves by the IEA
and increased production from non-OPEC
producers. Together, these factorsillustrated
the cartel's weakening influence.

Finally, the reemergence of Iran asa “re-
sponsible”state actor. | am no expertonIra-
nian politics, but from what I have read, the
balance of power in the country is shifting
towards leaders who, whilst Islamic, are not
radical, nor ideologically driven to defend
the principles of the 1979 revolution (not-
withstanding the week-long funeral planned
for Ayatollah Khamenei). They are techno-
cratic, pragmatic and nationalist. They rec-
ognise public discontent cannot be indefi-
nitely contained, and policy focus must now
be on economic growth.

Indiahascivilisational connections with
Iran. Before the US sanctions, New Delhi re-
ceived oil supplies from Tehran on superior
credit terms. Itshould support Iran's devel:
opmental efforts with technical, manpower
and financial assistance. This will not only
strengthen ties but also enhance the proba-
bility of preferential access to energy.

The writer is chairman and distinguished fellow,
Centre for Social and Economic Progress
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Rice-to-ethanol policy is deepening
economic and environmental stress

FROMPLATETOPLOUGH
BY ASHOK GULATI, RITIKA
JUNEJA AND PURVI THANGARAJ

INDIA PRODUCED 154 million metric
tonnes (MMT) of rice in 2025-26, sur-
passing China to become the world’s
largest producer. India is also the top
rice exporter, with exports of 24.5
MMT in 2025. This accounts for roughly 40
per centof the global rice trade (61.3 MMT),
=i - dbytt four
largest exporters — Vietnam, Thailand, Pak-
istan and Cambodia. India also gives free
food (Rs Skg/person/month) to about 800
‘million people under the National Food Se-
curity Act (NFSA), of which almost two-
thirdsisrice. Even after this, the Food Cor-
poration of India (FCI) held rice stocks of
almost five timesthe buffernormas of April
1.In2024-25 (FY25), the carrying cost of this
extra buffer stock was Rs 10,712 crore. The
government hasdecided todivertsignificant
quantities of broken/damaged rice to etha-
nol production to reduce these stocks and
cut down carrying costs. In FY26, almost 5
MMT ofrice hasbeen used to produce etha-
nol. The economic cost of rice to FCIin FY27
islikely tobe Rs44/kg, whileitisbeinggiven
toethanol plantsatroughlyRs23/kg, renew-
ingthe food-vs-fuel debate and raising ques-
tions about who is subsidising whom.
HowdidIndia, acountry thatlived from
“ship to mouth” in the mid-1960s, become
the world’s largest rice producer, exporter,
freedistributor, and ethanol maker h
grain?The Green Revolution'ssuccessisonly
one partofthestory. The other, more recent
and disturbing, is the story of subsidies;
which are wreaking havoc not only on the
fisc but also on the environment, through
highergreenhousegas (GHG) emissions, soil
degradation, groundwater contamination
andbiodiversityloss. Let usdelve deeperand
explore how India can rationalise rice pol-

icies for a financially and environmentally
sustainable future.

Three interlocking policies seem to be
responsible for this situation. First, the
open-ended procurement atthe minimum
support price (MSP). Although the MSP for
paddy is Rs 2,369/quintal (2025-26), states
often outbid each other. Chhattisgarh pays
about 40 per cent above MSP, Telangana
about 20 per cent, while others, such as
Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, Punjab and Ha-
ryana, have their own variants of this com-
petitive largesse eitherin the form of input
subsidy or bonus on top of MSP. Second;
free or near-free power across the rice belt.
Since rice is a flood-irrigated crop that de-
mandsupto25irrigations persea-

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

— thanks to a modicum of cooling in the
Strait of Hormuz conflict, the price now has
dropped to a little less than half this
amount. Yet, this huge arbitrage drives
chronic over-application of urea on paddy
fields as well as diversion to other indus-
tries and across borders. According to an
ICRIER study, the combined subsidies
(power, fertiliser and canal water) for paddy
cultivation in Punjab amounted to Rs
38,973/hectare in2023-24. These distorted
and politically motivated policies of bo-
nuses over MSP, coupled with highly sub-
sidised power and fertilisers, have resulted
inFCI'sstocks overflowing. Rather than fix-
ing the distorted incentive structure that

son, free power is effectively a Theeth: .. has created such piles of rice,
licence to mine groundwater " n the government has chosen a
i programme, ;. d exit valve: Pour it int

without consequence. Third, urea S .badidea, second exit valve: Pour it into
issoldatapricethatbearsnorela- 111 itself—i tleast ethanol distilleries.

tion to its cost. The retail price of 20perc (Sld e The ethanol blending pro-
ureahasbeenfrozenatRs242per  However, 118 grammeis notabadidea, in itself
45-kg bag for years, with the gov- ethariol pritS that —it 11!volves at least 20 per cent
ernment absorbing 85-90 per cent fixed she p‘ sourcea blending. However, mandating
bFtheeconomicEost. Indiasown  1ixed share’ Kfi that ethanol producers source a
landed import price forureahad ~ FCIriceis cc ocKIr (_)m ﬁXBd share of feedsmd'm from FCI
spiked to $935-$959/tonne in May _rOdUCUVC rice is counterproductive. This is

like going back to Soviet-era con-

trols. Bureaucracy and politicians love con-
trols as they benefit from rent-seeking. In#

d hoosethe most ef-
whether maize,
sugarcane, orrice—which government pol-
iciesdon’t permit. So, thetwostrikeadeal —
rice, whose economiccosttoFCIisRs44/kg,
is sold to ethanol plants at Rs 23/kg on the
justification that it is broken and damaged.

Productionofakil fric i
on average, about 4,000 litres of irrigation
water. Even if one assumes half of it perco-
lates back to aquifers, the other half is ab-
sorbed partially by the plant, and the remain-
ing evaporates. Transplantation, the
dominant practice in rice cultivation, emits
largeamounts of methane, whichis25times
more potent than carbon dioxide. And when
states like Punjab and Haryana use almost
250/kg of fertiliser per hectare, they emit al-
most § tonnes of carbon dioxide/ha as the
plant absorbs not more than 35-40 per cent
of nitrogen — the rest goes into the environ-
ment as nitrous oxide, which is 273 times
more potent as a GHG than carbon dioxide,
orleachesintogroundwater, contaminating
itwith nitrate. The contamination has been
linked to blue baby syndrome, thyroid, dia-
betesand increased cancerrisk. Why are we
imposingsuch hazards on ourselves?

This must change. Otherwise, a boon of
technology will become a bane of hu-
manity. Wisdom lies in changing the
course of the MSP policy. No bonuses, and
limit the procurement in all states to not
more than 40 per cent of its production.
No compulsion on ethanol plants to use
rice from FCI. Maize is a much better op-
tion for ethanol production. Limit the free
supplies under PDS to only the most vul-
nerable —antyodya —and charge the rest
at least half the MSP. Promote direct-
seeded rice to conserve water. And above
all, fix fertiliser-related issues by moving
from subsidies to income support to
farmersand decontrolling fertiliser prices.
Ifthe Narendra Modi government canim-
plementsuch reforms, it willdoagreat ser-
vice to India’s farmers and our planet.

dustry
ficient feedstock —

Gulatiis distinguished professor,
Juneja a senior fellow, and Thangaraja
consultantat ICRIER. Views are personal
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BY THE end of June, oil prices had come
down to $74 per barrel, the pre-crisislevel of
early February. Imust confess tobeing pleas-
antly surprised by the fall in prices. Iran’s
bombing of the Middle East’s oil infrastruc-
ture made me think it would take many
months for global supply to recover and
crude prices to fall to pre-crisis levels. How-
ever, priceisanoutcome of both supply and
demand. With high prices, some reduction
inconsumptioncanbe expected. Butthede-
mand for Gulf oil has also fallen because
countries diversified theirsources, and took
measurestoenhance long-termoil security.

India has managed the crisis very well.
Supply was ensured. Hardly any retail outlet
ran dry. Domestic consumption was reduced
with 20 per cent ethanol blending. Electric
'mobility was pushed. Consumers were pro-
tected: Prices were notincreased instepwith
import prices, and oil marketing companies
and the government bore a large part of the
burden. This was justifiable if the govern-
mentexpected the crisistolastnomore than
three to four months. Fortunately, it was
proved right. The revenue forgone
was Rs1.7lakh crore. The consumer
price of petrol was later increased
byRs3perlitre, around a7 per cent
increase. The priceincreaseisby far
the smallest among major oil-im-

West Asia crisis has made
India more energy secure

Supply was ensured. Domestic
consumption was reduced
with 20 per cent ethanol
blending. Consumers were

tion was decisive. An LPG control order, is-
sued within eight days of the disruption, di-
rected domestic refineries to increase pro-
duction. Within seven days, production
increased from 35,000 to 54,000 tonnes per
day: The regulated price of LPG was kept at
Rs 942, and for the beneficiaries of the Prad-
han Mantri Ujjwala Yojana at Rs 642, with a
direct benefit transfer of Rs 300 per month
tonearly10.6 crore households. Commercial
LPG supply was restrained for some time,
and industrial and commercial users were
encouraged to use other fuels.

The management of supply has been
built on infrastructure developed over the
last decade or so. Between 2011 and 2022,
LPG import terminals doubled, to 22, in-
creasing the country’s LPG import capacity
from12MMTPAt032.3 MMTPA. At the same
time, the city gasdistribution network cover-
age increased from S5 cities to 300-plus
cities. From 2011 to 2022, LNG import ter-
minals doubled, and India expanded its
crude oil sourcing network from 27 to 41
countries, which facilitated supply diversifi-
cation and inter-fuel substitution.

India was also able to get a
number of its ships through the
Straitof Hormuzdespite the block-
ade. Thisrequired coordinationbe-
tween more than one institution

porting countries. rotected: Prices for them and ministry. The Ministry of Pe-

More than half of the LPG con- P ti di troleumand Natural Gasidentified
sumed by Indian kitchens would were 1_10 .mcr CASEl 5 1 and shared the list of priority
arrive through the Gulf, and that step withimport prices vessels carrying India-bound cargo

suddenly stopped. Governmentac:

with the Ministry of Ports, Shipping

and Waterways. The latter compiled addi-
tional vessel-specific information and for-
warded it tothe MEA, which liaised directly
with the Iranian embassy in New Delhi to
seek clearances, while simultaneously in-
structing the Indian embassy in Tehran to
expedite the processing of such requests by
engaging with Iranian authorities. The Navy
then coordinated with the vessels to ensure
their safe passage through the Strait of Hor-
muz. This approach ensured that requests
were pursued through both capitalsat once,
reducing the turnaround time forapprovals.

India haslongbeen concerned about dis-
ruptionsin oil and gas supply from the Gulf.
Itsbilateral engagements with several coun-
tries, which predatethe crisis, facilitated the
diversification of imports. India continues
exploration efforts domestically as well as
beyond the country’s shores and has pro-
cured oil and gas assets abroad. Thus, ina
sense, the crisis has made India alittle more
energy secure.

However, the challenge for the govern-
mentis not over. Consumers have been pro-
tected ata high cost to the government and
oil marketing companies. Thé government
faces a challenge in keeping inflation in
check, the fiscal deficit on target and facili-
tating investment to ensure growth, while
keeping expenditure on education and
health on track. One hopes it will attain
these targets.

The writer is chairman, Integrated Research
and Action for Development (IRADe)
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ACCORDING TO data compiled by AQLin,
97 Indian cities featured among the world’s
top 100 hottest cities in May. Banda in Bun-
delkhand, Balangir in Odisha, Sasaram in
Biharand Varanasi in UPall hovered around
47 -48°C. A few weeks before , the Union

[cent from 2005 levels by 2035. India has a
strong record of meeting climate commit-

Inclimate fight, panchayat must partner in planning

rectly with water stress, changing rainfall
patternsand livelihood disruptions — gram

estry and natural resource management,
T

panchayats — remain at the of cli-
mate planning.

Across rural India, climate change is re-
shaping everyday life. Farmers who once
planned their sowing around fairly predict-
able monsoons now find themselves guess-
ing when the rains will arrive and whether
they will last long enough to sustain a crop.
Inmany places, wells rundry’ summer
has ended and households are changing
‘what they grow and eat. This is particularly
consequential when set against rural-to-
urban migration that is reshaping India’s
demographic geography.

It has been over three decades since the
73rd Amendment identified 29 subjects for
devolution to gram panchayats, including

ments. Yet thei most di-

water agriculture, social for-

which sit at the centre of tion
chall day.The1 nis
sion, forthe firsttime, i

tors into its devolution dation:

that demonstrate what becomes possible
when gram panchayats are supported: Hi-
ware Bazar in Maharashtra transformed a
drought-prone landscape through
helpedin partby

But the Panchayat Advancement Index 2.0
(PAI) and the Panchayat Devolution Index
bothshow that functional devolution has de-
clined in the same period. Without effective
financial transfers, meaningful procedural
authority, and genuine planning power,
gram panchayats struggle to effectively re-
spond to climate change.

There are many proven local models

When local representatives have
opportunities to exchange what
works, solutions travel faster

lessons from neighbouring Ralegan Siddhi.
A water conservation model from Bela in
Mah htra has direct fora
gram facing drought in
Garhwal. The way a gram panchayat in Bo-
karo has used District Mineral Foundation
funds for ecological restoration offers a
working template for similar efforts in
Chhattisgarh. Weather-risk management
practices from Kerala’s coastal gram pan-
chayats can inform flood-prone commu-
nities in Assam. The Conference of Pan-
chayatsinitiative, which has engaged more
than 1,100 gram panchayats across five
states, has shown that when local represen-

tatives have opportunities to exchange|
what works, solutions travel faster.

Three things would give ambitious cli-
mate targets a local foundation. First, the|

gion, so that solutions move laterally rather|
than top down. Third. the16th Finance Com-|

i 1 linked mustbe
paired with the procedural authority for
gram panchayatsto plan, not only tospend.

Nikita is consultant, Public Policy Advisory.
Ghosh is associate director, Strategic
Communications & Public Policy Advisory, Policy
& Development Advisory Group
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- PM’s Indonesia

NDIAS TRANSITION toelectric mobility and clean energy
requiressecureaccessto critical minerals, especially nickel.

[ ] [ ]
The world’s largest nickel reserves lie in Indonesia, where
Chinese investment has established a dominant position
indownstream processing. The future of clean energy will ]
depend as much on nickel-processing plants as on EV factories.

India may have only a few years to establish a meaningful pres-
ence in Indonesia’s nickel value chain. Prime Minister Narendra

@
Modi’svisit toIndonesia from July 6 to8 could offer Indiaits best
opportunity to secure a place in the critical mineral value chains
thatwill shapeitsenergy transition and supply-chain resilience.

Thevisit reciprocates President Prabowo Subianto’s 2025 visit

toIndia. Itopensasix-day Indo-Pacific tour that will also take PM
Modi to New Zealand and Australia. Indonesia is among India’s

® ®
oldest partners in Asia. Indian cultural links with Java, Bali and
Sumatrastretchback centuries, while the 1955 Bandung Confer-
ence helped lay the foundations of the Non-Aligned Movement.

Today, that shared legacy finds expression in astrategic partner-
ship spanningthe Indian Ocean and the wider Indo-Pacific. The
world’slargest archipelagicstate, Indonesiastraddles the Malacca
Strait, one of the world'sbusiest maritime arteries, whose western
approach India guards. As Asia’s two largest democracies, their
shared boundary in the Andaman Sea makes cooperation on
maritime security and connectivity imperative. India’s Act East
Policy, too, aligns closely with Indonesia’s maritime ambitions
— Sabangportin Aceh provinceillustrates thestrategic potential.
Building on the 2018 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, the
PM’s visit aims to translate strategic convergence into practical
cooperation on critical minerals, connectivity, healthcare, space,
digital publicinfrastructure and tourism.

Indonesia also possesses cobalt, bauxite, tin and rare earths.
India requires a sustained commercial presence across Indone-
sia’s critical-mineral value chains through joint ventures, up-
stream equity and mineral-processing partnerships. The strat-
egy’s success will depend on Indian industry’s ability to match
thespeed ofits Chinese counterparts in establishinga meaningful

Thetwogovernmentsaimtoex-
pand bilateral trade to US$100
billion by 2030.
tains close economic ties with Chinaeven asit expands maritime
cooperation with India and others.

As Southeast Asia’s largest economy and a leading ASEAN
Indonesia’s Aceh Province deserve greater momentum.

PM Modi’s visit signals India’s intent to deepen engagement
withoneof its most consequential maritime neighbours. The two

presence in Indonesia’s nickel

R’
Ifcritical minerals represent
voice, Indonesia has a central place in India’s Indo-Pacific strat-
countries do not merelv share an ocean: thev share responsibility

value chain. If PM Modi’s Ja-

karta visit propels that conver-
sation, President Prabowo’s ex-
pected visit to India for the
BRICS Summit in September
could provide an early oppor-
tunity toadvanceit.

Indonesia is India’s second-
largest ASEAN trading partner,
buteconomicties remainbelow
potential. India runs a trade

the visit’slonger-termstrategic opportunity, defence cooperation
might provide its most tangibleimmediate outcome. Substantial
progressinJakartatowardsacquiring BrahMos supersonic cruise
missiles would strengthen Indonesia’s deterrent capability. Build-
ing on the BrahMos export to the Philippines, it would burnish
India’s credentials asa reliable security partner for countries seek-
ingstronger defence capabilities without becoming entangled in
great-power rivalries.

China’s growing maritime assertiveness forms the strategic
backdrop. Beijing’s “Nine-Dash Line” overlaps Indonesia’s Ex-
clusive Economic Zone around the Natuna Islands. While India
egy. The two countries share an interest in preserving freedom
of navigation, maintaining regional stability and strengthening
ASEAN centrality. Indonesia’s BRICS and Indian Ocean Rim As-
sociation memberships broaden the platforms through which
both countries can advance shared interests.

Thanks in part to alphabetic seating at the UN General As-
sembly, Indian and Indonesian diplomats have for decades
worked alongside oneanother, developing camaraderie and trust
that underpins the bilateral partnership.

Connectivity isofgrowingimportance. Limited direct flights,
inadequate shipping links and restrictive visa protocols constrain

deficit of about US$20 billion.
works through arrangements such as the Quad, Indonesiamain-
ties. [nitiatives linking the Andaman and Nicobar Islands with




