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Assam Cabinet clears
record single-day

Orunodoi DBT

GUWAHATI

violence inquiry panel

NEW DELHI

The Centre has appointed for-
mer Supreme Court judge Bal-
bir Singh Chauhan as the new
chairperson of the Commission
of Inquiry probing the ethnic vi-
olence in Manipur, according to
a government notification issued
on February 26.

The appointment comes fol-
lowing the resignation of Ajai
Lamba, who had been heading the
panel since its inception. Justice Lam-
ba’s resignation will take effect on Feb-
ruary 28.Justice Chauhan is set to as-
sume charge of the commission from
March 1, as per a notification issued by
the Ministry of Home Affairs and pub-
lished in the official gazette.

The Commission of Inquiry was
constituted by the Centre on June 4,
2023, on the recommendation of the
Manipur government to examine
what it described as a matter of “defi-
nite public importance.” The panel
was initially headed by Justice Lam-
ba, former Chief Justice of the Gauhati

High Court.

The commission
has been mandated
to investigate the
sequence of events
leading to the out-
break of ethnic vi-
olence in the state,
assess the circum-
stances  surround-
ing the unrest, and
determine whether there were lapses
or dereliction of duty on the part of any
authority or individuallts terms of
reference also include evaluating the
adequacy of administrative measures
taken to prevent and respond to the vi-
olence and examining complaints and
allegations submitted by individuals
or organisations in connection with
the incidents.

Ethnic violence in Manipur erupt-
ed on May 3, 2023, following a “Tribal
Solidarity March’ organised in the
hill districts to oppose the Meitei
community’s demand for Scheduled
Tribe status.The unrest spiralled into

widespread clashes between commu-
nities, leading to the loss of more than
260 lives and triggering large-scale dis-
placement. Thousands were rendered
homeless, and extensive damage was
reported to homes, places of worship
and public infrastructure.

The violence was preceded by
heightened tensions over the eviction
of Kuki villagers from reserve forest
land, which had sparked sporadic pro-
tests and confrontations before escalat-
ing into a prolonged and devastating
conflict.

With Justice Chauhan’s appoint-
ment, the Centre has signalled conti-
nuity in the inquiry process at a time
when the commission continues to
examine one of the gravest episodes
of ethnic unrest in the state’s recent
history.Officials indicated that the
change in leadership would not affect
the functioning or mandate of the
panel, which remains tasked with
submitting its findings and recom-
mendations after completing its in-
vestigation.

corridor: Jitendra Singh

AGARTALA

Union Minister of State (Independent
Charge) for Science and Technology
Jitendra Singh on Wednesday said the
Northeast holds immense potential
to evolve into a vital trade corridor
linking India with Southeast Asia,
highlighting Tripura’s strategic role
in boosting regional connectivity and
cross-border commerce.During his visit
to Tripura, Dr Singh chaired a District-
Level Review Meeting at the Sepahijala
district collectorate in Kamalasagar,
where he urged officials to harness the
state’s abundant bamboo resources in
a structured and commercially viable
manner.Emphasising Tripura’s rich
bamboo reserves, the Minister said the
resource remains largely under-utilised
despite its wide-ranging applications in
construction, interior décor, handicrafts,
furniture, jewellery and sustainable
building materials.

“With expanded value addition and
better market access, bamboo-based
industries can significantly enhance
Tripura’s trade capacity while gener-
ating sustainable livelihoods,” he said,
adding that organised processing and

Manipur CM chairs

BJP legislators’ meet;

The Assam Cabinet on Thursday approved what Chief
Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma described as the high-
est-ever single-day Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) rollout
in the state’s history under the Orunodoi scheme.

On March 10 at 11 am, around 39.70 lakh beneficia-

ries will receive a consolidated amount of Rs 9,000 each,
amounting to nearly Rs 3,600 crore to be transferred in a
single day.“This will be the highest single-day transfer of
funds to beneficiaries in the history of Assam. Meetings
will be held across every panchayat, municipal ward and
autonomous council area to mark the distribution. The
central programme will take place at Jyoti Bishnu Kala
Kendra in Khanapara,” Sarma told reporters after the

Cabinet meeting.

The Cabinet also approved a major policy decision to
decentralise administrative powers by granting initial
tender authority to key autonomous councils in the state.

Under the new decision, the Bodoland Territorial
Council (BTC), the Karbi Anglong Autonomous Coun-
cil and the Dima Hasao Autonomous Council will be
empowered to handle preliminary tender processes for

smaller development projects.

“For works related to PWD, water resources, flood
control or irrigation costing below Rs 10 crore, the initial
tender process will be handled by these councils,” Sarma
said, adding that final settlement authority would contin-

ue torest with the state government.

He said the move is aimed at expediting implemen-
tation of government schemes in Sixth Schedule areas.
According to the Chief Minister, the proposal had been
placed before the Cabinet by BTC Chief Hagrama Mohil-

ary and has now received approval.

WHO SAID WHAT

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and I held an expanded meeting
in Jerusalem earlier today,
together with our teams. We
signed a series of agreements
on economic, security and
diplomatic cooperation, further
strengthening the strategic
partnership between Israel and
India. ~ Benjamin Netanyahu,
Prime Minister of Israel

IMPHAL

After a series of high-level engagements
with the central leadership in New Delhi,
Yumnam Khemchand Singh on Thurs-
day chaired a meeting of BJP legislators
at Thambal Shanglel, the state party head-
quarters in Imphal, signalling internal
consolidation ahead of a likely cabinet
expansion after the upcoming Budget ses-
sion.

The meeting was attended by senior
party leaders, including A. Sharda Devi,
and focused on strengthening coordi-
nation among party MLAS, reviewing
ongoing developmental initiatives, and
reaffirming collective commitment to gov-
ernance and stability in the state.

Taking to his official ‘X’ handle, the
Chief Minister described the interaction
as “meaningful and constructive,” aimed
at ensuring unified efforts and effective
governance for the continued growth of
Manipur. According to sources present at
the meeting, Singh also assured party leg-
islators of the Centre’s continued commit-
ment to peace, security, and development
in the state.

Amid speculation over an imminent
reshuffle, sources close to the Chief Min-
ister indicated that the much-discussed
expansion of the council of ministers is
likely to take place only after the Budget
session of the Manipur Legislative Assem-
bly, which is expected to be convened after
the first week of March.

This suggests that the swearing-in of
new ministers and redistribution of port-
folios may not occur immediately, despite
growing anticipation within political
circles. The delay is being seen as a stra-
tegic move to ensure legislative business
during the Budget session proceeds with-

cabinet expansion likely
after Budget session

out disruption.

The potential cabinet expansion has
been a subject of intense discussion in re-
cent weeks, particularly in the backdrop
of efforts to stabilise governance and reca-
librate administrative priorities following
months of unrest in the state.

The legislators’ meeting came soon af-
ter Singh’s return from New Delhi, where
he held a series of courtesy meetings with
top Union leaders between February 21
and 25.

Duringhis visit, the Chief Minister met
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Union
Home Minister Amit Shah, Defence Min-
ister Rajnath Singh, Road Transport and
Highways Minister Nitin Gadkari, Agri-
culture and Rural Development Minis-
ter Shivraj Singh Chouhan, and DoNER
Minister Jyotiraditya M. Scindia, among
others.

The Chief Minister was accompanied
during the Delhi meetings by Deputy Chief
Ministers Nemcha Kipgen and Losii Dik-
ho. While official details of the discussions
were not fully disclosed, sources indicated
that issues relating to security, infrastruc-
ture development, central assistance, and
long-term peace-building measures in Ma-
nipur were part of the deliberations.

Thursday’s meeting at the BJP head-
quarters is being viewed as part of an effort
to maintain party cohesion and ensure
alignment between the state leadership
and legislators ahead of key administra-
tive decisions, including the anticipated
cabinet expansion.

With the Budget session around the
corner and political attention fixed on
possible ministerial inductions, the
coming weeks are expected to be cru-
cial for the state’s political landscape.

Manipuri actor
Athokpam
Gokulchandra granted
interim bail in alleged
wife assault case

IMPHAL

Alocal court has granted interim pre-ar-

restbail to Manipuri film actor Athokpam
Gokulchandra, popularly known as Gokul,
following the registration of an FIR alleg-
ing physical assault on his wife, actor
Athokpam Ongbi Sonia.

The FIR was lodged by Sonia’s father,
Wanglembam Gunajit, at the women’s
police station in Imphal West district. In
the complaint, he alleged that his daughter
was assaulted by her husband after a heat-
ed argument following a birthday party.

According to reports, the alleged
incident took place on February 17 at
Gokulchandra’s residence in Langjing
Achouba under Imphal West district,
where he resides with his wife and chil-
dren.

The FIR states that Sonia was admitted
twice this month to Jawaharlal Nehru
Institute of Medical Sciences (JNIMS)
Hospital, a state-run medical facility. It
further claims that she later underwent
psychiatric treatment due to trauma.
She is currently staying at her father’s
residence.

Following due procedure, police sub-
mitted areport before the Court of Judicial
Magistrate First Class I on February 23 for
further action.

Anticipating possible arrest in connec-
tion with the FIR, Gokulchandra moved
an anticipatory bail application before the
Sessions Judge of Imphal West through
his counsel.

After hearing submissions and exam-
ining the application, the court granted
interim pre-arrest bail to the actor. The
court has directed the Imphal West wom-
en’spolice station tofile its objection report
by March 10. 0.

Further proceedings in the case are
expected after the submission of the
police report.

branding could position the state as a
leading supplier in domestic and interna-
tional markets.The Minister underlined
that strengthening such local industries
would complement the broader vision of
transforming the Northeast into a hub
of trade, innovation and sustainable
growth.Referring to cross-border connec-
tivity initiatives, Dr Singh said the com-
mencement of train services between
Tripura and Bangladesh would make
trade more cost-effective and accessible.
Herecalled that work on the rail link
connecting Tripura to Bangladesh had
begun during his tenure as Governor
and that the project has already received
approval. However, he noted that pro-
gress has slowed due to the prevailing
situation in Bangladesh.“Once direct
train services begin, Tripura - and by
extension the entire Northeast - will open
upas an important South Asian corridor
for trade and business,” he said.
Improved rail connectivity is
expected to reduce transportation costs,
enhance export potential and integrate
thelandlocked Northeastern states more
closely with Southeast Asian markets
under India’s Act East policy framework.

Gauhati HC issues notice
to Assam CM Himanta
Biswa Sarma over
alleged “hate speeches’

GUWAHATI

The Gauhati High Court on
Thursday issued a notice to
Assam Chief Minister Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma in response to
multiple petitions seeking action
against him over alleged hate
speeches targeting the Muslim
community.

A Division Bench comprising
Chief Justice Ashutosh Kumar
and Justice Arun Dev Choud-
hury heard arguments in the
matter and directed that notices
be served to the Chief Minister as
well as to the Central and Assam
governments. The next hearing
has been scheduled for April.

Senior Advocate CU Singh,
appearing for some of the peti-
tioners, alleged that the Chief
Minister had made targeted re-
marks against “Miya” Muslims
in Assam. He referred to state-
ments in which Sarma alleged-
ly suggested restricting voting
rights of members of the commu-
nity and indicated plans to alter
voter lists.During the hearing,
the court observed that the state-
ments cited in the petitions ap-
peared to reflect a possible “fis-
siparous tendency,” but clarified
that it would examine all submis-
sions in detail before arriving at
any conclusion.

The petitions cite multiple
incidents, including a January
27 speech in which Sarma al-
legedly claimed that several lakh
“Miya” voters would be removed
from electoral rolls. The plea also
refers to a February 7 video cir-
culated by the BJP’s Assam unit

that reportedly showed the Chief
Minister aiming at animated im-
ages representing Muslim men,
accompanied by captions such
as “Point blank shot” and “No
Mercy.”

The petitions were filed by
the Indian National Congress,
Assamese scholar Hiren Gohain,
the Communist Party of India
(Marxist), and others. The pe-
titioners approached the High
Court after the Supreme Court of
India directed them to first seek
relief before the jurisdictional
High Court.Senior Advocate
Abhishek Manu Singhvi argued
that the Chief Minister’s repeat-
ed statements demonstrated
a pattern of incitement incon-
sistent with his constitutional
responsibilities. He submitted
that even though the controver-
sial video was later taken down,
it had already garnered over a
million views.Senior Advocate
Meenakshi Arora also appeared
for the petitioners, contending
that the statements reflected a
sustained pattern of remarks
against a particular community.
She cited instances in which the
Chief Minister allegedly discour-
aged students from enrolling in
institutions founded by mem-
bers of minority communities,
linking such choices to floods or
other adverse events in the state.

The petitioners have argued
that the alleged remarks violate
constitutional principles, includ-
ing secularism and equality, and
could have implications for law
and order.

2,293 mainstreamed teachers begin indefinite
stir over sala

KOHIMA

2010 and 2013 batch teachers were ini-
tially appointed against posts created

budget head

that the question of the budget head
from which salaries are disbursed does

State Education Cadre. After fulfilling
the necessary criteria, they were for-

In a fresh flashpoint for the state’s ed-
ucation sector, 2,293 members of the
Nagaland Government Teachers’ As-
sociation (NGTA) launched an indef-
inite protest in Kohima, demanding
that their salaries be routed through
the state’s non-plan expenditure head
instead of Centrally Sponsored Schemes
(CSS).

Teachers from the 2010 and 2013 re-
cruitment batches staged a demonstra-
tion outside the Directorate of School
Education, asserting that despite being
mainstreamed into the State Education
Cadre more than three years ago, their
pay continues to be drawn under CSS
heads linked to the erstwhile Sarva
Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and Rashtriya
Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA).

Addressing reporters at the protest
site, NGTA representatives said they
were formally mainstreamed into the
State Education Cadre through a gov-
ernment order dated September 2, 2022,
with retrospective effect from April 21,
2022, following approval by the state
cabinet.

- under Centrally Sponsored Schemes,
with salary support from the Govern-
ment of India. While the recruitment
advertisements and appointment orders
did not explicitly mention SSA or RMSA
conditions, the posts were linked to CSS
funding at the time.

The department stated that following
demands from the teachers to be main-
streamed into the State School Educa-
tion Cadre, the matter was examined
in consultation with the Personnel and
Administrative Reforms and Finance
departments. With state cabinet ap-
proval, all 2,293 teachers who fulfilled
eligibility criteria under the Nagaland
School Education Service Rules, 2017
were mainstreamed into the cadre on
September 2, 2022.1t further maintained
that the mainstreamed teachers are cur-
rently drawing pay under the 7th Revi-
sion of Pay and enjoying scale pay and
other entitlements at par with regular
state government employees. They are
also governed by the same service rules
applicable to the state education cadre.

However, the department clarified

not fall within the prerogative of em-
ployees. It added that representations
regarding the salary head have been for-
warded to the concerned authorities for
consideration.Officials also pointed out
that consultations were held on June 2
last year with teachers’ representatives
by the Adviser for School Education, in
the presence of officials from Samagra
Shiksha and the Finance Department.

NGTA Dimapur Unit president
Alemkala asserted that the protesting
teachers were regular appointees from
the outset and had undergone a trans-
parent recruitment process.

“We are not backdoor appointees.
We went through written examinations
and viva voce and were selected on mer-
it. For more than 13 years, we have been
fighting to be treated at par with other
state cadre teachers. Our salary compo-
nent should be shifted from CSS to the
state non-plan budget,” Alemkala said.

NGTA Central Unit president Peil-
hau Irangbe added that the state cabinet
had, in principle, decided in October
2018 to induct the 2,293 teachers into the

mally integrated with effect from April
1, 2022.Irangbe alleged that remaining
under CSS funding has practical conse-
quences for teachers. “The department
often cites delays in the release of cen-
tral funds, due to which our salaries
are sometimes delayed for months. The
posts advertised were regular depart-
mental posts, but ‘under CSS scheme’
was later inserted in our appointment
letters. This is why we demand that our
salaries be shifted to the state non-plan
head without further delay,” he said.

With the protest now indefinite, the
agitation threatens to impact academ-
ic functioning if the deadlock persists.
While the department has maintained
that the teachers are already main-
streamed in terms of pay scale and ser-
vice rules, the budget head issue has
emerged as a key point of contention.

As negotiations remain inconclu-
sive, the coming days are likely to de-
termine whether the state government
intervenes to address the demand or
whether the standoff deepens in Naga-
land’s education sector.

representations submitted to the gov-
ernment seeking a shift of their salary
component to the state’s non-plan bud-
get head have not elicited a concrete
response. After issuing a seven-day ul-
timatum on February 16 and observing
a two-day pen-down strike earlier this
week, the teachers escalated their agi-
tation with an indefinite protest begin-
ning February 26.

Responding to the agitation, the
School Education Department issued a
clarification outlining the background
of the appointments.

According to the department, the

However, the association alleged
that their salary component remains
under CSS budget heads rather than the
state’s non-development (non-plan) ex-
penditure account, which they argue is
inconsistent with their current status as
regular state cadre employees.

“We have been integrated into the
state cadre, and we are governed by the
same service rules as other government
teachers. Yet, our salaries are still being
released under CSS, which often results
in delays,” an NGTA representative
said.

The association stated that multiple
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ORANGE
REVOLUTION

or decades, India’s_ economic
script revolved around steel, sili-
con and seeds. We measured our
progress by the length of our high-
ways, tonnage of our wheat and
volume of our software exports.

. But the 2026-27 Union_ Budget
signals a new hue in India’s growth 1ma%1-
nation: the ‘orange economy’. Coined by the
Inter-American Development Bank, the term
refers to industries where creativity, culture
anii intellectual property generate economic
value.

_In her Budget speech, Nirmala Sitharaman
did more than celebrate culture as soft power;
she positioned it as hard economics. With In-
dia’s media and entertainment sector valued
at 72.87 trillion ($35 billion) in 2026, storytell-
ing is fast becoming a strategic asset class.

~ India’s services sector has long been a

high-growth anchor, but the traditional IT
and business Prpqess management model is
maturing. Sustaining 7-8 percent GDP growth
requires a new frontier. The creative econo-
my—already estimated to contribute rough-
ly 8 percent of India’s workforce, compared
to 2.1 percent in Australia and 1.9 percent in
South Korea—may well be it. .
. The Budget’s focus on the sector compris-
ing animation, visual effects (VFX), gaming,
comics and extended reality acknowledges
how the digital generation earns. A VFX art-
ist in Pune or a game designer in Hyderabad
now matters as much to exports as a coder in
Bengaluru. Creative services exports rose 20
percent last fiscal, diversifying foreign ex-
change earnings beyond maintenance and
support work. Further, the projection that
the sector will require 20 lakh professionals
b%z 2030 has to be read for what it truly is—less
of a statistic and more a skilling mandate.

To meet this demand, the government is
backing the Indian Institute of Creative Tech-
nologies in Mumbai to spearhead a radical ed-
ucational overhaul. The plan to set up 15,000
content creator labs in secondary schools
and 500 labs in colleges is a ‘Silicon Valley
moment’ for the arts. By embedding digital
storytelling, character design and Al-assisted
animation alongside mathematics and phys-
ics, the State is legitimising creativity as a
mainstream career. . .

This move democratises opportunity. In
the oran%%_economy _it is not geography that
matters. With subsidised gra ics processing
unit access under the IndiaAl Mission at ?65
per hour, a student in a tier-3 town can com-
pete with a worker in a California studio.

. While, cinema historically served as In-
dia’s primary cultural export, the gaming
sector has emerged as a significant economic
pillar within digital services. According to
Eovernment data, India’s online gaming mar-

et was valued at 223,200 crore in 2024 and is

rojected to reach 731,600 crore by 2027. This
ra%ectory. ositions gaming as a core driver
of the dlgl}) al creative ecosystem, supported
by a user base of nearly 50 crore participants
in both urban and rural centres. | i

The ‘Create in India’ push aims to shift
the country from consumer to creator. For

ears, Indian gamers played on platforms

uilt in the West, Japan or China. By incen-
tivising domestic development and enabling
IP-backed lending, the government is encour-
aging developers to mine Indian mythology
and contemporary narratives for global audi-
ences. The prize 1s ownership of 1P, not just
participation in value chains.

However, the economist’s lens must also
be critical. While the orange economy of-
fers high-paying jobs, with creative roles
reportedly paying 88 percent more than
non-creative ones, there'is a risk of a widen-
ing divide. The K-shaped recovery, that has
haunted post-pandemic India, persists. The
creative boom is currently concentrated in
urban clusters. The challenge lies in being in-
clusive. The orange economy must cover the
handloom weaver in Kanchipuram as much
as the digital animator in Mumbai.

Generative AI adds urgency. It can lower
the cost of production by 40 percent, but also
threatens entry-level jobs in dubbing, basic
illustration and coding. The government’s
emphasis on ‘trusted AI’ and the {>ropqsed
consensus on copyright is a step in the right
direction. For the orange economty to thrive,
the creator must be protected. If AI models
can ‘scrape’ an artist’s style without com-

ensation, the incentive to create vanishes.

ithout enforceable IP protection, incentives
to create will erode. |

Despite the optimism, structural hurdles
remain such as funding %aps regulatory
maze and a lack of physica infrastructure.
Creative smaller enterprises struggle for
credit because banks don’t know how to val-
ue a script or a game design as collateral. We
need a ‘creative bank’ or a specialised IP-val-
uation framework. -

From gaming classifications to OTT cen-
sorship, the regulatory environment is often
reactive. A single-window clearance for live
events and a cohesive national policy for the
creative audiovisual sector are overdue. Fi-
nally, digital labs are great, but the orange
economy also thrives on ‘collisions’. We need
creative districts—physical spaces where
artists, technologists and investors can meet
and exchange ideas.

The significance of the orange economy
transcends GDP percentages. It is about iden-
tity. When a nation exgorts its imagination,
it stops competing on the basis of low-cost la-
bour and starts leading on the basis of ideas.
The Budget has sketched the outline. It is the
execution which will now determine whether
India evolves from the world’s ‘back office’
to its ‘creative studio’, or stays put. If it suc-
ceeds, ‘Made in India’ will give way to some-
thing more powerful: ‘Imagined in India’. It’s
time we put our money where our mind is.

“Care about what other people think

and you will always be their prisoner.”

-LaoTzu
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HIGHER EDUCATION

INSTITUTES
(NEP 2020)

INTERDISCI
& MULTIDIS

W

GANESAN KANNABIRAN

The Indian higher education system
has a crucial role in achieving the
much-needed twin goals of economic
prosperity and socio-cultural devel-
opment. It is not new for India to lead
the world in such outcomes. After all,
Bharat’s ancient higher education
centres such as Nalanda, Takshash-
ila and Vikramshila were the fore-
bears of modern universities.

The focus on holistic, scientific
and value education made these uni-
versities global centres of learning.
There was a well-knit link between
education and economic prosperity,
eventually leading to socio-cultural
development. However, the Indian
education system had drifted in re-
cent centuries from those lofty earli-
er goals.

Today, when India is poised to be-
come the third largest economy, the
need to link higher education with
socio-cultural development has come
back on the government’s agenda.
The National Education Policy 2020
offers the ingredients for transform-
ing higher education and achieving
the milestone of a Viksit Bharat by
2047, while leveraging the aspiration-
al youth of the country. At the same
time, it promises to take Indian high-
er education beyond the national re-
quirements, restoring Bharat’s role
as a ‘Vishwaguru’. Thus, NEP 2020
has a pivotal role in linking our glo-
rious past with the promising future
envisioned by the Prime Minister.

At the time of independence, India
had about 20 universities and 500 col-
leges. Today, it has one of the largest
higher education systems with about
1,170 universities and more than
50,000 colleges focusing on teaching
and research in almost all fields.

Yet, India’s relatively low gross
enrolment ratio (GER) has been iden-
tified as a challenge, especially when
the country is bestowed with a large
youth population. Even the proposed
increase in GER from the present
28 percent to 50 percent by 2035 may
be inadequate for the country with
a growing young population. More-
over, increasing GER in itself will not
be a solution, given the current chal-
lenges of not being able to produce
employable graduates.

Several reports indicate the em-
ployability of the graduates is far
below the required levels and an in-
creased GER will turn out to be more
of a challenge than an opportunity.
Therefore, the quality of education
offered to the students by providing
knowledge along with a variety of
skills shall not only make them em-
ployable, but also enable them to get
mainstreamed into society. Higher
education institutions have a grow-
ing role in promoting research and
innovation to enable industrialisa-
tion through technology transfers.

India increasingly needs more ‘job
givers’ than ‘job seekers’—a goal that
can be achieved through innovation
and a buzzing startup ecosystem, es-
pecially given the target of 50 percent
GER. In addition, promoting Indian
knowledge systems, cultural develop-
ment, value education, and engaging
with the community have significant
roles in the overall development of
the nation.

Thus, NEP 2020 focuses on the am-
bidextrous goals of increasing GER
along with its underpinning require-

ments, while simultaneously improv-
ing the quality of education, research
and societal engagement.

The broader vision of higher edu-
cation for a Viksit Bharat demands a
progressive governance model. Con-
figuring a nationwide governance
model to ensure access, equity and
inclusion, as well as the quality of
higher education is of paramount
importance. It involves developing
a unified approach for transforming
higher educational institutions into
large multi-disciplinary education
and research institutions, promoting
India as an education destination,
and integration and promotion of
Bharatiya knowledge.

The absence of an appropriate
governance model has limited the
scope for leveraging the full potential
of NEP 2020 and achieving success in
the last five years.

The recently-introduced Viksit
Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan (VBSA)
Bill proposes three new councils: a
Regulatory Council to combine the
regulatory aspects of all programmes
of study, an Accreditation Council to
govern quality assurance and rank-
ing of institutions and programmes,
and a Standards Council to maintain
academic standards. The Bill primar-
ily focuses on unification, harmony
and autonomy, the very basic gover-
nance aspects required for the pro-
gressive higher education envisioned
in NEP 2020.

The higher-education system is
poised to become more multi-disci-
plinary in the near future. Univer-
sities are required to increase pro-
grammes to provide learners with
opportunities for multi-disciplinary
education and research. Now, a rel-
atively large institution has to deal
with multiple agencies for approval,
extension and increase in intake. For
example, it was an excellent idea to
start the Integrated Teacher Educa-
tion Programme to train the teachers
along with specialisation in a partic-
ular discipline. An institution that
wants to introduce the programme
has to deal with the National Coun-
cil for Teacher Education to meet the
requirements of just one additional
programme. The unification of three
agencies into a single one offers stan-
dardisation of procedures, making
the system robust and responsive to
the emerging context. It also helps to
optimise the resources used by the
three agencies.While these entities
are brought together, there is a need
to group similar activities performed
by the three agencies. As per global
practices, it is not desirable to have a
single entity dealing with regulation,
standards and accreditation. Sepa-
ration of these functions will ensure
that the objectives of the individu-
al entities are achieved effectively.
Further, such separation through
councils will promote specialisation
by drawing on best practices from
the rest of the world. In the case of
accreditation, its separation from
other two functions are all the more
important for assuring quality to the
stakeholders.

Regulation and standards are fo-
cused on the institutional processes,
resources, plans and actions. Glob-
ally, accreditation is normally kept
outside the purview of regulation
and standards for the very reason
that it is focused on the outcome of
the stakeholders such as students,

industry and community. Adopting
best practices from some of the lead-
ing countries in this field, the Accred-
itation Council will oversee the func-
tioning of the independent ecosystem
of accreditation that is assessing the
quality of the institutions.

The three councils are expected
to work autonomously, taking into
consideration the expected objec-
tives. However, based on the need for
understanding ongoing common and
mutual requirements, the Bill has en-
sured that VBSA shall have the pres-
idents of the councils as its members,
thus ensuring harmony.

There is an ongoing debate on
centralisation of higher education
governance by the government. The
proposed recentralised governance is
an approach to deal with the problem
by combining the best of both cen-
tralisation and decentralisation. Re-
centralisation is not about retaining
the complex and rigid structure that
existed for decades. But it advocates
a decentralised governance model
where independent councils operate
autonomously to achieve common
goals through the central commis-
sion.

The proposed higher education
governance model shall not only
make entities lean and agile, but also
promises to be effective in delivering
value to the stakeholders.

The new Bill is a timely and vital
reform as part of NEP 2020 to realign
the Indian higher education system
with the demands of a progressive
economy and an aspirational soci-
ety. The proposed ‘light but tight’
approach of the VBSA shall separate
functions to eliminate regulatory
overlap and promote trust-based gov-
ernance. It is expected to transform
higher education by providing an
effective, enabling and responsive
system of regulation to encourage
integrity, excellence and public-spir-
itedness in higher education.

The nation requires a talent pool
of students to help the country in
achieving the vision of Viksit Bharat
through outcome-based learning. The
new Bill is expected to facilitate the
students by providing opportunities
for inter-disciplinary and flexible ed-
ucation with scope for re-skilling and
up-skilling. It will also enable norms
for credit transfers, equivalence and
other related matters to facilitate mo-
bility of students.

In addition, the public disclosure
mandate related to infrastructure
and facilities, faculty, fees and oth-
ers by institutions will ensure avail-
ability of resources commensurate
with the fees paid by them. It also
ensures students with free access to
a fair, transparent and robust griev-
ance redress mechanism. Wherever
required, the penalties proposed un-
der the Bill will ensure students’ in-
terests are not affected or cause any
monetary consequences. Therefore,
VBSA is poised to promote enhanced
student experiences. The empowered
multidisciplinary higher educational
institutions will be expected to have
institutional development plans cov-
ering educational, research and so-
cietal goals, while maintaining com-
pliance with national standards and
regulations. The plan also includes
initiatives, resource allocation and
timelines for institutional develop-
ment. Transparency of institutional
information and activities are one of

the major challenges in today’s high-
er education system. The proposed
autonomy comes with the responsi-
bility of public self-disclosure of all
finances, audits, procedures, infra-
structure, faculty, courses and edu-
cational outcomes. Online portals en-
able transparency to all stakeholders.
The federated structure of the
commission and the council with
members from diverse backgrounds
is the uniqueness of the Bill. The
new commission and the verticals re-
quire representation from the states
through memberships. In addition,
there are representatives from state
universities. There are no such in-
clusive arrangements in the existing
regulating bodies. Once it becomes
law, the commission and the councils
will act through consultative process-
es to make the transition to a new
model of cooperative governance.
The new accreditation system re-

DIGITAL WAR OF WORDS

ho built America? You will be surprised - no
politician, scientist or intellectual. History
Channel has an amazing series on this topic in
which they have chosen just entrepreneurs.

Five among thousands. Cornelius Vanderbilt,
Andrew Camegie, John Rockefeller, JP Morgan
and Henry Ford. These five gentlemen built the
fundamental, core industries - infrastructure,
steel, oil, banking and automobiles respectively.
These entrepreneurs also founded philanthropy
as we know it today. Most of them gave away

a majority of their wealth to society in their
lifetime. One reason for America’s greatness
today is its university system. It is the hub of
thinking and innovation. Much of it, almost all
the top 40, was built by private philanthropy.
In fact, some of the best libraries, think tanks
and hospitals in America were also built by the
wealth entrepreneurs gave back. Not just these
five, but thousands of them. All of them also
fulfilled their responsibility towards their children
by supporting their passion. Some stayed in the
business, others exited. Eventually, the businesses
became institutions and survive and thrive to this
day. All their ventures were treated as national
assets, not family silver. American capitalism is
vibrant, dynamic and has wide social acceptance
because of these incredible entrepreneurs. They
did something different. India shares some of
its DNA with the US. It is a large country with
a tradition of entrepreneurship and blessed

with tremendous natural resources and human
resources. Who will build that India? We must
encourage our entrepreneuts, trust them, give
them respect and dignity. They will build assets,
hamess natural resources, create jobs, contribute
revenue and accelerate India’s rise. Let us not
distract them with processes. Allow self-
certification and let them focus all their energies
productively, building their business. |1 have no
doubt that we can do even better than America.
Our natural resources and human resources

are tremendous. The power and potential of

our women is unparalleled. | am confident that
dynamic entrepreneurship with a philanthropic
mindset, facilitated by Government and
appreciated by society is what will make India the
number one country in the world. If this won’t
happen in the time of Modi government, which
is recognised by the world for its dynamism, then
when will it happen?

~ Anil Agarwal, Chairman - Vedanta Group
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volves around granting autonomy to
the institutions. It requires that all
higher educational institutions attain
full accreditation and autonomy in a
graded manner. Such graded autono-
my will further empower the higher
education sector. The outcomes cre-
ated for the students, industry and
community by these autonomous in-
stitutions will be a cornerstone of the
transformation. The Accreditation
Council will develop an outcome- and
impact-based institutional frame-
work in consultation with stakehold-
ers to assess institutions. Thus, quali-
ty assurance to stakeholders through
accreditation outcomes will be made
compulsory, which presently a large
number of institutions have ignored.

Asenvisaged in NEP 2020, a robust
ecosystem for research is perhaps
more important than ever due to ad-
vances in technologies. Under the
VBSA Bill, institutions are expected
to focus on research and innovation
by setting up centres for startup in-
cubation and technology transfer in
frontier areas through industry-ac-
ademic linkages. Also, participation
in community service programmes
will be considered an integral part of
holistic education.

In sum, the VSBA Bill as the life-
line of NEP 2020 is set to transform
Indian higher education with pub-
lic-spirited autonomous institutions.
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Tripura to launch India’s first state Al policy;
Agartala set for Al-driven smart solutions

AGARTALA

Tripura will introduce what it describes asIn-
dia’sfirst State Artificial Intelligence (AI) Poli-
cy, Chief Minister Manik Saha announced on
Thursday, outlining plans to deploy Al-based
smartsolutions in Agartala to improve urban
governance and public service delivery.

The policy is being developed with sup-
port from the Atal Innovation Mission and
NITI Aayog, as part of efforts to build a robust
innovation ecosystem in the state.

The announcement was made at the
launch of the Tripura State Innovation Mis-
sion at the International Exhibition Centre in
Hapania, in the presence of Union Minister of
State (Independent Charge) for Science and
Technology Jitendra Singh.

Saha said Al-driven systems will be intro-
duced in Agartala to enhance traffic manage-
ment, parking systems, power distribution,

Assam CM
announces Rs
40,000 one-time aid
for specially-abled

Assam faces 70% rainfall
deficit since Nov, 99% since
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drinking water supply, flood control, waste
management and property assessment.

He stated that leading technology firms
have expressed interest in partnering with
the state for implementation.

The proposed Al policy will provide a
structured framework for the adoption of
artificial intelligence across governance,
infrastructure and service delivery sectors,
with a focus on efficiency, transparency and
data-driven decision‘making.

Describing the Tripura State Innovation
Mission as a first-of-its-kind initiative at the
state level, Saha said the government has
prioritised administrative reforms, digital
governance and startup-iiendly policies.

According to the Chief Minister, Tripura
is the only state where official functioning -
from the Cabinet and Secretariat to village
councils and Gram Panchayats - is fully pa-
perless.

The initiative falls under NITI Aayog’s
State Support Mission, which aims to help
states strengthen local innovation ecosys-
tems. With backing from the Atal Innovation
Mission, the programme seeks to promote
entrepreneurship, encourage the use of ad-
vanced technologies and translate ideas into
viable enterprises.

The Tripura Institution for Transfor-
mation and the Department of Information
Technology have collaborated with premier
institutions including Indian Institute of
Management Calcutta, Indian Institute of
Technology Delhi, Indian Institute of Man-
agement Bangalore and T-Hub to establish
the State Innovation Mission and T-NEST
platform.

Saha said the mission will support enter-
prises in sectors such as agriculture, green
technology, digital services, tourism and
healthcare, positioning Tripura as a potential

innovation hub in the Northeast.

The Chief Minister also announced plans
toestablish a Tripura Al Centre of Excellence
with assistance from the Ministry of Elec-
tronics and Information Technology.

Additionally, the state government is
proposing a Tripura IT and Data Economic
Zone and an IT park with co-working spaces
to strengthen the IT, IT-enabled services and
data centre ecosystem.

Officials said these initiatives are aimed
at attracting technology investments, cre-
ating employment opportunities and inte-
grating Tripura more closely with India’s
expanding digital economy.

With the rollout of the AI policy and
innovation mission, the state govern-
ment has signalled its intent to leverage
emerging technologies to drive govern-
ance reforms and economic growth in the
region.

Assam expands higher education push with
youth, research and skill support schemes

PhD scholars

GUWAHATI

Assam Chief Minister Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma on Thursday,
February 26, announced a series
of initiatives aimed at strength-
ening higher education and
promoting inclusive academic
support, including a one-time
financial assistance of Rs 40,000
for specially-abled PhD schol-
ars in the state.The announce-
ment was made during a press
briefing after the launch of the
‘Mukhyamantrir Nijut Babu
Achoni’ at the Jyoti-Bishnu In-
ternational Auditorium.Under
the Mukhyamantrir Nijut Babu
Achoni scheme, postgraduate
students will receive Rs 2,000 per
month for 10 months in a year,
while undergraduate students
will be provided Rs 1,000 per
month for 10 months annually.
The scheme will be applicable
to students whose annual family
income is below Rs 4 lakh. Stu-
dents in their second and third
years of graduation will also
be eligible for the benefits.The
Chief Minister also launched
the ‘Jeevan Prerana Achoni’ to
extend support to graduates and
research scholars. As part of this
initiative, 48,319 students who
graduated in 2025 will receive Rs
2,500 per month. Research schol-
ars enrolled in state and central
universities in Assam after April
1, 2021, will be eligible for finan-
cial assistance of Rs 25,000.A
total of 2,112 research scholars
are expected to benefit from the
scheme. Among them, 13 special-
ly-abled researchers will receive
enhanced one-time assistance of
Rs 40,000 each, in a move aimed
at encouraging differently-abled
students to pursue advanced re-
search and academic careers.

In addition to the student wel-
fare schemes, Sarma virtually
inaugurated technology centres
under the ‘Udyog 4.0° initia-
tive. He announced that 34 new
technology centres have been
established across 34 Industrial
Training Institutes (ITIs) and
polytechnic institutes in Assam,
with an overall investment of
around Rs 3,000 crore.

GUWAHATI

Assam is grappling with a severe
rainfall deficit, recording over 70 per
cent shortfall since November and
an alarming 99 per cent deficit since
January 1, raising concerns over rabi
crops, tea production and fruit flow-
ering amid mounting climate change
signals.

According to data from the India
Meteorological Department (IVD),
the state received just 0.4 mm of rain-
fall against the normal 39 mm since
January 1. As many as 25 districts
have recorded norainfall at all during
this period, while the remaining dis-
tricts have reported deficits exceeding
90 per cent.The dry spell has effective-
ly persisted since the second week of
November 2025.In Guwahati, rainfall
was recorded in the first week of No-
vember last year - around 27.5 mm
- but precipitation ceased after No-
vember 6. The city received a meagre
02mmondJanuary 5, and barring that
isolated event, has remained com-
pletely dry for nearly four months.

Meteorologists warn that such
prolonged winter dryness is becom-

ingincreasingly frequent, reinforcing
concerns about shifting climatic pat-
terns in the region.

The extended dry spell is already
impacting agriculture.

Dr Rajib Lochan Deka, Head
of the Department of Agricultural
Meteorology at Assam Agricultural
University, said rabi crops such as
rapeseed, potato and maize have ex-
perienced significant moisture stress
due to insufficient rainfall since early
November.

“Rabi crops like rapeseed, potato
and maize have experienced signif-
icant moisture stress due to insuf-
ficient rainfall since the first week
of November. Lack of a sufficient
number of cold days, along with the
absence of rainfall, has resulted in
reduced yields for these crops. Ad-
ditionally, the duration of most field
crops has been observed to decrease,”
he said.

The combination of warm-
erthannormal temperatures and
low soil moisture has affected crop
growth cycles, potentially reduc-
ing overall productivity.

GUWAHATI

In a major push to strengthen higher
education, research and employabili-
ty, the Assam government on Thurs-
day rolled out three flagship schemes
aimed at supporting fresh graduates,
research scholars and college stu-
dents across the state.

The initiatives - Chief Minister’s
Jibon Prerana, Jibon Anuprerana
and Nijut Babu Asoni - werelaunched
during a ceremonial Direct Benefit
Transfer (DBT) programme at the
Jyoti Bishnu Antarjatik Kala Mandir
auditorium in Khanapara.

Chief Minister Himanta Biswa
Sarma said the schemes are designed
to ease the transition from education
to employment, promote research
and innovation, and expand access
to higher education for all sections of
students.

Announcing the Nijut Babu Aso-
ni, Sarma said the scheme seeks to
address the financial support gap for
male students.

While the Nijut Moina scheme
has already boosted enrolment
among girl students, the new initia-

tive aims to encourage boys to pursue
undergraduate and postgraduate ed-
ucation.

Under Nijut Babu Asoni, under-
graduate students will receive ap-
proximately Rs 10,000 annually, while
postgraduate students will get around
Rs 20,000 annually. Eligible first-year
students must apply through the
Samarth portal as per guidelines
issued by the Higher Education De-
partment. Continued assistance will
depend on regular attendance and
academic discipline.

“The Nijut Moina Asoni has
helped more than 50,000 girl students
enrol in colleges. Now we want to en-
sure that boys also receive support so
that higher education becomes acces-
sible to all,” the Chief Minister said.

Under the Jibon Prerana scheme,
48319 fresh graduates from public
institutions have been selected to
receive Rs 2,500 per month for 12
months through DBT. The assistance
is intended to help them upgrade
skills, prepare for competitive exami-
nations, pursue higher studies or ex-
plore entrepreneurial ventures.SKill,

Final rites of Vungzagin Valte on hold as tribal

bodies renew sep

IMPHAL
Five days after the death of Manipur
BJP legislator Vungzagin Valte,
his final rites remain on hold in
Churachandpur district, with trib-
al organisations indicating that the
burial will not proceed immediately
amid renewed demands for separate
administration in the hill areas.
Valte, the MLA from 56-Thanlon
constituency, passed away at a pri-
vate hospital in Gurugram earlier
this week. His mortal remains were
brought back to the Northeast and
shifted to the Churachandpur dis-
trict morgue on Wednesday after-
noon. An autopsy is scheduled to
be conducted, officials confirmed.
However, even after the
post-mortem, the burial may be
delayed. A functionary of a Zomi
civil organisation said that recent
political developments have prompt-
ed community leaders to reconsider
the timing of the final rites.

“In view of the recent develop-
ments, our demand for separate
administration remains key before
anything proceeds further. Meetings
will be held with frontal civil bodies
to decide the next course of action,”
the functionary said.

On Wednesday night, several
tribal organisations held a candle-
light vigil in Churachandpur, reiter-
ating their long-standing demand for
a Union Territory with legislature
for the hill districts of Manipur.
Demonstrators raised slogans seek-
ing justice and called for a credible

investigation into the May 4, 2023
attack on Valte, which had left him
critically injured.

Protesters demanded that the
probe be handed over either to the
Central Bureau of Investigation
(CBI) or the National Investigation
Agency (NIA), arguing that an
independent inquiry was essential
to ensure accountability.

Valte’s mortal remains were
airlifted to Mizoram on February
22 before being brought to his res-
idence in Churachandpur district
on February 24. At the Tuivairiver
bridge, community leaders and
supporters formally received the
cortege.

Ajay Kumar Bhalla, Governor
of Manipur, paid his last respects
at the legislator’s residence, laying
awreath and draping the body with
atraditional shawl.

Meanwhile, the Zomi Council -
the apex body of the Zomi tribe in the

arate administration demand

district - has stated that it will deter-
mine the course of action regarding
the burial after consultations with
civil society organisations.

Family members of thelate MLA
are also understood to be in discus-
sions with community leaders, as
the delay in conducting the funeral
adds a fresh political dimension to
the situation.

Tribal groups have linked the
burial to broader demands for sepa-
rate administration for the hill areas
and a credible probe into the 2023
attack, signalling that the issue has
moved beyond personal mourning
toalarger political assertion in the
conflict-scarred state.

The unfolding developments
underscore the continuing sensi-
tivities in Manipur’s hill districts,
where the death of a senior legislator
has once again brought governance
and justice-related demands to the
fore.

“After | defeated Ajmal by 10 lakh votes,
Himanta started hating me’: Rakibul Hussain

per Assam from Moran, Matak and tea

[ ' tribe communities. According to him,

the Chief Minister may once again
seek Ajmal’s support in the run-up to
the next Assembly elections.

“Now he has seen that the BJP’s
condition in Upper Assam is not good.
There are no MLAs from tea tribes and
no tea tribe ministers at the Centre. So
Himanta Biswa Sarma thinks that to
win elections, he will again require
Badaruddin Ajmal,” Hussain alleged.

In a sharper charge, the Congress
leader claimed that Ajmal, who he
described as being “inactive and stay-
ing in Mumbai and Dubai,” had been
called back into Assam’s political
scene ahead of the Assembly polls.
“Badaruddin Ajmal is Himanta’s old
friend. I am not saying this - Himanta
himself has admitted that wherever
he asks Badaruddin Ajmal to field
candidates, Ajmal does it,” Hussain
claimed.

Employment and Entrepreneurship
Minister Prashanta Phukan said
the scheme aims to build confidence
among young graduates navigating a
competitive job market.“Every bene-
ficiary will receive Rs 2,500 per month
for one year directly in their bank
accounts. So far, 48,319 students have
been selected under this initiative,”
he said.

Sarma noted that limited vacan-
cies in traditional sectors have left
many graduates struggling to secure
employment.

“Through Jibon Prerana, we are
supporting them for one year so that
they can learn new skills and become
industry-ready,” he added.The re-
search-oriented Jibon Anuprerana
scheme will provide monthly finan-
cial support to 2,112 research schol-
ars, including 13 differently-abled
scholars Eligible PhD scholars will
receive Rs 25,000 per month, while
differently-abled researchers will be
entitled to Rs 40,000 per month.

“This initiative recognises the
dedication of young researchers and
encourages them to pursue innova-

tion and new discoveries,” Phukan
said.

Education Minister Ranoj Pegu
described the initiatives as part of a
holistic education policy.

“We are supporting students
at every stage - from matriculation
preparation to research. Through Ji-
bon Prerana, Anuprerana and Nijut
Babu Asoni, we want to create a cul-
ture of learning, research and innova-
tion,” he said.

The state government also vir-
tually inaugurated new Industry 4.0
technology centres and Centres of Ex-
cellence (CoEs) in ITTs and polytech-
nics across Assam in collaboration
with Tata Technologies.

These centres aim to modernise
technical education and introduce ad-
vanced manufacturing, robotics and
automation training. CoEs are being
set up in 43 government ITIs and 34
polytechnics to upgrade workshops
and align training with industry re-
quirements. So far, centres in three
ITIs and three polytechnics have
become operational, with additional
facilities expected by June 2026.

Nagaland inks 20-year
pact with IMD for Doppler
Weather Radar at Dimapur

KOHIMA

The Nagaland government has
signed a 20-year Memorandum
of Understanding (MoU) with the
India Meteorological Department
(IMD) to strengthen weather fore-
casting, agrometeorological servic-
es and atmospheric research in the
state.

The agreement, signed on Feb-
ruary 26 by the Department of High-
er Education, provides for the in-
stallation of an X-Band Polarimetric
Doppler Weather Radar (DWR) at
Dimapur Government College un-
der the Centre’s Mission Mausam
scheme. Officials said the initiative
is aimed at significantly enhancing
the state’s capacity to generate pre-
cise and location-specific weather
data.

According to an official state-
ment, the Doppler radar system will
improve short-term and nowcasting
capabilities, enabling more accu-
rate predictions of rainfall, thunder-
storms and other severe weather
events.

This is expected to bolster disas-
ter preparedness, public safety and
evidence-based policy planning,
particularly in a hilly state like Na-
galand that is prone to landslides
and extreme rainfall events.

The collaboration is also set
to strengthen agrometeorological
advisory services for farmers, pro-
viding timely inputs that can help
mitigate crop losses and improve
productivity. Officials noted that
improved forecasting accuracy
would be crucial for agriculture-de-
pendent communities across the
state.

Beyond operational forecasting,
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the MoU envisages institutional
cooperation between the Depart-
ment of Higher Education and IMD
in the fields of urban meteorology
and atmospheric sciences. The
partnership will promote research,
training and knowledge exchange
programmes for faculty members
and students in higher educational
institutions across Nagaland.

The radar installation at Dima-
pur Government College is expected
to serve as a research and data hub,
facilitating advanced atmospheric
studies and generating insights into
weatherrelated hazards unique to
the region.

Authorities said both institu-
tions would jointly develop new
applications and explore emerging
areas of mutual interest in meteor-
ological sciences.

The MoU will remain in force
for 20 years from the date of signing,
with provisions for amendments
through mutual consultation be-
tween IMD and the Department of
Higher Education.

The agreement was formalised
at the Directorate of Higher Edu-
cation in Kohima in the presence
of Higher Education and Tourism
Minister Temjen Imna Along, Sec-
retary for Higher and Technical
Education Sarita Yadav, Ex-officio
Director of Higher Education V. Lo-
vitoly Sema, senior officials of the
department and representatives of
IMD.

Officials expressed optimism
that the longterm collaboration
would place Nagaland on a stronger
footing in weather monitoring and
climate resilience, while also creat-
ing academic and research opportu-
nities within the state.

Turning to the Samaguri Assembly
constituency, Hussain alleged manip-
ulation during the by-election. Refer-
ring to the seat, he said, “The voters
of Samaguri are my own people. The
by-election result happened due to rig-
ging of votes by Himanta Biswa Sar-
ma.” He asserted that the Congress
would reclaim the seat with a signifi-
cant margin in the next election.

At the time of filing this report, the
Assam government and the BJP had
not issued a response to the allega-
tions made by the Congress MP.

PLACEMENTS

BARPETA his friend Badaruddin Ajmal with a
margin of 10 lakh votes,” Hussain said.

The Congress MP alleged that the
Chief Minister was unable to “digest”
Ajmal’s defeat and had since targeted
him politically. “From that very day,
he started attacking me. The way I
defeated Badaruddin Ajmal, Himanta
Bis(\izva Sarma is unable to accept it,” he
said.

Hussain further claimed that the
BJP’s political calculations in Assam
had shifted following resistance in Up-

attacks against him ever since the Con-
gress routed AIUDF chief Badaruddin
Ajmal in the Dhubri Lok Sabha con-
stituency by a massive margin.
Addressing the media, Hussain
claimed that the political hostility
began immediately after he defeated
Ajmal by nearly 10 lakh votes. “Have
you seen the verbal attacks on me by
Himanta Biswa Sarma? I was good
with him when we were together, but
suddenly I became bad. Do you know
from when? From the day I defeated

Congress Member of Parliament
Rakibul Hussain alleged that Assam
Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma
has been mounting sustained verbal
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Rahul Gandhi alleges Trump
used ‘Epstein files’ to pressure

PM Modi into US trade deal

‘sacrificing” farmers

KANNUR

Congressleader Rahul Gandhi

on Thursday alleged that US
President Donald Trump had
used the ‘Epsteinfiles’ to threat-
en Prime Minister Narendra
Modi into signing a trade deal
that would “sacrifice” Indian
farmers.

The Leader of the
Opposition in the Lok Sabha
was speakingat afarmers’ con-
vention in Peravoor, Kannur
district.

He said the simple fact that
farmers are the foundation of
India is not understood by the
government.He said lengthy
lectures were delivered about
IT and other sectors, but noth-
ing could be built without
strengthening the foundation.

“If you do not respect the
foundation, nothing can be
built. The person who builds
the foundation does not have
respect or protection. We eat
food every day but do not
remember who puts it on our
table,” he said.

Gandhi alleged that the
Prime Minister had signed a
deal with the US President that
was “like digging the founda-
tion”.

“Indian farmers are small
farmers with low levels of
mechanisation. American
farmers have massive farms
and high levels of mechanisa-
tion. Itisa criminal act to allow
access to Indian agriculture
markets for American farm-
ers,” he said.

He claimed that no previ-
ous prime minister would have
allowed American farmers to
sell products such as soybeans,
corn and fruits in India.

“It is going to destroy the
foundation that we have built
carefully. The whole Green and
White Revolutions happened
because we believed that we
needed a foundation built in
agriculture,” he said.

Weakened by war and
lran could st

response to a US a

JERUSALEM

Gandhi said the India-US
deal had been stalled for four
months due to disagreements
over agriculture.

“The Indian government
did not want to open agricul-
ture to American companies.
I checked with government
officials multiple times.
Nothing was moving, and the
US President was threatening
the Prime Minister,” he alleged.

He further claimed that he
was not allowed to speak in
Parliament after the President’s
address because he intended
to raise two issues that had
trapped the Prime Minister
of India.

“The first was about 3.5
million Epstein files that have
not yet been released. Please
understand they are held secret
by the US government. These
files have information about
the Prime Minister of India,”
he alleged.

Gandhi said the informa-
tion released about Union
Minister Hardeep Puri and
Anil Ambani is targeted at the
Prime Minister of India.

“The second weapon held to
the head of the Prime Minister
of India is the Adani case in
America. Adani isnotanormal
company. Adani is thefinancial
infrastructure of the BJP and
the Prime Minister of India,”
he claimed.

Gandhi said that the US
has registered a case against
Adani, and he cannot leave the
country today.

“The threat to the Prime
Minister is very clear. If you
do not do what we want, we
will release to everybody, your
and the BJP’s entire financial
architecture,” the Leader of
Opposition said.

He said that these are the
two reasons why the Prime
Minister wants to destroy the
foundation of India.

“Indian farmers are being
sacrificed so that the Prime

Minister can protect himself
and the financial foundation
of the BJP,” Gandhi alleged.

He said the Congress would
not allow farmers of India and
Kerala to be sacrificed.

Referringto Kerala, Gandhi
said amanifesto was being pre-
pared to incorporate public
issues, and that any future UDF
government should remember
that its foundation lay with
farmers and labourers.

“Instead of Kerala’s farm-
ers coming to the government
with problems, the government
should go to farmers as a ser-
vice provider. Farmers need
support prices, cold chains and
storage facilities. They need
protection in difficult times,”
he said.

Gandhi, a former MP from
Wayanad, said he had wit-
nessed the tragedy of man-an-
imal conflict in the region and
described it asa complex issue
that could be resolved.

“The next government is
going to look into this prob-
lem with sensitivity and with
atechnological mindset. We are
going to assemble the best peo-
ple to develop a solution for the
problem. We will try our best to
reduce this problem,” he said.

Gandhi heard the concerns
of various farmers and people
who suffered from wild animal
attacks during the convention.

Laisamma Alias, wife of
ward-winning farmer Ambattu
Alias, who died by suicide alleg-
edly due to debt a few weeks
ago, submitted a petition to
Gandhi.

He also met Ambarish of
Peravoor, a person with Down
syndrome who farms vegeta-
bles.

KPCC president Sunny
Joseph, KC Venugopal MP,
K Sudakaran MP, AICC lead-
er Deepa Dasmunsi, Shafi
Parambil MP and Sajeev
Joseph MLA also attended the
convention.

PM Modi and Netanyahu reaffirm
their shared vision for robust India-
Israel Special Strategic Partnership

NEW DELHI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
his Israeli counterpart Benjamin
Netanyahu held a meeting in Jerusalem
on Thursday, discussing bilateral coop-
eration in areas of technology and inno-
vation, Artificial Intelligence (AI) and
critical minerals, defence and security,
trade and economy, labour mobility and
education, blue economy, agriculture
and health.

The two leaders also announced
elevating ties to ‘India-Israel Special
Strategic Partnership for Peace,
Innovation and Prosperity’.

External Affairs Minister (EAM) S
Jaishankar, Foreign Secretary Vikram
Misri, National Security Advisor (NSA)
Ajit Doval and other officials were also
present during the meeting.

According to the Ministry of
External Affairs (MEA), both countries
also decided to elevate JCM on Science
and Technology elevated to Ministerial
level; launch an initiative to collaborate
in Critical and Emerging Technologies
led by National Security Advisors; have
financial dialogue, launch tech-gateway
initiative and 20 Joint Fellowships in
Agricultural Research.

It was also decided to increase
contribution of both sides for the Joint
Research Calls; enhance quota of up to
50,000 Indian workers over the next five
years, hold an India-Israel Academic
Cooperation Forum and form an India-
Israel Parliamentary Friendship Group.

“Towards a strengthened and
more comprehensive partnership! PM
Narendra Modi held extensive bilateral
talks with PM Benjamin Netanyahu.
Bothleaders discussed the entire range
of bilateral relationship. Discussions
included areas of technology and inno-
vation, Al and critical minerals, defence
and security, trade and economy, labour
mobility and education, blue economy,
agriculture and health. They also dis-
cussed issues of regional and global
interest,” MEA spokesperson Randhir
Jaiswal wrote on X.

“In a significant development, both
leaders announced elevating the rela-
tionship to India-Israel Special Strategic
Partnership for Peace, Innovation and
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Prosperity. Several outcomes were
also finalised including in the areas of
technology, science, trade, finance, Al,
agriculture, blue economy, labour mobil-
ity, education and culture,” he added.

The two sides exchanged several
MoUs, including on co-operation in
the field of geophysical exploration;
for development of National Maritime
Heritage Complex (NMHC) in Lothalat
Gujarat; Cultural Exchange Programme
for the period 2026-2029; between NPCI
International (NIPL)and MASAV Israel
on implementation of UPI; between
ICAR and MASHAYV on establishment
of the India-Israel Innovation Centre
for Agriculture (IINCA), etc.

India and Israel also signed a
Declaration of Intent on cooperation
in the field of Horizon Scanning;
MoU on Cooperation in the field of
Fisheries and Aquaculture; MoU
between International Financial
Services Centres Authority (IFSCA)
and Israel Securities Authority (ISA);

Implementation Protocol on Labour
Mobility in Commerce and Services
Sector; Implementation Protocol on
Labour Mobility in Manufacturing
Sector; Implementation Protocol on
Labour Mobility in Restaurant Sector;
MoU on the Cooperation in advanc-
ing Education through the use of
Artificial Intelligence (AI); Agreement
on Cooperation between Israeli Institute
of Commercial Arbitration (IICA) and
Indian Council of Arbitration (ICA);
MoU between Nalanda University and
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem
(HUJI); Letter of Intent on establishment
of Indo-Israel Cyber Centre of Excellence
in India; and, MoU on cooperation in
Artificial Intelligence (Al). Earlier in the
day, PM Modi visited the Yad Vashem
World Holocaust Remembrance Centre
in Jerusalem and laid a wreath at the
memorial in memory of the Holocaust
victims.Prime Minister Modi was
accompanied by Israeli PM Netanyahu
and Yad Vashem Chairman Dani Dayan

as he visited the Holocaust Memorial
and Museum which perpetuates and
documents the Holocaust.

The visit included a tour of the Book
of Names - a monumental installation
containing the names of 4.8 million
Jewish victims of the Holocaust - and
a memorial ceremony in the Hall of
Remembrance. Prime Minister Modi
also signed the Yad Vashem guest book.

This was PM Modi’s second visit
to Yad Vashem, having also visited
the memorial in July 2017 during his
last visit to the country. Netanyahu
had also accompanied PM Modi the
last time he had toured the memorial
in 2017. PM Modi is currently on a two-
day State Visit to Israel. He was accord-
ed a grand welcome by Netanyahu and
his wife, Sara Netanyahu, in Tel Aviv
on Wednesday. Later, he addressed
a Special Plenary of the Knesset in
Jerusalem - the first such address by
an Indian Prime Minister at the Israeli
parliament.

North Korea’s Kim
Jong Un shuns South
but says “could get

anng W|th US

with us, the only way to live
safely is to give up everything
related to us and leave us
alone.”

In response, Seoul vowed
to keep working for peaceful
coexistence.

“To achieve this, the two
Koreas must refrain from hos-
tile and confrontational words
and actions and build a foun-
dation of mutual respect and
trust,” the government said in

As US forces mass in the Middle East,
Iran faces the threat of major strikes
by the world’s most powerful military,
potentially targeting its leaders, mil-
itary, nuclear sites and critical infra-
structure.

Iran has nowhere near the same
capabilities, and is even more vulner-
able after last year’s war launched by
Israel and recent anti-government pro-
tests. But it could still inflict pain on
American forces and allies, and may
feel it has to if the Islamic Republic’s
survival is at stake.

While Iran suffered major losses
last June, it still has hundreds of mis-
siles capable of hitting Israel. While
Iran suffered major losses last June, it
still has hundreds of missiles capable
of hitting Israel, according to Israel’s
estimates. Iran boasts a much larger
arsenal of shorter-range missiles capa-
ble of hitting US bases in Gulf countries
and offshore American forces, soon to
be joined by a second aircraft carrier.

Iran has previously threatened
to close the Strait of Hormuz, a vital
waterway for the global oil trade, and
claimed to have done so partially dur-
ing military drills last week.

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei warned that Iran could sink
American warships, and top officials
have said a US attack would spark
regional war. Iran’s UN ambassador
Amir Saeid Iravani said “all bases,
facilities and assets of the hostile
force in the region” would be legiti-
mate targets.

This image, provided Thursday,
Feb. 19, 2026, by the Iranian military
and dated Tuesday, Feb. 17, 2025, shows
navy ships conducting operations dur-
ingajoint drill by Iranian and Russian
forces in the Indian Ocean.

Israel carried out heavy strikes on

Iran’slonger range missile arsenals —
as well as its military leadership and
nuclear program — during the 12-day
war in June. The US struck Iran’s main
nuclear sites, and President Donald
Trump said at the time that they had
been “obliterated.”

But the extent of the damage —and
how much has been rebuilt — is still
unknown. Iran continued to strike
Israel with missiles and drones until
the fighting stopped, increasingly elud-
ing its vaunted air defenses.

Iran’s shorter-range missile arse-
nal was largely untouched, said Danny
Citrinowicz, an Iran expert at Israel’s
Institute for National Security Studies.
That could make Iran more inclined to
retaliate against tens of thousands of
US forces based in Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, the United Arab Emirates and
elsewhere.

“Iran may be weak. But it still has
ways to inflict real pain on the United
States — and much more incentive to
try than it did before,” Nate Swanson,
head of the Atlantic Council’s Iran

Strategy Project, wrote in Foreign
Affairs. “Iranian officials feel they
need to give Trump a bloody nose or
they will perpetually be at risk.”

Iran launched missiles at a US base
inIraq after the killing of its top general
in 2020 and targeted a US base in Qatar
near the end of last year’s war. Those
strikes, which appeared to have been
telegraphed in advance, caused dam-
age but no fatalities, as early warning
systems and missile defenses swung
into action.

Iran could also carry out attacks
farther afield. The country has been
accused of using criminal gangs and
armed groups to plan or carry out
attacks around the world, including on
dissidents, Israelis and Jewish targets.

This image, provided Thursday,
Feb. 19, 2026, by the Iranian military
and dated Tuesday, Feb. 17, 2025, shows
navy ships conducting operations dur-
ing ajoint drill by Iranian and Russian
forces in the Indian Ocean.

Last year’s Israeli strikes Killed
several top generals and nuclear scien-

tists, revealing major vulnerabilities.
At one point, Trump said the US knew
where Khamenei was hiding, calling
him an “ easy target.”

Fresh off the capture of Venezuelan
leader Nicolas Maduro, Trump may
consider decapitation strikes aimed
at bringing down Iran’s decades-old
Shiite theocracy, which he recently
said “would be the best thing that could
happen.”

TheIranians have had eight months
to learn from their mistakes and firm
up internal security. Citrinowicz said
there are likely contingency plans if
Khamenei were to be killed. Rather
than naming a single successor, power
would probably shift to a small commit-
tee until hostilities subsided.

Experts say the death of the 86-year-
old Khamenei, who has ruled Iran for
over three decades, would not in itself
spell the end of the Islamic Republic.
Power might eventually pass to a
member of his inner circle, as it did in
Venezuela, or to Iran’s Revolutionary
Guard.

Kim Jong Un said North
Korea could “get along” with
Washington if it accepted
Pyongyang’s nuclear status,
state media said Thursday,
but has dashed any hopes of
mended ties with “deceptive”
neighbour Seoul.

Washington and Seoul have
mounted a renewed push for
high-level talks with reclusive
North Korea, eyeing a potential
summit between Kim and US
President Donald Trump in
China later this year.

Having largely ignored
these overtures for months,
Kim finally staked his posi-
tion as thousands gathered in
Pyongyang for a rare congress
of the ruling Workers’ Party.

If Washington “respects our
country’s current (nuclear) sta-
tus...and withdraws its hostile
policy... there isnoreason why
we cannot get along well with
the United States,” Kim said,
according to the Korean Central
News Agency.

The United States has for
decades led efforts to disman-
tle North Korea’s nuclear pro-
gramme -- but summits, sanc-
tions and diplomatic pressure
have had little impact.

The last summit between
Kim and Trump in 2019 unrav-
elled as theleaders argued over
sanctionsreliefand what nucle-
ar concessions North Korea
might make in return.

Trump is slated to travel to
China - North Korea’slongtime

ally --

in late March through
early April. Speculation is
mounting he may seek to meet
with Kim on the sidelines of this
trip. A Trump-Kim meeting
would be amajor breakthrough
after years of deadlocked diplo-
macy.

Trump stepped up his court-
ship of Kim during a tour of
Asia last year, saying he was
“100 percent” open to ameeting.

He even bucked long-held
US policy by conceding that
North Korea was already “sort
of anuclear power.”

North Korea’s economy
hasfor yearslanguished under
heavy Western sanctions that
aim to choke off funding for its
nuclear weapons programme.

Held just once every five
years, the Workers’ Party
congress offers a rare glimpse
into the workings of a nation
where even mundane details
are shrouded in secrecy.

Speaking as the days-long
political spectacle drew to a
close, Kim took a far more
combative tone on South Korea.

Seoul’s recent efforts to
lower the temperature with
North Korea were a “clumsy
deceptive farce and a poor
work”, Kim said.

North Korea has “abso-
lutely no business dealing with
South Korea, its most hostile
entity, and will permanently
exclude South Korea from the
category of compatriots”, Kim
said. “As long as South Korea
cannot escape the geopolitical
conditions of having a border

a statement.

North Korea’s latest
announcementsreflect the view
that “South Korea’s continued
insistence on North Korea’s
denuclearisation -- directed at
the US and the international
community -- fundamental-
ly infringes on Pyongyang’s
national interests,” said
Hong Min, an analyst at the
Korea Institute for National
Unification.

Kim’s remarks “signal an
intention to pursue relations
with the US independently,
without going through South
Korea,” Yang Moo-jin, former
president of the University of
North Korean Studies, told .

He was also making clear
that he will “reject any negoti-
ations premised on denuclear-
isation”, Yang added.

The congress ended as
thousands of soldiers marched
through Pyongyang’s Kim I1
Sung Square ina grand military
parade. Kim and his daughter
Ju Ae donned matching leath-
er jackets as they watched the
procession, fuelling speculation
the teenager is being groomed
for power. “What we’re seeing
looks like deliberate image pol-
itics - projecting her as a poten-
tial inheritor of her father’s
authority,” said Kyungnam
University professor Lim Eul-
chul.

Pyongyang said a range of
military units took part in the
event, including troops who
aided Russia’s war effort in
Ukraine and those stationed
near the inter-Korean border.
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oF, EVENTS & ADVERT

Global Reckonings and Selective

Silences: The Expanding Fallou

ew scandals in recent
istory have so per-
istently unsettled
corridors of power as
the disclosures collec-
tively known as the
Epstein Files. What be-
gan as court proceed-
ings linked to a disgraced financier
has evolved into a sprawling, multi-
national reckoning—an uncomfort-
able audit of how influence, privi-
lege and access intersected for years
around a man already convicted of
sexual crimes.

The archive, drawn from civil
litigation, federal investigations
and subsequent transparency
mandates, spans millions of pages
of documents, images and record-
ings. These materials—released in
phases from 2019 through 2026—in-
clude emails, flight manifests, calen-
dars, depositions, FBI memoranda
and personal correspondence. To-
gether, they illuminate the social
and professional orbit of Jeffrey
Epstein, the American financier
whose 2008 guilty plea for procuring
a minor for prostitution resulted
in a widely criticised plea deal and
a 13month sentence, and whose
death in custody in 2019 intensified
public suspicion rather than ending
scrutiny.

Crucially, the files do not consti-
tute a definitive ledger of criminal-
ity. Legal analysts and investiga-
tive journalists have consistently
underscored a vital distinction: the
appearance of a name in correspon-
dence or on a guest list does not
equate to participation in criminal
conduct. Some references are fleet-
ing or incidental—an email for-
warded, a meeting proposed, a pass-
ing mention in a deposition. Others,
however, reveal continued associa-
tion after Epstein’s 2008 conviction,
raising difficult ethical questions
about judgment, due diligence and
moral responsibility.

The files are therefore less a list
of accused individuals than a map
of elite social networks—political,
academic, corporate and diplomat-
ic—that intersected with Epstein’s
sphere. The true measure of their
impact lies not only in what they
disclose, but in how institutions and
governments have responded.

Britain’s Institutional Response:
Reputation Above Rank

In the United Kingdom, the fall-
out has been swift and visible, par-
ticularly when it intersected with
public office and royal status.

Among the most consequential
episodes involved Prince Andrew,
who had already stepped back from
royal duties following earlier con-
troversies tied to Epstein. Renewed
scrutiny in 2026 centred not on al-
legations of sexual misconduct but
on questions of propriety: whether
confidential information linked to
his past trade envoy role had been
shared inappropriately. The contro-
versy culminated in formal investi-
gation and legal action, reinforcing
a central principle of the British
system—that the misuse of public
office, even in perception, demands
accountability.

Parallel scrutiny fell on Peter
Mandelson, former UK ambassa-
dor to the United States. Emails
revealed a tone of familiarity with
Epstein after the latter’s 2008 con-
viction, including comments that
critics characterised as dismissive
of the seriousness of the case. In
2025, Prime Minister Keir Starmer
dismissed Mandelson from his dip-
lomatic role, citing the imperative
of upholding ministerial standards.
Mandelson later resigned from par-
ty positions amid mounting public
pressure.

The episode also prompted the
resignation of senior aides respon-
sible for vetting processes, reflect-
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tational safeguards are taken seri-
ously. The UK’s Ministerial Code—
anchored in principles of integrity,
objectivity and accountability—pro-
vided the framework for these de-
cisions. Importantly, none of these
measures depended on fresh crim-
inal findings; they were grounded
in standards of conduct and public
confidence.

In Britain’s political culture, as-
sociation itself—especially post-con-
viction—can be sufficient to trigger
consequences. The emphasis is less
on prosecutable offence than on pre-
serving institutional credibility.

Corporate America: Risk Mitiga-
tion and Fiduciary Duty

Across the Atlantic, corporate
America’sresponse hasbeen shaped
less by constitutional doctrine and
more by fiduciary calculus.

Several high-profile executives
and legal advisers resigned follow-
ing renewed media attention to
their past associations with Epstein.
Among them was Thomas Pritzker,
executive chairman of Hyatt Hotels,
who acknowledged poor judgment
in maintaining contact with Ep-
stein after 2008 and stepped down in
2026. In financial circles, Kathryn
Ruemmler, then general counsel
at Goldman Sachs, announced her
departure following revelations of
informal correspondence and per-
sonal familiarity that critics argued
was inconsistent with corporate
ethics expectations.

Former US Treasury Secretary
Larry Summers faced sustained
public criticism for past communi-
cations with Epstein and withdrew
from certain advisory roles, citing
reputational concerns and person-
al reflection.

In each case, the driving force
was not criminal indictment
but reputational risk. Corporate
boards, mindful of shareholder lit-
igation, regulatory scrutiny and
market volatility, opted for decisive
action. Governance frameworks
such as Sarbanes-Oxley and evolv-
ing ESG (Environmental, Social
and Governance) expectations
have raised the cost of ethical am-
biguity. Where public trust and in-
vestor confidence are at stake, toler-
ance for controversial associations
narrows sharply.

Our Offlses Find Help

The pattern reveals a dis-
tinctly American institutional
logic: reputational liability can
be as consequential as legal lia-

bility.
International Institutions:
Moral Audits Beyond Legality

The ripple effects extended
beyond national governments.
In Norway, Terje Rad-Larsen,
president of the Internation-
al Peace Institute, resigned
after disclosures of financial
interactions connected to Ep-
stein-linked sources.

The institute initiated an in-
dependent audit and redirected
funds toward anti-trafficking
initiatives.

This approach—combining
resignation, audit and remedi-
al redirection—signals a broad-
er norm among international
organisations. Legality alone
does not suffice; moral legitima-
cy must also be preserved. In
multilateral diplomacy, cred-
ibility functions as currency.
Associations that compromise
perceived impartiality threat-
en institutional standing.

The Indian Context: Cau-
tion, Calculation and Divergent
NormsAgainst this backdrop
of resignations and investiga-
tions abroad, India’s response
to disclosures involving a sit-
ting Union Minister has been
markedly restrained.

Document releases in 2025
2026 included emails and calen-
dar entries suggesting profes-
sional exchanges and meetings
between the minister and Ep-
stein between 2014 and 2017.
The correspondence report-
edly ranged from discussions
about economic initiatives to
casual personal greetings. In-
dependent reporting confirmed
multiple communications and
at least several in-person meet-
ings.No formal action followed.
Government representatives
characterised the controversy
as politically motivated and
emphasised that appearance in
the files does not imply wrong-
doing.

From a strictly legal stand-
point, this position is defensi-

Contact Us

ble. No charges have been filed,
and no evidence has surfaced
linking the minister to criminal
activity. Yet politics often oper-
ates in the realm of perception
and public confidence rather
than courtroom standards.

To international observers,
the divergence in response
highlights differing account-
ability cultures. In the UK and
US, reputational exposure
alone prompted resignations
or investigations. In India, the
threshold for action appears
higher, calibrated to demon-
strable illegality rather than
ethical optics.

This divergence carries im-
plications. As India plays an
increasingly prominent role in
global forums such as the G20
and positions itself as a voice
for democratic governance, its
domestic handling of elite con-
troversies inevitably informs
external perceptions.

Transparency and account-
ability have become transna-
tional benchmarks; deviation
invites scrutiny.At the same
time, the Indian response re-
flects domestic political real-
ities. In a polarised environ-
ment, controversies linked to
Western media narratives are
often framed as attempts at
external interference. For seg-
ments of the electorate, resist-
ing such pressure reinforces
assertions of sovereignty and
political resilience.

Thus, what appears abroad
as permissiveness may domes-
tically register as steadfastness.

Public Trust, Gender Justice
and Democratic Health

The broader question is not
confined to one country. It con-
cerns how democracies recon-
cile legal innocence with ethi-
cal responsibility.

Epstein’s crimes centred on
exploitation and trafficking of
minors—offences that have
intensified global conversa-
tions about gender justice and
abuse of power. In that context,
continued association with a
convicted offender carries sym-
bolic weight. Even absent crim-

inal implication, such ties can
appear insensitive to victims’
experiences.

In countries where public
anger has driven resignations,
the calculus has been that in-
stitutional credibility depends
on erring toward caution. In In-
dia’s case, the calculus appears
to prioritise stability and legal
clarity over symbolic distanc-
ing.

Both approaches have con-
sequences. Overzealous purges
risk conflating association with
guilt, undermining due pro-
cess. Excessive restraint risks
fostering perceptions of double
standards—stringent enforce-
ment for ordinary citizens, leni-
ency for elites.

Democratic health lies some-
where between these poles.

The Files as a Mirror, Not a
Verdict

What distinguishes the Ep-
stein Files from many past
scandals is their sheer scale
and incremental release. Each
tranche reignites debate, re-
contextualises previous disclo-
sures and tests institutional re-
flexes anew.They function less
as a singular exposé than as a
mirror reflecting the ethical ar-
chitecture of each society they
touch.

In Britain, they reinforced
the supremacy of ministerial
codes. In corporate America,
they activated fiduciary safe-
guards. In international insti-
tutions, they prompted moral
audits. In India, they have thus
far met with legalistic caution

and political framingNone of

these responses is purely right
or wrong; each emerges from
distinct political cultures and
incentive structures. Yet the
contrast itself has become part
of the story.As investigative
journalism and transparency
laws continue to erode tradi-
tional boundaries of privacy
for public figures, global norms
of accountability are converg-
ing. Public expectation increas-
ingly demands that leaders be
judged not only by legality but
by judgment and discernment.
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