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The Shompen people, a vulnerable tribal group of the Nicobar istands. FILE PHOTO

Empower the guardians of the earth,
do not rob them

A unilateral decision to establish three wildlife sanctuaries in southern Nicobar will deprive the indigenous peoples of their ancestral territories. For
millennia, these historically isolated indigenes have relied on these islands as resource reservoirs for sustenance and protected them

Ajay Saini
Manish Chandi

The ¥72,000-crore mega infrastructure
project on Great Nicobar will now also
have an international cruise terminal and
a shipbreaking yard, as proposed by the
Union Shipping Ministry. In this article,
dated April 22, 2024, Ajay Saini and
Manish Chandi talk about the rights of the
indigenous communities over the little
islands of the Andaman and Nicobar
archipelago and how they have been able
to protect and preserve the area’s
ecological balance.
n the southern expanse of the
Andaman and Nicobar archipelago,
off the shores of Little Nicobar, lie
seven tiny islands. Classified as
“uninhabited” in the government's
records, these islets are nonetheless
integral to the indigenous communities of
the region. Two, officially called Meroé
and Menchal, are known as Piruii and
Pingaeyak, respectively, to the Payuh, the
indigenous southern Nicobarese peoples,
who hold traditional rights over these and
other islets.

For millennia, these historically
isolated indigenes have relied on these
islands as resource reservoirs for
sustenance and protected them. Menchal
is revered, used, and protected under the
spiritual realm called Pingaeyak (a spirit
that is believed to reside on the island),
prohibiting the overexploitation of
resources or any undue harm to its
ecosystem. Similarly, Meroé is believed to
be the abode of a legendary islander
community. Here, too, spiritual belief
systems influence how the islanders use
and protect natural resources.

Meroé and Menchal are managed by
community elders as guardians and

specific individual caretakers. They
ensure the protection of the island’s
resources and sustainability. In today’s
world, this phenomenon goes by the
name of “conservation” and “sustainable
use”, among other terms and phrases.

Conservation colonialism

In May 2022, in complete disregard of the
indigenous land ownership and
management systems, the Andaman and
Nicobar (A&N) administration issued
three public notices, announcing its
intention to create three wildlife
sanctuaries: a coral sanctuary at Meroé
Island, a megapode sanctuary at Menchal
Island, and a leatherback turtle sanctuary
on Little Nicobar Island.

In mid-July, the A&N administration
issued an order asserting that it did not
receive any claims or objections from any
individual regarding the land and marine
areas within the three proposed
sanctuaries; that no individual enjoys any
rights within the boundaries of the
proposed sanctuaries. And, that there will
be “restriction on the people of
neighbouring area to enter into these
islands... in the national interest.”

Approximately 1,200 southern
Nicobarese inhabit Patai Takaru (Great
Nicobar Island), and Patai t-bhi (Little
Nicobar Island), holding traditional rights
over both inhabited and ostensibly
“uninhabited” islands. Yet, the A&N
administration neither consulted nor
informed the southern Nicobarese of its
plans.

Despite verbal supplications and a
letter in August 2022 from the Little &
Great Nicobar Tribal Council that
expressed the community’s concerns to
the A&N administration and the Ministry
of Environment, Forest and Climate

Change, the A&N administration
proceeded to issue official notifications in
October 2022, designating the whole of
Meroé (2.73 square kilometres, including
the surrounding marine area) and
Menchal (1.29 sq. km), along with a 13.75
sq. km area (including 6.67 sq. km. of
water area within the baseline system) on
Little Nicobar (140 sq. km), as wildlife
sanctuaries.

Masking an ecological disaster

The selection of Meroé and Menchal
Islands as conservation reserves for coral
reefs and Megapode birds is arbitrary.
Menchal does not have more than a pair
or two of the endemic Megapode birds.
Similarly, questions arise regarding the
actual diversity and abundance of corals
on Meroé Island.

Notably, the announcement of wildlife
sanctuaries coincided with growing
scrutiny and criticism from experts over
the denotification of the Galathea Bay
Wildlife Sanctuary for a ¥72,000-crore
mega project on Great Nicobar, a UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve.

Establishing exclusionary conservation
areas in a region, which is already a
paradise for biodiversity, stems from the
fact that the champions of the mega
project are aware of the extensive
environmental and social damage that the
project will entail. It will devastate about
eight to 10 lakh evergreen forest trees,
smother and gouge out scores of coral
reefs found along Galathea Bay, destroy
the nesting site for the globally
endangered Leatherback sea turtle
species, devastate hundreds of nesting
mounds of Nicobar Megapodes, and kill
as many crocodiles.

Furthermore, it will prevent the
indigenous Great Nicobar islanders from

returning to their pre-tsunami homeland
where they husbanded pigs and chicken,
cultivated coconut and betel nut trees,
and lived simple and gregarious lives.
Most importantly, it will uproot three or
more settlements of the Shompen (a
‘Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group’)
and permanently destroy their foraging
and hunting grounds.

The unilateral decision to establish
wildlife sanctuaries disregards the islands’
profound significance to the indigenous
population.

Their ancestral lands are unjustly
perceived as “no-man’s-land” to appease
conservationists, investors, public
opinion, and more.

Support earth’s guardians

Globally, governments blatantly violate
indigenous people’s rights by evicting
them from their ancestral lands, often
under the guise of development, national
interest, conservation projects, among
others, Approximately 476 million
indigenous peoples, consti about 6%
of the global population. Indigenous
territories cover roughly 22% of the
planet’s land surface and harbour 80% of
its biodiversity.

Indigenous peoples are the original
guardians of our earth. The world must
learn from their wisdom. Reason and
Jjustice dictate that in southern Nicobar,
we should support and empower the
islanders to continue to steward their
ancestral territories, rather than robbing
them of their lands, resources, lifeways,
and worldviews.

Ajay Saini teaches at the Indian Instifute
of Technology Delhi. Manish Chandi is an
independent researcher with over two
decades of research experience in the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands




lmplications of China’s mega-dam project

Do all riparian countries have major water lnfr;muaum projects pl:mncd in !hc river bzsln of the Brahmaputr.a" \\'hat are (.‘hina‘s and Indias plans and how will they affect

EXPLAINER

Mirza Zulfigur Rahman

The story so far:
he ambitious plan to build a
mega-hydropower dam across
the Brahmaputra at the Great
Bend region of the Medog
county In the Tibetan Autonomous
Region (TAR) in China, bas been in the

drawing boards of Chinese hydrocracy for

decades. The clearest signalling to this
effect happened in 2020 when this
project was included in China's 14th
Five-Year Plan. Its approval was granted
on December 25, 2024. India, Bhutan and
Bangiadesh will have serious downstream
implications of this 60 GW hyper<dam
‘built upstream by China.

Where is this project?

‘The Brahmaputra is a transhoundary
Himalayan river basin spanning four
riparian countries. China is the
uppermost riparfan nation with the river
system originating in the TAR, where itis
knawn as the Yarlung Zangbo (or
‘Tsangpo). India and Bhutan are lower
riparian nations in relation to China and
middle riparian countries in relation to
Bangladesh. It is from Bangladesh, which
is the lowenmost riparian nation, that the
river drains into the Bay of Bengal. Al
riparian countries have major water
infrastructure projects planned in the
river basin, such as hydropower dams,
embankments meant for river control,
Irrigation dams and barrages.

Is the Brahmaputra river basin
trapped within nation-states?
Transboundary river systems are often
likened by nation-states to ‘taps’, which
they think can be closed or opened
through hydraulic interventions such as
dams within their respective
nation-states. The Brahmaputra river
system has been the site of planned and
ongoing mega-dams projects by China,
India and Bhutan, all contributing to an
intense li
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2006, 1o discuss outstanding issues and
share hydrological data, but do not have a
comprehensive bilateral treaty to govern

SyStems are seen as and livelthood. The p tlow of the shared transboundary rivers. The
markers; symbols of natlon-state conuol Bmhmapuu—a in downstream areas in outstanding land boundary dispute
over natural features. Highly nlia and gladesh depends on the between China and India is weaved into
lmnssn:has wauwaxs are part of the vau(dzc\'arlm;bngbo The blocking the intense securitisation of the
| vand of that perennial flow, in order to Brahmaputra river basin, which makes it
hydropower dams are vtcwcd as ‘water mdlnlaln hc:athvaxcrs 1o operate d an active site for strategic posturing by
bombs’ by lower rparian nations, as in dam of the d both
the case of the Medog dam project. China lhal China is plannmg at the Great Bend, A bioregionalfecoregional frame of
sits pretty at the top of Asia’s water tower,  will have catastrophic consequences on protecting the Himalayas may help
with complete control over Tibet's rivers surface witer levels, and il des river basin,
and material, technological monsoon patterns and water
and dlscursive capabilhles 10 deploy syetems of the ﬂver Inslu This wﬂl affect ‘What next?
P agraria and A recent ic book by some
‘The Chinese hydrocracy has gone the sensitive ecohgy of the overall Australian researchers ttled Rivers of the
forward with mega-hydropower Himalayan bioregion/ecoregion. Asian Highlands: from Deep Time to the
developments such as the Three Gorges Climate Crisis, puts forward important
Dam on the Yangize river and the What explains the hydropower deep time (deep time means geological
Zangmu Dam on the Yarhung Zangho, dam-building race in the time; hilllons of vears) perspectives 1o
commissioned in 2015, with its top Brahmaputra river basin? Himalayan river systems, The book
political leadership firmly backing these There is a face-off between China and Juxtaposes a wider planetary thinking to
interventions as state symbols. India on the Yarlung emerge against the backdrop of narrow
Zangbo-| Brahmapmra river course. China technocratic decision-making to build
What are the risks for ities has d the biggest h P mega-dams within nation-states.
inhabiting the Brahmaputra river project at the Great Bend while India has Tibet's river systems are important o
basin? announced its largest dam project, at the Earth’s cryosphere, comprising
The communities living along the river Upper Siang. Bhutan has been planning permafrost and glaciers, and major
system have adapted as the river has and building several medium to small climate systems directing climate and
shaped and shifted over centuries. dams, which have raised concemns in precipitation pathways such as the
However, with interventions such as India and Bangladesh. None Glacial Lake Outburst Floods
mega-hydropower dams by China, india of the riparian countries of the (GLOFs) have increased in the Himalayas
and Bhutan, communities cannot use Brahmaputra river basin have signed the with climate change events, exemplified
their traditional knowledge about the United Nations Convention on the Law of | by the Chungthang Dam collapse in
river system meuningfully, as the pace the N ional Uses of Sikkim during Oclober 2023, which

and occurrence of disasters have

ified, The up itiesin
Tibet as well as the downstream
communities in India, Bhutan and

Watercourses of 2014, and hence first
uger-rights on river systems are
non-enforceable. China and India have an
Expert Level Mechanism (ELM) since
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their natural life cycles. This affects
agro-pastoral communities, biodiversity,
living biota in rivers and wetland systems.
The Brahmaputra river basin will turn
Into an active riskscape if all these
planned dams are built eventually.

An accurate sense of history will help
contextualise the site of the Medog dam
being built by China. One of the greatest
earthquakes of modern times, the 1950
Medog Earthquike, or the Assam-Tibet
Earthquake, which transformed the
riparian landscape, had its epicenter at
Medog In Tibet. The earthquake had
disastrous effects downstream in Assam
and Bangladesh, with the landscape until
now trapped in an unending cycle of
annual catastrophic floods,

Philip Ball in his book titled Water
Kingdom: A Secret History of China
describes the Yarlung Zangbo being
viewed in Chinese history as a ‘river gone
rogue’ as it turns sharply from its west to
east route at the Great Bend, to turn south
to enter India, with other major rivers in
China running from west to east. While
China is going ahead with building
mega-dams in Tibet to correct this
geographical anomaly by disciplining a
‘rogue river”, Indla can assume an
Iimportant riparian leadership role for
regional river systems by not mirroring
what China does. A dam for a dam will
make the entire Himalayan
riparian/dimatic systems run dry and
turn it into a disaster-scape for its

property to downstream communities.
The dams across the Himalavas aim at
territorialising river systems, breaking

Mirza Zulfiqur Rahman is a Visiting
Associate Fetlow at the Institute of Chinese
Studies, Deihi, India.
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The Brahmaputea is a
transboundary Himalayan river
basin spanning four riparian
countries. China is the
uppermost riparian nation with
the river system originating in
the TAR, where it is known as
the Yarlung Zangbo.

-

Thereis a face-off between
China and India on the Yarlung
Zangbo-Brahmaputra river
course. China has announced
the biggest hydrapower project
at the Great Bend while India
has announced its largest dam
project, at Upper Siang.

The dams across the
Himalayas aim at

territorial ising river systoms,
breaking their natural life
eycles. This affects
agro-pastoral communities,
blodeversity, living biota in
rivers and wetland systems.



India needs to prioritise preventive care

ndia is facing a healthcare

crisis that is growing both in

scope and cost. We face an

alarming dichotomy today:
while life expectancy of Indians is
expected to increase further,
many are facing disease burden
earlier. As the country sees an
alarming rise in
non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) such as heart disease,
stroke, diabetes, and cancer, the
financial burden on individuals
and the healthcare system
continues to escalate.

NCDs accounted for about 65%
of all deaths in 2022, up from
about 50% in 2010-13, as per the
National Family Health Survey-5.
The prevalence of risk factors for
NCDs is worryingly high. One in
four adult men are hypertensive.
One in eight are diabetic. Further,
breast, lung, and cervical cancer
are on the rise, with the median
age of diagnosis occurring earlier
than global averages.

Millions of people who are
facing these conditions could have
been managed better, at often
lower costs, had they been
diagnosed earlier. In this context,
shifting the focus from reactive
treatment to proactive prevention
is crucial, not only to improve
health outcomes but also to
control the ever-increasing
healthcare expenses.

A growing economic burden
The Union Budget for 2024
allocated 87,657 crore to the
Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare, marking a 13% increase
from the previous year. While this
is a step forward, experts agree
that this allocation remains
insufficient given the scale of
India’s health challenges.

The National Health Accounts
show the total current health
expenditure estimate in 2021-22 as
7.9 lakh crore, growing at a rate
more than overall inflation. The
share of household health
expenditure, including insurance
contributions, while decreasing
over time, still drives nearly 50%+
of the spend. This remains one of
the highest globally.

Sathya R. Sriram
CEOD, Preventive

Health, Apollo
Hospitals

Akshay Ravi

Partner, Healthcare
practice, EY
Parthenon

By prioritising
preventive care
OVCr reactive
treatments,
India can pave
the way for a
healthier and
more
economically
resilient future.

The World Health Organization
(WHO) projects that the economic
burden of NCDs in India will
surpass 280 lakh crore by 2030 —
a cost equivalent to 22 lakh per
household. This escalating cost,
driven by rising healthcare
expenses and productivity losses,
poses a severe threat to financial
stability, particularly for middle
and lower-income families.

Regular screenings, especially
for high-risk individuals, could
significantly reduce the incidence
of serious, life-threatening and
debilitating conditions and its
resultant cascading economic and
social effects. In a large hospital
network, for every 1,000 people
screened, at least three people are
identified for pre-emptive cardiac
or cancer interventions.

Targeted but periodic screening
investigations for individuals such
as mammograms for breast
cancer, pap smears for cervical
cancer, X-ray or low-dose
computed tomography for lung
cancer, ultrasound for liver
disease, echo cardiography and
treadmill stress test for heart
disease beyond the physical vitals
and blood tests enable early
intervention.

Unfortunately, comprehensive
health checks (which can cost
anywhere between 38,000 and
215,000 in metro cities today) are
perceived as expensive. If the
government were to enable a step
change in preventive health
services adoption, it could
significantly reduce the overall
financial burden on individuals
and the healthcare system.

Tax incentives, subsidised
screenings, and public awareness
are key policy tools that can
enable this. As part of the Finance
Act, 2013, the Union government
made efforts to encourage
preventive healthcare by offering a
35,000 tax deduction under
Section 80D of the Income Tax Act
for health checks. However, this
amount has remained stagnant for
the last decade, despite the 12-14%
estimated healthcare intlation rate
and the rising cost of healthcare
services. Thus, it would be

prudent for our policymakers to
consider revising the tax
deduction limit to at least 315,000
in the Union Budget for 2025-26.
This would incentivise more
individuals to undergo preventive
health checks, potentially saving
the nation several thousand of
crores ifn uture healthcare costs.
The incremental tax foregone to
the exchequer from such a
measure is estimated to be less
than 5,000 crore, a worthy
investment towards improving the
health of the nation.

The path forward

We need to prioritise preventive
care to mitigate the increasing
economic and financial burden of
chronic diseases. A three-pronged
approach can potentially drive a
change in the adoption of
preventive health services.

First, we need to strengthen
early intervention capabilities
through the Ayushman Health and
Wellness Centres, including
capturing trends effectively and
enabling risk-driven targeted
screening using Al-enabled
imaging modalities to offer lower
cost screenings at-scale.

Second, we need to improve
the adoption of screening at
private centres by encouraging
insurers and private health
providers to offer a subsidised
minimum screening programiie
for every individual between
40-60 years. For example, for
women after the age of 40, a
Mammaogram is necessary
annually or once in two years,
based on her risk factors.
Exploring part funding through
allocations from proceeds from
the healthcare cess or the
proposed 35% GST slab on tobacco
and sugar products can help
reduce funding needs.

Finally, the increase in tax
deduction limit can further
incentivise people to complete
comprehensive health checks.

By prioritising preventive care
over reactive freatments, India can
pave the way for a healthier and
more economically resilient
future.



No secret affair

Deliberations on draft Digital Personal
Data Protection Rules must be open

T he draft Digital Personal Data Protection

Rules, 2025, is a long overdue advance in

the direction of enforcing the fundamen-
tal right to informational privacy for Indians, af-
firmed by the Supreme Court of India in the land-
mark case, Justice K.S. Puttaswamy vs. Union of
India (2017). The Digital Personal Data Protection
Act, which these draft rules seek to enforce, was
passed in Parliament over a year ago. This seven-
year wait has most likely not been without costs
for the privacy of the data of Indians, as it coin-
cided with a period that saw a rapid growth in
digitisation. The proposed rules offer direction
on how online services will be required to: com-
municate the purposes of their data collection to
users; safeguard children’s data online; establish
the Data Protection Board of India (DPBI); set the
standards for government agencies to follow to
be exempt from the Act’s provisions, and spell
out the procedures to be observed if personal da-
ta is breached by a data fiduciary. The concerns
regarding the proposed DPBI’s institutional de-
sign have not been resolved by these proposed
Rules, and it may not be realistic to expect such
an outcome from subordinate legislation.

It is regrettable that the government continues
to cloak the rule-making process of a critical pol-
icy such as this in secrecy. Since the Justice B.N.
Srikrishna committee was convened to draft the
first Bill for data protection, the government has
consistently declined to place recommendations
from stakeholders in the public domain, and has
foreclosed such disclosure for these draft rules as
well. For legislation where the stakes are high for
individual users as well as for large technology
firms, an open deliberative process is essential. It
can only be facilitated when industry associa-
tions and the general public can find equal foot-
ing by being equal participants with transparen-
¢y into each other’s viewpoints during the
consultation process. In the short and medium
term, it is essential for the government to pro-
ceed with these principles in mind, while never
departing from the key aims of any data protec-
tion law: minimising data collection, promoting
disclosures, penalising neglect in protecting user
data, and discouraging surveillance practices,
both by the private sector and the government.
This process must also play out in a timely fash-
ion, as Indians have been waiting far too long to
finally obtain the rights that were affirmed for
them in 2017. Else, people’s confidence in the go-
vernment’s seriousness about protecting their
data from government agencies as well as private
enterprises would be shaken.



The outlook for India in the year ahead

ndia is at a pivotal moment in its history. It

is among the leading nations in the world

when it comes to economic growth and

political stability. India today projects an
atmosphere of peace, which is seemingly out of
place in a world that is undergoing a profound
shift in its economic and geo-political landscape.
India is today privy to the rise of new economic
and political groupings.

The year 2024 was a period of pronounced
political uncertainty across the globe. Much of
the world was a mute witness to the multiple and
concurrent conflicts that threaten peace and
stability today. This is specially true of Europe
and West Asia.

One major tragedy still unfolding is Gaza,
which has few parallels, while the ongoing
Ukraine conflict contains the seeds of a much
wider conflict in the future. India has, however,
managed to steer itself successfully within this
geo-political landscape.

A year of new troubles

This may, however, be too good to last. The year
2025 seems poised to bring in a host of fresh
troubles that will require deft handling on the
part of India’s policymakers. At this time, it
might, hence, be wise for India’s leaders to heed
the message contained in an ancient Chinese
saying that says ‘the wind sweeping through the
tower heralds a rising storm in the mountain’.

1 begin by assessing the situation with Indias
largest neighbour, China. Much is being made of
the recent border negotiations and an apparent
disengagemment at the Line of Actual Control in
Ladakh. This was followed by the first formal
meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and China’s President Xi Jinping meeting in five
vears, as well as the resumption of the Special
Representatives' talks on border issues. Wiser
heads would know that disengagement does not
mean ‘dispute resolution’. The border conflict
still remains alive and unchanged. Far more
needs to be done to reach any kind of détente,
India, hence, cannot afford to ‘take its eye off the
ball,

Meanwhile, China has, of late, taken a series of
steps to strengthen security cooperation with
nations of the Global South, which are aimed at
outflanking India. It recently facilitated
reconciliation talks that were held in Beijing
amaong various Palestine factions. In September
last year, China and African nations jointly agreed
to progress the China-sponsored Global Security
Initiative (GSI) and deepen cooperation in areas
such as counter terrorism, disaster management
and public health.

China also managed to steal a march over India
during the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
Summit held in Pakistan in October. It took full

M.E. Naravanan

a former Director,
Intelligence Bureau,
a former Mational
Security Adviser, and
a former Governar
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While 2024 saw

political
uncertainty
across the
slobe, 2025 will
require deft
handling by
India’s
policvmakers

advantage of the absence of the Indian Prime
Minister at the Summit to mute India’s voice at a
forum that is perceived as being anti-West. Mr. Xi
again took full advantage of the Asia Pacific
Economic Cooperation Summit, in Peru in
November, to strengthen ties with ‘traditional
enemy’, Japan.

Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has
since agreed with Mr. Xi to promote a ‘mutually
beneficial relationship ...based on common
strategic interests’,

The churn in South and West Asia

It iz in India’s traditional area of influence, viz.,
South Asia, however, that the biggest cluurn is
taking place — or has already taken place.
Questions have been raised after the ouster of the
Sheikh Hasina regime in Bangladesh as to
whether India indeed has a proper
‘neighbourhood policy’. Today, India appears
almost isolated in the region and with the eclipse
of Ms. Hasina and the emergence of a caretaker
regime (which is openly hostile to India), India
appears friendless.

Both Nepal and Sri Lanka today appear to look
like “fair weather friends’ — at least in so far as the
present is concerned. Where the Maldives stands,
is indeed a subject to debate. Pakistan has always
heen inimical to [ndia, and Afghanistan today
does not seem to figure prominently in India's
calculations. Bhutan, under the present King,
does not display the same warmth towards India,
appearing more intent on balancing relations
with China. Across the South Asia region,
therefore, how the roll of the dice would turn out
is a matter of speculation.

Far more problematic though could well be the
impact of the current churn in West Asia, more
specifically, the developments in Syria of late. The
ouster of the Assad regime in Syria is certain to
have a cataclysmic impact on that part of the
world. In turn, it will have relevance for countries
in the wider region as well, including India. How
India deals with the situation resulting from the
collapse of the erstwhile Bashar al-Assad regime,
and the takeover of the reins by a Sunni group.
the “Hayat Tahir al Shams (HTS)' is unclear. Its
leader, who carried the nom-de-guerre Abu
Mohammed al Julani, has since reverted to his
real name, Aluimed Hussain al Sharaa, The HTS
leader was previously linked to al Qaeda, and
even briefly flirted with the Islamic State {IS1S),
but is today displaying a more moderate outlook.
It may, however, be too early to determine what
the outlook for Syria is, and for the regionasa
whole under the new dispensation.

The HTS was able to wage a successful
offensive against the Assad regime largely
hecause it could identify with the Sunni majority
in Syria, in contrast to the Assad regime that had,

of late, become more reliant on Russia and Iran to
maintain its hold over the country. From India’s
viewpoint, the Assad family (belonging to Syria’s
Alawite group, a minority sect of Shia Islam) was
initially viewed as a stabilising force in the Gulf
region, especially during the difficult days that
rocked parts of West Asia in the wake of the Arab
Spring. India, home to a Shia and Sunni
population, had greatly welcomed this. More
recently, many of these perceptions had altered.

The implications of a Sunni regime in Syria are
certain to be widespread. One by one, elements
of the so-called ‘axis of resistance” are being
dismantled. On the other hand Israel, despite its
pogrom in Gaza, seems to be gaining the upper
hand in West Asia. Which side has gained the
maost, given recent developments in Syria, is not
yet fully clear, but quite evidently, Iran has been a
loser — and it might well result in Iran’s influence
across West Asia declining. It may also no longer
be the same revolutionary force in West Asia, that
it was perceived to be following the 1979
revolution in Iran. The Ayatollahs in Iran are also
set to face a major setback, and a major churn in
Iran cannot be ruled out. The Shiaworld asa
whole would, thus, be the overall loser, and
militias such as the Hezbollah could well be cut to
slZe.

Implicitly, the pro-Palestine movement would
be adversely affected and Palestine may not
persist as a live issue. Global jihad could also face
a deathblow.

The biggest gainers will in all likelihood be
Israel and Tiirkiye. Russia’s influence has suffered
with the fall of the Assad regime. But given
Russia’s relations with Tiirkiye's strongman,
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and the pragmatic
approach taken by Russian President Viadimir
Putin, Russia could well retrieve the situation.

Do not rule out the digital threat

In conclusion, it needs to be mentioned that
notwithstanding the developments in the
geo-political arena, it is the digital threar thar is
set to achieve a quantum leap during 2025, The
situation warrants careful assessment and
sending out of a dire warning about the dangers
present in the digital arena. Some of this was
evident during the latter part of 2024, but this is
likely to grow exponentially during 2025,
Convergence among technologies is threatening
national infrastructure in a manner that had
never previously been envisaged. According to
data available with Agencies, there was a
dramatic rise in cyber attacks occurring in India
in the recent period. Almost all major companies
and Government institutions were hit by denial of
service and ransomware attacks. All this is set to
increase in geometrical progression during 2025
and the following years.



Govt. launches ‘Panchayat Se
Parliament 2.0’ for women

Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla will on Monday
inaugurate “Panchayat Se Parliament 2.0” which
seeks to give insight into the Constitution and
parliamentary procedures to over 500 women
representatives from Panchayati Raj institutions
from across the country. Organised to
commemorate the 150th birth anniversary of
tribal icon Birsa Munda, the programme will
have workshops and sessions, a guided tour of
the new Parliament House, Pradhanmantri
Sangrahalaya, and Rashtrapati Bhavan for the
participants, offering them a deeper
understanding of India’s legislative process and
the functioning of democratic institutions. en



Four-lane Banihal bypass
opens in J&K’s Ramban

The 2.35-km stretch, strategically located on NH-44, will boost ‘national security logistics’ and

tourism, significantly reduce travel time for vehicles headed to Kashmir Valley, says Nitin Gadkari

The Hindu Bureau
SRINAGAR

nion Transport and
UHighways Minister

Nitin Gadkari on
Sunday described the com-
pletion of the Banihal by-
pass in Jammu and Kash-
mir’s Ramban district as a
milestone in strengthening
“national security logis-
tics” and enhancing “tou-
rism prospects of the
region”.

Taking to X, Mr. Gadkari
announced the completion
of the four-lane 2.35-km
stretch to Banihal town,
built at a cost of ¥224.44
crore. Strategically located
on the Ramban-Banihal
section of National High-
way 44, it effectively ad-
dresses the persistent bot-
tlenecks caused by
roadside markets and
shops, Mr. Gadkari said.

He said two-lane traffic
will be allowed initially and
four-lane traffic permitted
after “junction develop-
ment” within 15 days.

The Minister said this
critical infrastructure en-
sured unhindered traffic
flow, significantly reducing
travel time and congestion
for both tourists and de-
fence vehicles, en route to
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Smooth ride: The newly constructed four-lane 2.35-km bypas
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Kashmir's Ramban district on Sunday. AnI

the  Kashmir  Valley.
“Beyond improving re-
gional connectivity, the by-
pass strengthens national
security logistics and en-
hances tourism prospects
in the region,” he said.

NH-44 is a major high-
way in India. The longest in
the country, it stretches
from Srinagar in the north
to Kanniyakumari in the
south.

The Centre has em-
barked on a major mission
in J&K to ensure that the
NH-44 remains an all-

weather road connecting
the Kashmir Valley with
the rest of the country. Tra-
vel time on the 290-km-
long Jammu-Srinagar Na-
tional Highway, which is
part of NH-44, has reduced
from nine hours to around
six hours after significant
upgrades such as tunnels.
However, the highway
passing  through the
tough mountains of Ram-
ban district posed a major
challenge in the face of
slopping ridges and con-
gested roads, especially in

T
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nihal town in Jammu and

the Banihal area. Multiple
tunnels, including the criti-
cal Marog-Digdol and Dig-
dol-Khuni-Nallah, are in
the final stages to ensure
seamless traffic on the
highway. The upgrade of
the 32-km stretch between
Ramban and Banihal,
which is under way, will re-
duce travel time between
Srinagar and Jammu, mak-
ing the Kashmir Valley very
easy to reach. National
Conference MLA Banihal
Sajjad Shaheen inaugurat-
ed the 2.35-km stretch.



‘Proof of continuities exists between
Indus and cultures that developed later’

N. Sai Charan
CHENNAI

Clear evidence of continui-
ties can be seen between
the Indus and cultures that
developed later, not only in
Tamil Nadu but across
south Asia. These are cru-
cial in understanding the
long-standing cultural lega-
cy of the Indus Valley Civil-
isation, Gregg Jamison,
Professor of Anthropology
at the University of Wis-
consin, the U.S, said on
Sunday.

Mr. Jamison is in Chen-
nai to participate in the
three-day  International
Conference on the centen-
ary of the discovery of the
Indus Valley Civilisation,
organised by the State De-
partment of Archaeology
and Roja Muthiah Re-
search Library.

Mr. Jamison, whose
primary research focussed
on how Indus seals were
made and used, told The
Hindu that the seals were
made for a very long pe-
riod. Inscriptions could be
seen on many of them.
“The continuities [bet-
ween the Indus and the
cultures that developed la-
ter] are also important for

Celebrating a milestone: CM M.K. Stalin and other dignitaries at
the inauguration of the International Conference on the centenary
of the discovery of the Indus Valley Civilisation on Sunday. r. RAGU

us to focus on changes, be-
cause all cultures are dy-
namic and change over
time. When we look at a
long time frame, we can
see those continuities,
which are necessary to un-
derstand culture and tradi-
tion,” he said.
Emphasising the need
to decipher the Indus
script, Mr. Jamison said:
“Several scholars from Ta-
mil Nadu and other parts
of India had done exten-
sive work on this area. It is
important to keep coming
up with new ideas and test-
ing them with archaeologi-
cal evidence, until it [the
script] is deciphered....”
He further said that in-
ternational conferences,

such as the one in Chennai,
were invaluable in bringing
together scholars and stu-
dents to discuss new ap-
proaches to study the In-
dus Valley Civilisation and
celebrate its legacy.
Echoing his views, and
calling the event a historic
moment, former bureau-
crat and Indus researcher
R. Balakrishnan said, “I
wholeheartedly welcome
this initiative of celebrating
the centenary of the dis-
covery of the Indus Valley
Civilisation in Tamil Nadu.
Conferences of this kind
create a scope for discus-
sion among scholars, re-
searchers and other enthu-
siasts to share their
ideas..” The answer to the

questions on what is the
need for a statue of Sir John
Marshall in Tamil Nadu,
and why the State govern-
ment announced a $1-mil-
lion prize for deciphering
the Indus Valley Script lies
in understanding that the
legacy of the civilisation
was not just restricted to a
few places. “It plays a cru-
cial role in the history of
the Indian subconti-
nent...,” he added.

No other contemporary
civilisation of the Indus
Valley had such a sophisti-
cated lifestyle.

“There were no tem-
ples, no pyramids and no
palaces at the Indus Valley.
But there were garbage
bins, a proper drainage
system, well-planned
streets in a grid pattern,
granary, private bathing
areas, and wells,” Mr. Ba-
lakrishnan said.

Referring to his paper,
The ‘High-West: Low-East’
Dichotomy of Indus Cities:
A Dravidian Paradigm, Mr.
Balakrishnan said Sangam
literature had polysemous
terms, ‘Mel/Merkuw’ and
‘Keezh/Kizhakku’, to refer
to the cardinal directions
of west and east, respec-
tively.



Personal data protection rules: Centre
promises adequate time for compliance

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The draft Digital Personal
Data Protection Rules seek
to protect citizens’ rights in
accordance with the Digital
Personal Data Protection
Act, 2023, while achieving
the “right balance between
regulation and innova-
tion”, said a note issued by
the Union government on
Sunday. Adequate time will
be given to all stakehol-
ders, from small enterpris-
es to large corporates, for
the smooth transition to
achieve compliance, it
added.

As provided, the Data
Protection Board itself will
function as a digital office
and will be “born digital”,
with a digital platform and
app to enable citizens to
approach it digitally and
have their complaints ad-
judicated without their
physical presence.

People can share their
feedback on the draft rules
through the MyGov portal
at the link https://innova-
teindia.mygov.in/dpdp-
rules-2025 till February 18.
An official said there would
be a structured interaction
for feedback. “In addition,

The Data Protection Board itself will be ‘born digital’, with a digital
platform and app for easy access. GETTY IMAGES

structured interaction for
feedback with identified
stakeholders, such as civil
society, industry and go-
vernment organisations,
would also be organised to
gather feedback. All feed-
back/comments will be ta-
ken into consideration
while finalising the rules,”
the official from the Infor-
mation and Broadcasting
Ministry said. The final
rules as notified will be
placed before Parliament.
Stating that adequate
time will be given to all en-
tities to adapt their systems
to meet the requirements,
the official said processing
of digital data on the basis
of consent given before the
new law came into force

was permitted. Such pro-
cessing could continue
while citizens were given
notice of it so that they
could exercise their rights
under the law.

“While clear obligations
have been cast on ‘data fi-
duciaries’ to protect perso-
nal data in accordance
with the law, prescriptions
have been kept to a mini-
mum and compliance bur-
den has been kept low by
enabling compliance
through digital means.
While the entities will pre-
pare themselves for com-
pliance with the law during
the period given for adapt-
ing their systems, wides-
pread awareness initiatives
will be undertaken to edu-

cate the citizens about
their rights on their perso-
nal data,” the official said.

Under the rules, digital
platforms will have to in-
form and take the consent
of people in a language of
their choice — either in En-
glish or in any of the 22 In-
dian languages listed in the
Constitution. They will
have to notify their users of
the online links wusing
which they may exercise
their rights for withdraw-
ing their consent, obtain-
ing information regarding
processing of their data,
updating and erasing their
data, grievance redress,
nomination, and making a
complaint to the Data Pro-
tection Board.

The Act and the draft
rules do not mandate that
all personal data has to be
stored within India. Ho-
wever, they provide that
transfer of personal data
outside India may be res-
tricted for certain classes.
The draft rules envisage a
committee that may re-
commend restriction on
such transfer by a signifi-
cant data fiduciary with
respect to specified perso-
nal data, the government
said.



Jharkhand’s Republic Day
tableau to showcase State’s
tributes to Ratan Tata

Press Trust of India
RANCHI

In its Republic Day tableau
in New Delhi this year,
Jharkhand will showcase
the State’s tributes to Late
Ratan Tata, industrialist
and one of the architects of
the nation’s first steel city -
Jamshedpur.

Jharkhand will be
among 15 States and Union
Territories to showcase
their tableaus at the Repu-
blic Day celebrations in the
national capital on January
26.

The State has made met-
iculous preparations to re-
present its rich heritage,
cultural diversity, and de-
velopmental strides on the
national stage, a statement
from the State government
said.

“This year’s tableau
from Jharkhand will show-
case the state’s tributes to
the late industrialist Ratan
Tata, a key figure in the
state’s industrial growth,
while also highlighting the
state’s vibrant culture, tra-
ditional dances, and the
growing empowerment of
women through educa-
tion. The tableau’s design
has been lauded for its
creativity and relevance
during the selection pro-

Jharkhand’s tableau during the Republic Day in 2023. FILE PHOTO

cess,” the statement said.

In previous years, Jhark-
hand’s tableaus had fo-
cused on other aspects of
the State’s identity.

Last year, the tableau
celebrated the State’s re-
nowned tassar silk, while
the 2023 tableau featured
the famed Baba Baidya-
nath Temple in Deoghar.

The Centre invited pro-
posals from all states and
union territories, with a
multi-stage selection pro-
cess determining the final
15 participants for the Re-
public Day parade, the
statement said adding,
Jharkhand’s tableau design
received widespread ap-
preciation during this
process.

The selected states are
required to complete their
tableaus by January 19,

2025, with a full-dress re-
hearsal scheduled for Janu-
ary 23.

Late Ratan Tata’s contri-
butions are considered sig-
nificant towards shaping
Jharkhand, a backward re-
gion that became a State in
2000. Named after Tata
Group’s founding father
Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata,
it was the timeless vision of
late Ratan Tata that pro-
pelled Jamshedpur’s
growth and put it on the
global map.

He first visited Jamshed-
pur in 1963 to look into
how Tata Steel, now a glo-
bal conglomerate, works.
He then visited the city in
1965 to hone his pilot skills.

Ratan Tata, who had be-
come the chairman of Tata
Steel in 1993, died on Oc-
tober 9 last year.



Defence deals in last leg ahead of PM’s Paris visit

Modi has been invited to visit ATsummit in France on Feb

government-to-government deals worth over $10 billion likely to be placed for approval before the Cabinet Committee on Security in the next couple of weeks, sources say

Dinakar Peri
NEW DELHI

wo large defence
Tdeals in the pipe-
line between India

and France are being final-
ised, amid expectations
that Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi will visit Paris in
February for the Artificial
Intelligence Action Summit
to be hosted by French
President Emmanuel
Macron.

The deals, together
worth over $10 billion, will
indude the purchase of 26
Rafale-M fighter jets for the
Indian Navy’s aircraft car-
riers, and three additional
Scorpene-class  conven-
tional submarines. The
two deals are expected to
be put before the Cabinet
Committee on Security
(CCS) for approval in the

next couple of weeks,
sources said. “The expec-
tation is that PM Modi will
visit Paris to attend the Al
Summit and will also have
a bilateral component. So
both sides are working to
tie up the two deals which
are in the final stages of
conclusion,” an informed
source said. This was also
independently confirmed
by other sources.

‘The French President’s
office has already an-
nounced that Mr. Modi has
been invited for the Artifi-
clal Intelligence Summit on
February 10 and 11

France says the meet
will focus on actions to en-
sure that the global AI sec-
tor can drive beneficial
outcomes. The summit will
address  five  primary
themes - Public interest Al
Future of Work, Innova-

Shopping list

As Prime Minister Narendra Modi is expected to be in Pans in
February, India is looking to seal arms deals

formalities of the acquisi-
tion process and we expect
that if not this month, next
month, hopefully, this
[Scorpene submarine] and
the Rafale-M deal should
be signed.” he had said.
On the Rafale-M deal,
the Navy chief had said it
was “one level short of tak-
ing it to the CCS (Cabinet
¥ i on Security)”

::J‘;t':mum It just matter of
» 26 Rofale-M fighter jets for | o ied "’lhel Tﬂﬂ l.]m.
Sl - processand we cxpc'c(malf
:hns\sree meore Scarpene- nottt next
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 The two deals are b ines) and RafaleM
Shptd deals should be signed

Navy chiof Admiral DINESH K.
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India needs the naval version of the Ralfale for INS Vikrant

tion and Culture, Trust in
Al, and Global governance
of AL

In response to a ques-
tion at his annual press
conference last month, Na-

vy chief Admiral Dinesh K.
Tripathi said that both
deals are in the final stage
and could be completed
next month, “It is just a
matter of completing the

for clearance, which will
be followed by the signing
ofthe contract. Asitisago-
vernment-ta-government
deal, it is expected o be
implemented quickly.

The deal for three Scor-
pene submarines is a re-
peat order to the Mazagon
Dock Shipbuilders Limit-
ed, which is building them
in partnership with the Na-
val Group of France. Of the
six submarines from the
earlier contract, five have

been inducted.

The last one, Vagsheer,
is set to be commissioned
on January 15 in Mumbai,
in the presence of Mr. Mo-
di, along with two other
frontline platforms.

On July 13, 2023, as Mr.
Modi was enroute to Paris,
the Defence Acquisition
Council chaired by De-
fence  Minister  Rajnath
Singh accorded the Accep-
tance of Necessity for the
procurement of 26 Ra-
fale-M fighters and three
additional Scorpene-class
diesel-electric submarines.

Critical for Naval needs

The Rafale purchase in-
cludes 22 singte seater Ra-
fale-M jets and four twin-
seater Rafale trainers,
which are not carrier com-
patible. The 26 jets are
meant to fill a critical gap

until the indigenous twin
engine deck-based fighter,
still under development, is
ready to be inducted into
service, The Navy current-
ly operates two aircraft car-
riers: INS Vikramaditya
procured from Russia, and
the indigenously built INS
Vikrant which was com-
missioned in September
2022,

The additional Scor-
penes are a critical require-
ment for the Navy as it
grapples with with an age-
ing fleet and the huge delay
in the procurement of six
advanced submarines un-
der Project751 which is
now awaiting a final deci-
sion between Germany
and Spain. As reported by
The Hindu earlier, the first
of three Scorpene subma-
rines is likely to be deli-
vered in 2031,



