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Guaranteed Path into an Elusive Mirage

Strategic Autonomy or Ambiguity?
India's Gulf Dilemma Amid the 2026 Iran Crisis
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(TSAI BUREAU)  In the spring of 2026,
as the Strait of Hormuz once again
became a flashpoint for global energy
security, India’s foreign policy faced
its sternest test in a generation. US
and Israeli strikes on Iranian targets—
reports of which included the
assassination of Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei—triggered
retaliatory threats, naval skirmishes,
and partial disruptions to one of the
world’s most critical maritime

chokepoints. Tanker traffic slowed,
insurance premiums skyrocketed, and
global oil prices breached $100 per
barrel. For New Delhi, the crisis was
not abstract. With nearly 85% of its
crude oil imported and roughly 9-10
million Indian nationals working in the
Gulf states, the stakes were
existential: energy inflation
threatening economic growth targets,
remittance flows at risk, and the
shadow of sanctions complicating

long-term connectivity projects like
Chabahar Port.
Yet India’s response has been
characteristically measured—some
say maddeningly so. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar have
repeatedly called for “restraint, de-
escalation, and dialogue,”
emphasized “respect for sovereignty
and territorial integrity,” and prioritized
the safety of Indian citizens abroad.

THE ORBITAL REVIEW

Who Owns the Moon?
As India, China, the United States, and Russia race to plant permanent

infrastructure on the lunar south pole, a 60-year-old treaty and a vacuum of
enforceable law are steering humanity toward its first extraterrestrial conflict.

In the permanently
shadowed craters near

the lunar south pole,
water ice has rested

undisturbed for billions
of years. Within the next

decade, it will become
the most contested

resource in the solar
system - and there is no
law on Earth, or off it,

that can settle the
dispute.

(TSAI BUREAU)   On August 23, 2023,
a spacecraft the size of a small car
touched down in the desolate
highlands near the Moon's south pole,
and India became the fourth nation in
history to achieve a soft lunar landing
- and the first to do so in the polar
region that every spacefaring power
now regards as the most strategically
vital territory in the solar system. The
mission, Chandrayaan-3, was greeted
with scenes of jubilation in
Bengaluru's ISRO mission control
that rivalled those of any prior space

milestone. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi watched the landing live from
Johannesburg, where he was
attending the BRICS summit, and the
nation erupted. But what
Chandrayaan-3 really announced to
the world was not merely India's
technical coming-of-age. It was a
declaration of intent. India had arrived
at the frontier that matters - not the
flag-planting equatorial regolith of the
Apollo era, but the resource-laden,
strategically irreplaceable lunar south
pole.

State of Nation

Story on Page 5-7

Story on Page 4
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New Delhi co-sponsored a UN
Security Council resolution
condemning Iranian attacks on
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
nations but stopped short of
criticizing US or Israeli actions.
It granted safe harbor to Iranian
warships (including the IRIS
Lavan in Kochi) even as
Washington applied pressure
elsewhere. High-level visits to the
UAE underscored energy
diplomacy, while quiet
negotiations with the Trump
administration sought to extend
sanctions waivers for Chabahar.
Indian Navy vessels escorted
tankers through the Strait when
Tehran signaled it would allow
passage for “friendly” nations.
This calibrated neutrality has
ignited a fierce domestic and
international debate. Is New Delhi
exercising genuine strategic
autonomy—the post-Cold War
doctrine that allows India to
pursue its interests without rigid
alliances—or has it slipped into
strategic ambiguity, a posture
that preserves short-term
flexibility at the cost of long-term
credibility and influence? Critics
on the left decry a pro-US/Israel
tilt that erodes India’s traditional
non-alignment. Voices on the
right and in security circles argue
the caution signals weakness,
especially when Pakistan
positions itself as a potential
mediator. Even neutral analysts
question whether the
government’s multi-alignment
strategy, once hailed as

pragmatic, now looks like
hedging without a clear
endgame.
This opinion piece argues that
India’s approach reflects
pragmatic strategic autonomy
under severe structural
constraints. It is neither timid nor
ambiguous in intent, but the
product of interlocking
vulnerabilit ies: energy
dependence, a massive
diaspora, sanctions exposure,
and the narrowing space
between great-power rivalries.
However, the crisis also exposes
the limits of autonomy in an era
of weaponized interdependence.
Without bolder diplomatic
initiatives, clearer red lines, and
accelerated diversification, what
looks like autonomy today risks
becoming isolation tomorrow. The
Iran-Gulf dilemma is not just a
regional test; it is a mirror to
India’s broader quest for great-
power status in a fracturing world
order.
The Doctrine of Strategic
Autonomy: From Non-
Alignment to Multi-Alignment
India’s commitment to strategic
autonomy traces its roots to the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) of
the 1950s and 1960s. Jawaharlal
Nehru’s vision was ideological as
much as pragmatic: newly
independent India would avoid
entanglement in US-Soviet
bipolarity, preserving sovereignty
and moral authority in the
decolonizing world. This stance
served India well during the Cold

War, allowing aid from both blocs
while maintaining distance from
formal alliances.
The end of the Cold War and the
1991 economic liberalization
forced a recalibration. With the
Soviet collapse, India lost a key
partner and faced balance-of-
payments crises. The 1998
nuclear tests under Atal Bihari
Vajpayee marked a decisive
break: India asserted its right to
strategic independence by
demonstrating nuclear capability
despite international sanctions.
The subsequent Indo-US nuclear
deal in 2008 under Manmohan
Singh further evolved the concept.
Strategic autonomy no longer
meant equidistance; it meant the
freedom to partner selectively
while avoiding client-state status.
Under Narendra Modi since
2014, the doctrine has matured
into “multi-alignment.”
Jaishankar, in speeches and his
book The India Way, has framed
it explicitly: India acts “in its own
interest” rather than through
reflexive loyalty to any bloc. Key
pillars include the Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue (QUAD) with
the US, Japan, and Australia for
Indo-Pacific security; deepening
defense ties with Israel; energy
and investment partnerships with
Saudi Arabia, UAE, and other
GCC states; and continued
engagement with Russia (evident
in discounted oil purchases post-
Ukraine) and Iran for connectivity
via the International North-South
Transport Corridor (INSTC) and

Chabahar.
This framework has delivered
results. India has diversified oil
sources dramatically. In 2024-
2025 data, Russia supplied over
35% of crude imports, followed
by Iraq (~20%), Saudi Arabia
(~13-15%), and the UAE (~9-
11%). Iranian oil, once significant,
was curtailed after 2019 US
sanctions reimposition, dropping
to negligible volumes by 2024
(total bilateral trade with Iran
around $1.06 billion, mostly non-
oil). Yet Chabahar remained a
strategic hedge—an alternative
route to Central Asia bypassing
Pakistan. The 10-year operations
agreement signed in May 2024
with India Ports Global Ltd (IPGL)
underscored long-term ambition,
even as a US sanctions waiver
(granted October 2025) was set
to expire in April 2026.
Autonomy, in this view, is not
neutrality for its own sake but
calibrated self-interest. During
the 2019-2020 US-Iran tensions,
India continued limited
engagement with Tehran while
ramping up imports from the Gulf
and Russia. The current 2026
crisis, however, compresses this
space. Proxy networks, nuclear
risks, and economic coercion
have intensified. As one analyst
noted, “the strategic landscape
India faces today looks nothing
like the one that the doctrine of
strategic autonomy was
originally written for.”
Anatomy of the 2026 Iran
Crisis: Triggers, Escalation,

and India’s Exposure
The crisis escalated rapidly in
late February-March 2026. Israeli
and US strikes targeted Iranian
nuclear and military sites, with
reports confirming the death of
Supreme Leader Khamenei amid
internal unrest. Iran retaliated
with attacks on Gulf shipping and
infrastructure, prompting GCC
nations to seek international
condemnation. The Strait of
Hormuz—through which ~20% of
global oil passes—saw threats
of closure, naval incidents
(including the sinking of the IRIS
Dena), and selective blockades.
Tehran offered passage to
“friendly” nations like India, but
uncertainty persisted. Global
supply chains shuddered;
inflation fears gripped import-
dependent economies.
For India, the timing could not
have been worse. Assembly
elections in key states,
combined with post-delimitation
federal tensions, demanded
economic stability. The
government responded with a
multi-pronged strategy:
Diplomatic signaling: Modi and
Jaishankar emphasized dialogue
in public statements and Rajya
Sabha interventions. India co-
sponsored the GCC-backed
UNSC resolution condemning
Iranian actions while avoiding
direct criticism of Washington or
Tel Aviv. Jaishankar’s UAE visit
focused on energy assurances.
Humanitarian and naval
pragmatism: The Indian Navy
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escorted tankers; safe harbor was
extended to Iranian vessels like IRIS
Lavan in Kochi, with crew repatriation
facilitated. This drew quiet US
displeasure but gratitude from Tehran,
reflecting India’s refusal to fully align.
Energy hedging: PM Modi informed
Parliament that India was sourcing crude
and gas “from all possible avenues,”
including renewed Russian purchases
under a 30-day US waiver and
diversification to Venezuela and others.
Gulf partners were reassured through
high-level talks.
Chabahar contingency: Urgent
negotiations with the Trump
administration sought waiver extensions
beyond April 2026. India had already
liquidated $120 million in commitments
but explored hybrid structures (e.g., local
Iranian entities) to maintain a foothold.
Parliamentary panels noted the war
casting a “shadow” on the port’s future,
yet officials insisted India remained
“engaged.”
These moves prioritized immediate risks:
protecting the diaspora (remittances
exceed $100 billion annually), containing
inflation (a 2-3% spike from oil prices
could derail GDP targets), and preserving
connectivity dreams. Yet they also fueled
perceptions of drift.
The Economic Trilemma: Oil,
Remittances, and Connectivity at Risk
India’s Gulf dilemma is fundamentally
economic. Crude oil imports averaged
4.84 million barrels per day in 2024, with
West Asia (including Gulf) historically
dominant before Russia’s surge. Even
with diversification, Hormuz disruptions
threaten 60%+ of remaining supplies
indirectly. Price spikes at $100+/barrel
ripple through transport, fertilizers, and
inflation—hitting the aam aadmi (common
man) ahead of elections.
The diaspora amplifies vulnerability. Over
9 million Indians in the Gulf (UAE, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman) form a
human bridge: skilled professionals, blue-
collar workers, and entrepreneurs.
Evacuation logistics, as seen in past
crises (e.g., 1990 Kuwait), strain
resources. Remittances fund education,
healthcare, and consumption in states
like Kerala, Uttar Pradesh, and Andhra
Pradesh. Any mass return or job losses
could spark social unrest.
Chabahar represents the long game.
Operational since the 2010s but
formalized in the 2024 10-year deal, it
was envisioned as India’s “Golden Gate”
to Central Asia and Afghanistan,
bypassing Pakistan via INSTC. India
invested over $120 million recently; the
port handles cargo for humanitarian aid
to Afghanistan and trade diversification.
War and sanctions waiver expiry threaten
this. Iranian opposition blueprints even
floated post-regime revival of India ties,
but current instability casts doubt.
Analysts warn that without waiver renewal,
India risks ceding ground to China (which
operates nearby Gwadar in Pakistan).
The trilemma—energy security vs.

diaspora safety vs. strategic
connectivity—explains New Delhi’s
caution. Full-throated alignment with the
US/Israel could invite Iranian retaliation
on shipping or diaspora; overt pro-Iran tilt
risks sanctions and Gulf investment cuts
(GCC states are key FDI and trade
partners). Autonomy here is survival
math.
Domestic and International Critiques:
Autonomy Under Fire
The debate has been sharp. Opposition
leaders, including Congress figures,
labeled the government’s silence an
“abdication” rather than neutrality,
pointing to the lack of condemnation for
sovereignty violations. Some media
outlets framed it as “strategic isolation,”
noting Pakistan’s mediation offers and
Jaishankar’s dismissive “dalaal” (broker)
remark. Left-leaning analysts argue India
has drifted into “strategic dependence” on
Washington, citing past IAEA votes and
oil import halts.
Security hawks counter that caution is
wise given limited hard power projection
in the Gulf (despite growing naval
presence). Supporters of the government
highlight Jaishankar’s doctrine:
autonomy means “decisive” action in self-
interest, not performative equidistance.
Granting sanctuary to Iranian ships and
securing Hormuz passage demonstrate
agency, not ambiguity.
Internationally, the US values India’s
QUAD role but chafes at Chabahar and
Russian oil. Gulf states appreciate the
balanced outreach. Iran sees India as a
reliable non-Western partner. China and
Russia quietly benefit from any Western-
India friction. Pakistan’s activism, while
limited, underscores New Delhi’s relative
sidelining in mediation.
The critique of ambiguity has merit in
perception: when influence is measured
by voice, silence can signal irrelevance.
Yet data shows results—tankers moving,
citizens protected, waivers under
discussion. The real test comes in post-
crisis settlements: will India shape
outcomes or merely adapt?
Broader Geopolitical Ramifications:
QUAD, Russia, and the Indo-Pacific
The Gulf crisis intersects with India’s other
alignments. QUAD partners (especially
the US and Australia) expect solidarity
against Iran-linked threats (e.g., Houthis,
proxies). Russia’s discounted oil has
been a lifeline, with US waivers
underscoring transactional ties. A
prolonged crisis could force harder
choices: deeper Western integration at
the cost of energy affordability, or renewed
Russian/Iranian engagement risking
technology and market access.
In the Indo-Pacific, the dilemma
reinforces the need for naval expansion
(e.g., more carriers, logistics) and
alternative corridors like India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).
Domestically, it fuels calls for energy
transition acceleration—renewables,
nuclear, hydrogen—though timelines
remain long.

Recommendations: From Ambiguity
to Assertive Autonomy
To transcend the dilemma, India should:
Deepen energy diversification: Accelerate
deals with Africa, Latin America, and
domestic production (e.g., ONGC
expansions). Build strategic reserves and
refining flexibility.
Invest in hard power: Expand Indian
Ocean naval presence, joint patrols with
Gulf navies, and maritime domain
awareness.
Proactive diplomacy: Lead or co-lead
Track-2 initiatives, offer humanitarian aid
corridors, and push for inclusive Gulf
security forums. Leverage BRICS and
G20 for multilateral de-escalation.
Secure Chabahar legally: Finalize
hybrid ownership models immune to
sanctions; link it explicitly to INSTC
milestones.
Protect the diaspora: Pre-position
evacuation plans, skill diversification
programs, and welfare schemes.
Domestic consensus: Bipartisan
parliamentary briefings to frame policy as
national, not partisan.
These steps would transform reactive
autonomy into proactive influence.
Conclusion: The Price of Autonomy
in a Polarized World

India’s Gulf dilemma amid the 2026 Iran
crisis is a crucible. Strategic autonomy
remains the right framework—flexible,
interest-driven, non-ideological—but it
demands constant adaptation. What
critics call ambiguity is often the friction
of multi-alignment in a region where every
relationship carries trade-offs. The
government’s handling has mitigated
immediate shocks, preserving options for
all sides. Yet perceptions matter:
influence accrues to those who shape
narratives and outcomes, not just endure
them.
As the crisis moves from confrontation
to settlement—whenever that occurs—
India’s real test will be whether it emerges
with enhanced leverage or diminished
voice. Prudent caution has served the
nation; needless timidity has not. The
path forward lies in clearer
communication of red lines, accelerated
self-reliance, and diplomatic
entrepreneurship. In a world of great-
power competition and regional volatility,
true autonomy is not the absence of
choice but the mastery of hard choices.
India has the tradition, the resources, and
the talent to choose wisely. The question
is whether its leaders will seize the
moment or let events dictate terms.
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In the dim glow of a Varanasi
living room, a father clutches his
phone, his voice cracking as he
speaks to a reporter. His
daughter, a bright 18-year-old
who topped her school boards
and poured two years into
relentless study, has just cleared
the 99.2 percentile in JEE Mains
2026. "Ma'am, we spent almost
18 lakh on coaching in Kota," he
says. "Hostel, fees, tests,
everything. She barely slept. Will
she get an IIT?" The answer, in
2026, is almost certainly no – not
for Computer Science at Bombay
or Delhi, and likely not for any IIT
at all in her preferred branch.
This is not an isolated tragedy. It
is the new normal for lakhs of
Indian families chasing the IIT
dream. Every year, the numbers
climb: more candidates, higher
scores, soaring coaching bills –
yet the seats remain stubbornly
finite. JEE Mains was once the
gateway; a 99 percentile felt like
a near-certain ticket to glory.
Today, it is merely the first, brutal
filter in a gauntlet where even the
elite often fall short. This
investigative report, drawing on
official NTA data, JoSAA
statistics, coaching industry
insiders, student testimonies,
mental health experts, and
policymakers, uncovers the
anatomy of a system in crisis.
Mark inflation – driven by
exploding participation and
normalization quirks – has not
just raised the bar; it has
rendered the old metrics
obsolete, turning aspiration into
a high-stakes lottery that
extracts a devastating human
and economic toll.
The Numbers Don't Lie: A
Flood of Aspirants Meets a
Fixed Pipeline
Let's start with the raw arithmetic
that exposes the illusion. In JEE
Main 2026, a record 15,38,468
unique candidates appeared
across both sessions – up from
roughly 12.5 lakh in 2025 and
under 10 lakh a decade ago.
Session 1 alone saw 13,04,653
appear out of 13,55,293
registered, with attendance
hitting 96.26%. Total
registrations breached 16 lakh.
This is no anomaly; the trend has
been relentless. Year-wise
appearances (approximate, per
NTA and compiled analyses):
2020: ~10.23 lakh appeared
2022: ~9.05 lakh
2023: ~17 lakh (peak post-
COVID surge, including repeats)
2024: ~11-12 lakh
2025: ~12.58 lakh appeared
2026: 15.38 lakh (record)
A 99 percentile in this pool means
you are in the top 1% – roughly

15,000 candidates. That's not
"rare genius"; it's a cohort larger
than many small engineering
colleges. Marks required for that
percentile have also crept up in
tougher shifts: 170-200+ out of
300 in 2026, versus 160-ish a few
years back, depending on
normalization.
JEE Mains qualifies the top ~2.5
lakh (roughly) for JEE Advanced
– about 16% of takers. But
Advanced itself is another
bloodbath. In 2025, 1,87,223
registered, 1,80,422 appeared,
and only 54,378 qualified (30%
pass rate). For 2026, similar
patterns hold, with category-wise
cutoffs for Advanced qualification
starting at 93.41 percentile for
General.
Now the choke point: IIT
undergraduate seats. For 2025-
26, sanctioned intake across 23
IITs stood at 18,160 (including
supernumerary for females).
Actual allotments hit 18,188.
New seats added in newer IITs
(Bhilai, Dharwad, etc.) totalled
over 1,300 in 2025-26, with more
planned – but growth lags
candidate surge by orders of
magnitude. Even with 20%
supernumerary quotas and
expansions, the effective B.Tech
intake hovers around 18,000-
19,000. Compare that to 15+
lakh Mains takers or even
54,000+ Advanced qualifiers: the
success ratio from Mains to IIT
seat is under 1.2%. From
Advanced qualifiers to seat:
roughly 1 in 3.
This is not merit failure. It is
structural mismatch. Seats have
grown modestly (from ~10,000
two decades ago to ~18k now),
but aspirants have exploded due
to population bulge, rising
middle-class aspirations, and the
IIT brand's global cachet. The
result: percentile inflation. A 99
percentile today buys you a rank
around 10,000-15,000 (post-
tiebreakers), qualifying for
Advanced but offering slim odds
for top branches or even any IIT
seat if your Advanced
performance falters.
Thought experiment: In 2015,
fewer than 1.5 lakh appeared; 99
percentile was elite territory.
Today, it is table stakes for the
upper middle. The "mark inflation"
the query highlights is real – not
in absolute cheating (though
paper leaks and scandals
persist), but in relative
compression. Normalization
across shifts rewards
consistency in a hyper-
competitive pool, but the
absolute bar for standout
performance has risen because
everyone is better prepared,

coached, and drilled.
The Coaching Industrial
Complex: Rs 25 Lakh
Factories of Hope and
Heartbreak
Enter the coaching behemoth.
Kota, the epicenter, hosts 1.5-2
lakh students annually. A two-
year integrated JEE program at
top institutes (Allen, Resonance,
FIITJEE, Aakash) costs Rs 8-12
lakh in tuition alone. Add hostel
(Rs 1-2 lakh/year), food,
materials, test series, and
"miscellaneous" – families
routinely cross Rs 15-25 lakh.
Investigations reveal a profit
machine. Kota's economy runs
on aspirants: coaching fees,
hostels, mess halls, photocopy
shops. Directors admit off-record
that "repeaters" (drop-year
students) subsidize operations.
Scholarships lure the
meritorious, but full-fee payers
from Tier-2/3 cities bear the brunt.
One Kota insider, speaking
anonymously, described it as
"assembly-line education": 12-
hour days, weekly tests ranked
publicly, parental pressure via
apps tracking every mock score.
The human cost is documented
– and devastating. Kota reported
14 student suicides by April
2025, following 17 in 2024 and
26-32 in 2023. Cumulative from
2015-2024: 127. "Kota Cares"
helplines and warden training
emerged as reactive measures,
but experts like psychologists at
NIMHANS point to systemic
issues: isolation, sleep
deprivation, fear of "wasting"
parental investment.
One mother from Lucknow,
whose son scored 99.5
percentile in Mains but missed
Advanced cutoff by a whisker in
2025, told this reporter: "We sold
land for Rs 22 lakh. He made AIR
12,000-ish. No IIT. Now he's in a
private college, depressed. The
coaching promised the moon.
They delivered ranks – but not
seats."
Coaching success stories
dominate billboards: "78 students
above 99 percentile from our
batch!" But aggregated data
shows diminishing returns. Top
100 ranks still cluster from Kota
factories, yet the 99-percentile
masses – the very students
paying premium – increasingly
land in NITs, IIITs, or private
universities charging Rs 10-20
lakh in fees themselves.
The Advanced Reality Check:
Mains Percentile Is Just the
Entry Ticket
JEE Mains is explicitly "only the
first step." The query nails it.
Advanced demands a different
beast: deeper conceptual

application, speed under
pressure, two grueling papers.
Even 99+ in Mains can yield
failure if Advanced flops.
Qualifying cutoffs for Advanced
hover at 93+ percentile General
(2026), but actual seat allocation
via JoSAA depends on Advanced
rank, category, and branch
choices.
Popular branches (CS, AI,
Electronics at old IITs) close at
ranks under 500-1,000. A 99
Mains percentile might translate
to 10,000-15,000 Mains rank,
then – if you qualify Advanced –
a mid-tier Advanced rank. Result:
no preferred IIT, or none at all.
Many "99 percentilers" end up in
newer IITs for less competitive
streams or opt out for NITs
(24,000+ seats, still competitive).
This creates a psychological
whiplash. Students internalize: "I
am top 1% nationally, yet not
good enough." The system,
designed in the 1960s for a
smaller India, has scaled poorly.
Policymakers have added seats
incrementally, but demand
outpaces supply. Union Budget
promises of more IITs and
supernumerary quotas help
marginally, but do not address
root causes.
Broader Systemic Failures:
One Exam, One Dream
India's obsession with IITs is
cultural, economic, and policy-
driven. An IIT degree signals
prestige, high packages (Rs 20-
50 lakh starting for top
branches), and global mobility.
Alternatives – NITs, IIITs, state
colleges, or even foreign
universities – are dismissed as
"second-tier" by parents and
society. Private engineering
colleges charge comparable or
higher fees with lower ROI.
Mental health data nationwide
mirrors Kota: student suicides
rose 81% since 2011 per NCRB,
with academic pressure cited
prominently. Coaching culture
commodifies childhood; 14-18-
year-olds forgo sports,  arts,
social l i fe for "rank or die."
Economically, middle-class
families (the primary payers)
face a sunk-cost fallacy. Rs
2 5  l a k h  i s  5 - 1 0  y e a r s '
savings for many. Fai lure
breeds resentment, family
d e b t ,  o r  p i v o t  t o
"management quota" seats
at premium prices.
Globally, compare to SAT/
ACT in the US or Gaokao in
China: similar pressure, but
b r o a d e r  u n i v e r s i t y
e c o s y s t e m s  and multiple
pathways dilute the singularity.
India's rigid funnel funnels talent
into a narrow pipe.

The Shattered IIT Dream- Rs 25 Lakh for Coaching, 99 Percentile in JEE
Mains, Yet No Seat. How Mark Inflation and Exploding Competition

Turned a Once-Guaranteed Path into an Elusive Mirage
Voices from the Ground:
Stories That Demand Reform
Beyond statistics, the human
narratives indict the system. A
Hyderabad student (99.8
percentile, 2026) who spent Rs
20 lakh: "I qualified Advanced but
my rank got me chemical
engineering at a new IIT. I wanted
CS. Now debating drop year –
more lakhs down the drain."
A coaching dropout in Delhi: "The
pressure to maintain percentile
destroyed my curiosity. I scored
98.5 – 'good' by old standards,
useless now. Switched to data
science via online courses;
happier, cheaper."
Experts call for diversification:
expand IIT capacity aggressively
(target 50,000 seats in 5 years?),
strengthen NITs/IIITs with
autonomy and funding, introduce
holistic admissions (like some
IITs piloting), reform syllabus to
reduce rote, integrate mental
health mandates in coaching,
and promote vocational/skills
tracks.
NTA's normalization and multi-
session format aim for fairness
but inadvertently fuel the arms
race – more attempts, more
coaching. Leaks and paper
controversies erode trust further.
Is the Dream Dead? Or Ripe
for Reinvention?
The IIT dream is not dead – it
remains a beacon of excellence,
producing leaders in tech,
research, and industry. But it has
become dangerously
inaccessible, breeding inequality.
Wealthier families afford elite
coaching and multiple attempts;
rural/first-gen talent struggles
despite reservations.
Thought-provoking questions
linger: Should India cap coaching
or regulate fees? Mandate seat
expansion tied to GDP growth?
Shift to multiple entrance tests
or AI-driven skill assessments?
Celebrate diverse careers
beyond "IIT tag"?
As one policymaker
(anonymous, Education
Ministry) admitted: "We created
a monster. The exam filters
brilliantly, but the ecosystem
can't absorb the output. Reform
is overdue – or we'll lose a
generation to despair."
For the Varanasi father and his
daughter, and lakhs like them:
the 99 percent i le  was
supposed to  be v ic tory.
Instead, it is a sobering lesson
in modern India's meritocracy
– f ie rce ly  compet i t i ve ,
unforgivingly narrow, and in
desperate  need o f
reca l ib ra t ion.  The dream
endures,  but  the path
demands urgent widening.
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And India had arrived there first,
ahead of the Americans, ahead
of the Chinese, ahead of
everyone. In doing so, it raised a
question that the international
community has been
conspicuously reluctant to
answer: What happens when
multiple nations, and eventually
multiple corporations, begin
occupying the same patch of
Moon?
The honest answer is: nobody
knows. And that ignorance, in an
era of accelerating lunar
ambition, is becoming a genuine
crisis.The Ancient Law and Its
Modern Holes
The legal framework governing
human activity in outer space
was written in an era of slide rules
and mainframes, when the Moon
was a destination for national
prestige rather than national
interest. The 1967 Outer Space
Treaty — often called the “Magna
Carta of space law” — was
negotiated during the height of
Cold War brinkmanship,
designed primarily as an arms-
control instrument to prevent the
weaponisation of orbit. It does
contain sweeping declarations:
outer space is the “province of
all mankind,” no nation may claim
sovereignty over celestial bodies,
and the Moon and other bodies
shall be used exclusively for
peaceful purposes.
These are noble sentiments.
They are also critically under-
specified for the world of 2026.
The Treaty’s central weakness
lies in what legal scholars call
the “non-appropriation principle”
contained in Article II, which
prohibits any national claim of
sovereignty over outer space or
any celestial body. On its face,
this would seem to preclude any
nation from effectively owning the
Moon or any portion of it. But the
Treaty says nothing whatsoever
about resources extracted from
those bodies. It is silent on
whether a nation or a company
may mine water ice from a polar
crater, refine it into rocket fuel,
and sell it on commercial

Key Milestones:
The Road to Crisis
1967 Outer Space Treaty
enters into force
Cold War arms-control
instrument becomes the
foundational document of
international space law. Prohibits
WMDs in orbit and military
bases on the Moon, but silent
on resource extraction.
1979 Moon Agreement:
born dead
The Agreement declares lunar
resources the "common heritage
of mankind." No major
spacefaring nation ratifies it. It
remains in legal limbo to this
day.
2015 US Commercial
Space Launch
Competitiveness Act
American citizens granted legal
right to own resources extracted
from celestial bodies.
Luxembourg, UAE, and Japan
follow with similar legislation.
2020 Artemis Accords
launched
US-led bilateral framework
establishes norms including
"safety zones" around lunar
operations. Now counts 54
signatories. China and Russia
refuse to sign.
2021 China-Russia ILRS
announced
Beijing and Moscow announce
joint International Lunar
Research Station, targeting the
same south pole region as
Artemis. Now backed by 13
additional nations.
2023 India lands
Chandrayaan-3 at the south
pole
India becomes the first nation
ever to soft-land near the lunar
south pole, staking a claim of
capability and intent.
2025 First purchase of
extraterrestrial resource;
LUPEX approved
US DoE procures three litres of
lunar helium-3 - the first-ever
government purchase of an off-
world resource. India approves
Chandrayaan-5/LUPEX with
JAXA.
2026 NASA cancels
Gateway; Trump demands
lunar nuclear reactor
NASA officially abandons the
Lunar Gateway in favour of a
direct surface base camp.
Executive Order 14369 sets goal
of nuclear reactor on the Moon
by 2030.

Who Owns the Moon?

markets. It is silent on whether
establishing a permanent base
constitutes a de facto occupation
that crowds out other nations.
And it is silent on the question
of “safety zones” — the
exclusion areas around
installations that nations or
companies may declare
unilaterally, in practice controlling
territory they may not legally
claim.

The Five Space Treaties: A
System in Decay
The international framework for
space governance rests on five
agreements, each more weakly
ratified than the last. The 1967
Outer Space Treaty (OST) has
118 state parties and forms the
foundational document. The
1968 Rescue Agreement, the
1972 Liability Convention, and
the 1976 Registration Convention
each address narrow operational
questions.
The 1979 Moon Agreement —
which attempted to establish the
Moon’s resources as the
“common heritage of mankind”
and require international sharing
of extracted materials — is the
most comprehensive but also the
most legally toothless: only 18

nations have ratified it, and not
one is a major spacefaring power.
The United States, Russia,
China, India, and the European
space nations have all declined
to sign, rendering it effectively
dead on arrival.
Unlike later environmental or
arms-control conventions, the
OST was not drafted as a
“framework convention” designed
for iterative development, and it
created no standing mechanism
for interpretation or revision.
When the world needed an
evolving legal instrument, it got
a static relic.

The 1979 Moon Agreement
attempted to plug these gaps by
declaring lunar resources the
“common heritage of mankind”
and requiring an international
regime to govern their extraction
and distribution. It was, in theory,
the solution. In practice, it was
never ratified by any nation that
actually had the capability to
reach the Moon, and it has
remained a dead letter for over
four decades. The United States
passed the Commercial Space
Launch Competitiveness Act in
2015, which explicitly grants
American citizens the right to

own resources they extract from
celestial bodies. Luxembourg,
the United Arab Emirates, and
Japan followed with similar
national legislation. In doing so,
each nation created a legal
framework that effectively says:
we cannot own the Moon, but we
can own everything we take from
it.

The Prize: What Makes the
South Pole Worth Fighting Over
To understand why the south
pole of the Moon has become
the most contested piece of real
estate in the solar system, one
must appreciate the sheer
improbability of what exists there.
In the permanently shadowed
craters of Shackleton, Sverdrup-
Henson, de Gerlache, and the
surrounding highlands, billions of
years of solar-wind delivery have
deposited enormous quantities of
water ice. Unlike the sunlit
equatorial regions visited by
Apollo, these craters have not
seen sunlight in geological
epochs. Temperatures plunge to
minus 250 degrees Celsius. The
ice sits undisturbed.
That water ice is not merely
scientifically interesting. It is, in
the calculus of 21st-century
space exploration, the equivalent

"The moon is becoming a new theatre of
geopolitical competition. And unlike
earlier space ventures, this one may not
be driven solely by science."

- EUROPEAN SPACE
POLICY ANALYST, 2025
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"The first nation to successfully
establish a foothold may gain sufficient

leverage to effectively control who
follows, and under what terms."

- STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS OF SPACE
MILITARIZATION, NOVATUS CAPITAL,

2025

of a Gulf oil field. Water can be
split through electrolysis into
hydrogen and oxygen — the two
components of rocket propellant.
A functioning lunar water-
extraction operation would
effectively turn the south pole into
a “gas station in the sky,”
enabling missions to refuel
before heading to Mars and
beyond. The nation or
consortium that controls reliable
access to that resource will hold
decisive leverage over the entire
future of humanity’s expansion
into the solar system.
But water is only the beginning.
The lunar south pole also
contains extraordinary
concentrations of helium-3, an
isotope virtually absent from
Earth’s surface that has been
deposited by billions of years of
solar wind. Helium-3 is
considered a potential fuel for
future clean-fusion reactors. One
ton of helium-3 could, in theory,
power a city for a year. In mid-
2025, the United States
Department of Energy made the
first government purchase of an
extraterrestrial resource — three
litres of lunar helium-3 —
signalling that the strategic
interest has moved beyond the
theoretical.
India’s Long Game: From
Chandrayaan-3 to a
Permanent Presence
India’s achievement with
Chandrayaan-3 was the starting
gun, not the finish line. In the two
and a half years since that
historic landing, ISRO has
moved with a purposefulness
that belies the organisation’s
traditionally measured pace. The
mission pipeline now extends
across multiple decades, each
step incrementally expanding
India’s capabilities and staking
a deeper claim to the south pole
region.
Chandrayaan-4, which received
Union Cabinet approval in
September 2024 at a cost of
roughly $250 million, represents
India’s most ambitious space
engineering challenge yet.
Designed as a lunar sample-
return mission, it will be launched
on two separate LVM-3 heavy-lift
rockets, carrying five distinct
spacecraft modules: a propulsion
module, a transfer module, a
descender, an ascender, and a

re-entry vehicle. The spacecraft
will land in the Mountainous
Plains near Mons Mouton —
even closer to the south pole than
Chandrayaan-3 — collect up to
three kilograms of lunar regolith
and rock, and return those
samples to Earth.
The mission will require ISRO to
demonstrate orbital docking and
undocking in lunar orbit for the
first time in Indian space history
— a capability previously
possessed by only the United
States, the Soviet Union, and
China. India’s Space Docking
Experiment (SpaDeX),
conducted in late 2024, was
intended to validate this
technology in low-Earth orbit as
a precursor.
Beyond Chandrayaan-4, the
Indian government formally
approved Chandrayaan-5 in
March 2025. Known
internationally as LUPEX — the
Lunar Polar Exploration Mission
— it is a joint endeavour with
JAXA, formalised by Prime
Minister Modi and Japanese
counterparts at the India-Japan
Summit in August 2025. LUPEX
is specifically designed to
explore permanently shadowed
regions near the south pole,
studying lunar volatiles and
demonstrating technologies for
surviving the brutal lunar night.
JAXA will provide the rover; ISRO
will provide the lander. The
mission is, in essence, a
prospecting exercise for water
ice — and the data it returns will
directly inform India’s long-term
decisions about where to
establish a permanent presence.
ndia’s broader ambition is explicit
and extraordinary: ISRO
chairman V. Narayanan has
confirmed that the robotic
programme is laying groundwork
for India’s own crewed lunar
landing by 2040. The south pole
is not a destination for India. It is
a home.
The Two Blocs and Their
Competing Visions
If India represents an emerging
independent pole of lunar
ambition, the broader geopolitical
landscape of the Moon is being
shaped by a stark bifurcation
between two rival blocs, each
with a distinct vision for who
governs space and on what
terms.

The American-led bloc operates
under the Artemis Accords, a set
of bilateral agreements between
the United States and partner
nations that now number 54
signatories. The Accords
attempt to establish norms for
responsible lunar behaviour:
transparency, interoperability,
peaceful conflict resolution,
preservation of heritage sites,
and the critical provision for
“safety zones” around
operational assets. These zones
are presented as practical
measures to prevent harmful
interference — but critics,
particularly in Beijing, have
characterised them as a
mechanism for informal territorial
control. One widely cited
Chinese military analyst
described the Artemis Accords
as akin to “European colonial
enclosure land-taking methods.”
The Chinese-Russian bloc has
organised its counter under the
International Lunar Research
Station (ILRS) — an initiative
announced in March 2021 that
has since attracted 13 additional
partner nations, including
Venezuela, South Africa,
Azerbaijan, Thailand, Pakistan,
and Egypt. Like the Artemis
programme, the ILRS targets the
south pole. Like Artemis, it
envisions a permanent base. The
two blocs are, in essence, racing
to occupy the same mountain.
China’s ILRS construction phase
begins in earnest after the
Chang’e 8 mission in 2028, with
a basic crewed-capable outpost
targeted for 2035.
What makes this divergence
genuinely alarming is that neither
bloc is operating under a shared
legal framework, and neither bloc
is bound by any mechanism that
could compel compliance with
norms the other does not accept.
The United Nations Committee
on the Peaceful Uses of Outer
Space (COPUOS) exists, but it
is widely perceived as “non-
binding by design.” There is no
World Trade Organisation of
space, no International Court of
the Moon, no body with the
authority and enforcement
capability to adjudicate a dispute
between two nuclear powers over
who gets to extract water from
Shackleton Crater.
In April 2025, the United Nations

released a draft set of principles
for lunar activities. The draft was
notable for what it contained:
reaffirmations of existing OST
language, calls for transparency,
encouragement of dialogue. It
was equally notable for what it
did not contain: any binding
enforcement mechanism, any
prohibition on safety zones, any
definition of how resource
extraction rights would be
allocated, any process for
resolving territorial disputes. The
international community, faced
with an urgent governance crisis,
produced a communiqué.
Militarisation: The Question
Nobody Wants to Answer
The Outer Space Treaty is, at its
core, an arms-control instrument.
Article IV prohibits placing
nuclear weapons or weapons of
mass destruction in orbit or on
celestial bodies, limits the Moon
and other bodies to “peaceful
purposes,” and explicitly bans
military bases, installations,
fortifications, weapons testing,
and military manoeuvres on the
lunar surface. This language
sounds comprehensive. It is not.
“Peaceful purposes” has never
been definitively interpreted
under international law. The
United States and its allies have
long maintained that it permits
“non-aggressive” military uses —
surveillance, intelligence-
gathering, dual-use
communications infrastructure
— while prohibiting only offensive
weapons. Russia and China have
historically disputed this
interpretation when convenient,
while pursuing the very dual-use
capabilities they nominally
oppose. The result is a treaty
whose central restriction is
interpreted differently by every
major signatory, and enforced by
none.
The militarisation of Earth orbit
has already proceeded far
beyond what the OST’s drafters
envisioned. Approximately
30,000 tracked objects larger
than 10 centimetres now
populate near-Earth space, of
which roughly 10,000 are
operational satellites. Both China
and Russia have demonstrated
anti-satellite weapons. India
joined that club with a successful

ASAT test in 2019. The United
States Space Force was
established in 2019. All major
powers now plan their military
operations on the assumption
that adversaries will attempt to
degrade or destroy their space-
based assets in any serious
conflict. Space has already been
militarised. The question for the
Moon is whether it will be
weaponised.
The Precedent Nobody Wants
to Invoke
Legal scholars and space policy
analysts have long feared a
particular precedent — not from
outer space, but from the ocean.
The United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea
established a comprehensive
framework for maritime territorial
claims, exclusive economic
zones, and deep-seabed
resource governance. China was
a signatory. When an
international tribunal ruled
against China’s expansive
territorial claims in the South
China Sea in 2016, Beijing
declared the ruling “null and void”
and proceeded with its island-
building programme as if the
ruling had never been issued.
That episode demonstrated
something profoundly important:
a nation with sufficient power and
political will can simply ignore an
international legal ruling and
accept the reputational cost as
worthwhile. Multiple analysts
have noted explicitly that China’s
South China Sea behaviour offers
a “concerning precedent” for how
it might approach lunar activities.
A nation that established a
permanent south pole base,
perhaps with nuclear power
infrastructure and the physical
means to deny access to
surrounding territory, would hold
leverage that no international
ruling could easily dislodge.
The Nuclear Question
Of all the developments
converging on the lunar south
pole, none is more destabilising
than the race to deploy nuclear
reactors — and potentially
nuclear weapons — on the
Moon. Both major blocs have
announced their intention to use
nuclear power for their permanent
lunar bases, and the logic is
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straightforward: solar power
alone cannot sustain a base
through the two-week lunar night,
and the south pole’s permanently
shadowed regions receive no
sunlight whatsoever.
In December 2025, President
Trump signed Executive Order
14369 setting a goal of deploying
a lunar surface nuclear reactor
by 2030. NASA and the
Department of Energy promptly
renewed their partnership in the
Fission Surface Power
Programme. The first mover in
lunar nuclear power will gain an
advantage that extends far
beyond electricity: a nuclear
reactor supports not only a
human habitat but also in-situ
resource util isation — the
extraction of water ice and its
processing into water, oxygen,
and hydrogen. A nation with
nuclear power at the south pole
can operate continuously, day
and night, through the lunar
winter, extracting and processing
resources that a solar-powered
competitor must suspend
operations to survive.
China and Russia have matched
this ambition. In 2024, they
announced a joint effort to
develop and deploy a nuclear
reactor at the ILRS site by 2035.
Roscosmos separately
announced a contract with NPO
Lavochkin to build a Russian
lunar power plant by 2036, with
participation from Rosatom and
the Kurchatov Institute. The
inevitability of multiple nuclear
reactors operating in close
proximity on the lunar surface,
within territory for which no
binding safety or security
protocols exist, requires no
particular alarmism to describe
as a novel and serious risk.
What Governance Would
Actually Require
The scholars and practitioners
who study this problem most
seriously have converged on a
dispiriting consensus: the
governance vacuum is real, it is
worsening, and the window for
addressing it through
international agreement is rapidly
closing. Once permanent crewed
bases are established at the
south pole — which could
happen within this decade — the

political incentive to negotiate
binding frameworks will collapse
entirely. Established powers
rarely negotiate away
advantages they have already
secured.
What would meaningful
governance require? At
minimum, four elements: a
binding definition of safety zones
that prevents their use as de facto
territorial claims; an international
resource-extraction registry that
creates transparency around
what is being taken from where;
a dispute-resolution mechanism
with actual enforcement
authority; and an arms-control
protocol that closes the gap
between the OST’s prohibition
on weapons of mass destruction
and the vast array of
weaponisable capabilities that do
not meet that threshold.
Each of these is technically
feasible. Each is politically
nearly impossible in the current
geopolitical environment. The
Belfer Center at Harvard
proposed, in December 2025,
convening a formal Conference of
the Parties mechanism for the
Outer Space Treaty — modelled
on the successful COP
processes for climate and
biodiversity agreements — which
would create a standing body
capable of issuing
interpretations, developing new
protocols, and holding state
parties to account.
Sydney in October 2025 — in
which participants played out a
scenario of rival south pole
installations by 2038 — produced
a telling result. Even in a
structured exercise designed to
test cooperative instincts,
competition emerged organically.
The simulation’s designers noted
that players had not been
required to compete; competition
emerged because the incentives
of the scenario made it rational.
The Moon, in 2026, presents
exactly those incentives —
without the simulation’s safety of
a controlled environment and a
debrief at the end.
India’s Position: Strategic
Ambiguity as Doctrine
India’s approach to the emerging
lunar governance crisis deserves
particular attention because it

illustrates, with unusual clarity,
the impossible choices that mid-
tier space
powers face. India has signed the
Artemis Accords, aligning itself
nominally with the US-led bloc.
But India has also maintained a
studied neutrality on the deeper
questions of space governance,
declined to formally join the ILRS,
and pursued an independent
capability trajectory that will,
within a decade, give it the
technical means to operate at the
south pole without depending on
either bloc’s infrastructure.
This is not incoherence. It is
sophisticated hedging. India has
a land border dispute with China,
making ILRS membership
politically impossible. But it has
also a history of non-alignment
and a domestic political
constituency that demands India
be treated as a peer, not a junior
partner, in any international
framework it joins. The Artemis
Accords offer India’s space
programme the credibility of
association with the world’s
leading space power while
demanding relatively little in
terms of sovereign constraint.
The LUPEX mission with Japan
is emblematic of this strategy.
Japan is an Artemis Accords
signatory and a close US ally.
But the LUPEX mission is
bilateral between ISRO and
JAXA — it does not operate under
NASA authority, and its data will
be owned jointly by India and
Japan. India is building an
independent south pole data
asset. When the governance
frameworks are eventually
negotiated — if they are — India
will come to the table not as a
supplicant seeking access to a
resource it lacks, but as a power
with its own robots on the
relevant terrain.
The Clock Is Running
The convergence of events over
the next five years will determine
whether humanity’s expansion to
the Moon becomes a model of
international cooperation or an
extension of Earth’s most
dangerous geopolitical dynamics
into a new domain. The trajectory
is not foreordained. History offers
examples of last-minute
governance solutions: the
Antarctic Treaty of 1959,
negotiated before any nation
established a permanent
territorial claim, remains perhaps
the most successful example of
proactive governance of a
contested commons.
That will is not currently visible.
The United States is pursuing
unilateral supremacy. China is

pursuing independent capability
with carefully cultivated
multilateral cover. Russia is a
junior partner to China’s
ambitions. India is building
options. The middle powers —
Japan, South Korea, the UAE,
Canada, Australia — are
navigating between the blocs with
varying degrees of
independence. The UN is
producing principles where
binding rules are needed.
Meanwhile, on the Moon itself,
the preparation continues. India’s
Chandrayaan programme has
mapped the terrain. China’s
Chang’e missions have sampled
the far side. The United States
is planning nuclear reactors. The
south pole of the Moon, which
saw only robotic visitors for the
first time barely three years ago,
will within a decade host
infrastructure from at least three
nations, built on terrain whose
legal status is genuinely
ambiguous, governed by rules
that have not been written,
enforced by mechanisms that do
not exist.
This is not a hypo the t i ca l
crisis. It  is an approaching
one. The question of who
owns the Moon is, on paper,
sett led: nobody does. But
the question of who controls
it — who extracts its water,
p r o c e s s e s  its helium-3,
establishes the norms that
others must accept or contest —
remains entirely open. It will be
answered not by lawyers writing
treaties, but by engineers
building bases and generals
quietly planning contingencies.
The window in which international
law could shape that answer is
closing. It may not be too late.
But it is, unmistakably, getting
later.

STRATEGIC WARNING
In December 2025, President Trump issued Executive Order
14369, "Ensuring American Space Superiority," which set an
explicit goal of deploying nuclear reactors on the Moon and in
orbit, including a lunar surface reactor ready for launch by 2030.
Acting NASA Administrator Sean Duffy publicly vowed he would
not allow China to reach the south pole first - framing the lunar
race in terms of national dominance rather than international
cooperation.
China has formalised its "military-civil fusion" doctrine in space -
an explicit integration of military objectives into civilian space
activities - and has been developing ground-based and space-
based anti-satellite capabilities alongside its lunar programme.
Russia, despite its post-Ukraine isolation from Western
programmes, has continued development of its own ASAT arsenal
and has allegedly been working on nuclear space weapons
capable of destroying entire satellite constellations.
A permanent lunar south pole base with a nuclear reactor,
intelligence and surveillance infrastructure, and the capacity to
refuel and rearm visiting spacecraft is, whatever its nominal civilian
designation, a military asset of the first order.

PERSPECTIVES ON A PATH
FORWARD
What legal scholars and policy
experts recommend
A COP-style review mechanism
for the OST — The Belfer Center
proposes a formal Conference of
the Parties modelled on climate
agreements, creating a standing
body capable of developing
binding interpretations and new
protocols without requiring full
treaty renegotiation.
A lunar resource registry — An
internationally agreed
registration system for extraction
operations would create
transparency about what is being
taken from where, even without
allocating rights.
Binding definition of safety zones
— Clarifying through multilateral
agreement that safety zones are
operational, not territorial, and
that their size is proportionate to
the actual hazard radius of the
installation, would prevent their
escalation into de facto land
claims.
A lunar arms-control protocol
— Closing the gap between
the OST’s WMD prohibition
and the broad array of dual-
use mi l i ta ry  capabi l i t ies
requ i res  a  ded icated
ins t rument ,  proh ib i t ing
spec i f ic  ca tegor ies  o f
capabi l i ty  ra ther  than
attempting to define “peaceful
use” from first principles.
None of these paths is easy.
All require the cooperation of
nat ions that  are ,  a t  th is
moment ,  in  in tense
competition. The alternative is to
leave governance to the outcome
of the competition itself — and
to accept whatever arrangements
the first movers impose on those
who arrive later.
**********************************

"Space is no longer a peaceful global
commons. It is an ever more contested,
congested, and competitive geopolitical
environment on which activity planet-

side relies on more and more."
- HUMAN SECURITY CENTRE, JANUARY

2026
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“We Belong”: The D.C. Power

Summit

The Indian American Impact Summit (April

20–21) transformed the nation’s capital

into a hub of South Asian political

strategy. Under the theme “We Belong,”

the event celebrated a decade of

progress, moving from a small advocacy

group to a kingmaker in key swing states.

Leaders emphasized that with the

community now numbering over five

million, “representation is no longer a

luxury—it’s a necessity for safety.”

-------------------------------------

South Asian Hill Day: Lobbying for the

Future

Following the summit, hundreds of

attendees traded gala attire for business

suits to storm Capitol Hill. Their agenda

was specific: urging Congress to pass the

Community Safety Act to address rising

hate incidents and advocating for the

removal of per-country caps on green

cards. It wasn’t just about presence; it

was about precision lobbying.

-------------------------------------

NYC’s Cultural Pivot: Commissioner

Diya Vij

Mayor Zohran Mamdani made a

statement by appointing Diya Vij as the

head of the Department of Cultural Affairs.

Managing $245 million, Vij is now the

architect of NYC’s cultural soul. Her

appointment is seen as a victory for the

“progressive diaspora,” promising to shift

funding toward grassroots immigrant arts

organizations that have long been

overshadowed by elite institutions.

-------------------------------------

The California Gubernatorial Forum

On April 18, the South Asian Network

(SAN) co-hosted a historic forum in Los

Angeles. Candidates for California

Governor were grilled on issues ranging

from linguistic access in healthcare to the

rising costs of small business insurance

in “Little India” districts. It signaled that

South Asian voters in the Golden State

are a bloc that candidates can no longer

ignore.

-------------------------------------

Caste and the Courts: HAF’s Legal

Stand

The Hindu American Foundation (HAF) is

currently in the thick of a high-stakes

appeal. They argue that state regulators

in California are “unconstitutionally”

targeting Hindus by linking caste bias

specifically to the religion. The outcome

of this case will likely define how religious

and social identity is legally handled in

the U.S. workplace for decades.

-------------------------------------

The Birthright Citizenship Debate

The diaspora is on high alert as the

Supreme Court prepares to review the

14th Amendment’s birthright clause. For

many South Asian “mixed-status”

families, this isn’t an abstract legal

debate—it’s a threat to their children’s

future. Community legal clinics have

reported a 40% spike in inquiries regarding

naturalization since the court’s

announcement.

-------------------------------------

The H-1B Fraud Guilty Pleas

The tech world was rocked as Sampath

Rajidi and Sreedhar Mada pleaded guilty

to a multi-year H-1B visa scheme. By

creating “shell” job descriptions at major

California institutions, they bypassed

lottery rules. Their conviction serves as a

stern warning from the DOJ: the “bench”

system—where workers are kept on

standby without real jobs—is a federal

crime.

-------------------------------------

Staged Robberies for U-Visas

In a bizarre and tragic case, 10 Indian

nationals in Boston were indicted for

staging fake armed robberies. The goal?

To allow participants to apply for U-Visas,

which are reserved for victims of crime.

The “scripted” crimes involved

convenience store clerks being “held up”

at gunpoint to create a paper trail for

immigration benefits.

-------------------------------------

Marijuana and the Border: A

Student’s Deportation

A cautionary tale for the 200,000+ Indian

students in the U.S.: an F-1 student was

deported last week after admitting to past

marijuana use during a routine secondary

inspection. Despite legalization in many

states, federal agents are strictly

enforcing the “Controlled Substances

Act.” One admission led to a lifetime ban,

sparking a wave of “Know Your Rights”

seminars on campuses.

-------------------------------------

The B.C. Extortion Taskforce

In British Columbia, the South Asian

business community has had enough

of gang-linked threats. Led by Justice

Wal ly Oppal  and Senator  Bal te j

Dhillon, a new taskforce is bridging the

gap between silent victims and the

RCMP. The goal is to break the

“cu l ture  o f  s i lence”  that  a l lows

international gangs to prey on Punjabi

entrepreneurs.

-------------------------------------

The Hunt for Jaikaran Singh

Peel Regional Police are currently

searching for Jaikaran Singh, 23, in

connection with a violent stabbing in

Malton on April 18. The incident has

shaken the local community, with leaders

calling for increased youth mentorship

programs to steer the next generation

away from the rising tide of local gang

violence.

-------------------------------------

The $5.4M Arya International Scheme

Rupal Patel of New Jersey is under fire

after authorities ordered her to halt an

alleged $5.4 million investment scam.

Promising high returns through her

business, Arya International, the scheme

reportedly targeted close-knit Indian

social circles, exploiting “community

trust” to funnel life savings into unverified

ventures.

-------------------------------------

The 2026 TIME 100 Honorees

The 2026 list underscores a “South Asian

Hegemony” in tech. Sundar Pichai

(Google), Satya Nadella (Microsoft), and

Neal Mohan (YouTube) were joined by two

emerging female founders in biotech. The

recognition highlights how the diaspora

has shifted from being “the workforce” to

being “the architects” of the AI era.

-------------------------------------

The “Perplexity Computer” Launch

Aravind Srinivas is challenging the status

quo. His new “Perplexity Computer” isn’t

just a laptop; it’s a hardware-native AI

assistant that promises to end the

“browser era.” It’s a bold move that

positions Srinivas as the next major

disruptor in the lineage of Indian-born

Silicon Valley titans.

-------------------------------------

New CEOs: Tata and Zelio

Leadership transitions are in full swing.

Ganesh Lakshminarayanan has officially

taken the reins at Tata Communications,

while Divyanshu Agarwal is steering Zelio

E-Mobility. These appointments reflect

the community’s dominance in the

“physical tech” sectors—telecom and

green energy.

-------------------------------------

Truck World 2026: The Punjabi

Backbone

At the Mississauga Truck World expo,

the data was clear: nearly 40% of

Canada’s trucking industry is now

powered by Punjabi-origin owners and

drivers. The event showcased new

“smart-cab” technology designed to

help drivers stay connected with

families in India, merging high-tech

logistics with cultural values.

-------------------------------------

AI Disrupting the “Offshore” Model

A sobering World Bank report released

this week warns that Generative AI is

slowing down hiring in India-based

multinational offices. For the diaspora,

this means fewer H-1B transfers and a

potential shift in how remittances are sent

back home as the “offshore” economic

engine faces its first real AI threat.

-------------------------------------

Iowa Adopts Sikhism in Schools

In a landmark 7th-grade curriculum

update, Iowa now requires students to

learn about Sikh history. It is the 21st

state to do so, a move aimed at reducing

bullying and hate crimes by educating

the next generation about the Dastar

(turban) and the values of Seva (service).

-------------------------------------

Vaisakhi in Surrey: A Record Crowd

April 18 saw the streets of Surrey, BC,

turn into a sea of saffron and blue. An

estimated 500,000 people attended the

Nagar Kirtan, making it one of the largest

gatherings in North America. The

message this year was “Sovereignty of

Mind,” focusing on mental health and

community resilience.

-------------------------------------

Digital Diaspora: The AI Art Wave

In Chicago and Toronto, the Mandala

Festival is showcasing “AI-

Bharatanatyam”—a fusion of classical

dance and motion-capture technology.

These Gen Z artists are using tech to

reclaim their heritage, proving that

tradition isn’t static; it’s evolving in the

cloud.

-------------------------------------

Gavaskar’s New Innings: Stem Cell

Drive

Cricket icon Sunil Gavaskar is using his

global fame for a different kind of

“century.” He is the face of a new AAPI

initiative to register South Asian stem cell

donors. Currently, South Asian patients

have only a 25% chance of finding a

match, a gap Gavaskar hopes to close

through massive community outreach.

-------------------------------------

Pratham Spark: Building Future

Leaders

The 2026 Pratham Spark cycle has

off icial ly launched, placing high-

achieving Indian American youth in

civic internships. The goal is to move

the diaspora beyond “medicine and

engineering” and into the halls of

pub l ic  po l icy  and humani tar ian

leadership, ensuring the community’s

influence lasts for generations.
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Editorial

Why Trump’s “Fantastic” Praise for
Pakistan Shouldn’t Worry India

The Iran Standoff: Brinkmanship
Without the Appetite for War
By TSAI Editorial Board)

The U.S.-Iran conflict that erupted in
late February 2026 has entered a
precarious new phase. A fragile ceasefire,
initially set for two weeks in early April
and then extended indefinitely at
Pakistan’s urging, remains in place as
of late April. Yet naval skirmishes persist
in the Strait of Hormuz, where Iran has
seized ships and the U.S. maintains a
blockade while threatening lethal force
against mining boats. President Trump
has repeatedly demanded that Iran
present a unified counter proposal
addressing core U.S. concerns—
dismantling its nuclear program, curbing
ballistic missiles, restricting support for
regional proxies, and guaranteeing open
passage through the vital oil
chokepoint—in exchange for sanctions
relief. Rhetoric is heated, with Trump
warning of devastating strikes on
infrastructure if talks fail. But crucially,
there is no fresh invasion plan or deadline
clock ticking down to bombardment. The
question is whether this moment marks
a more dangerous turn for the conflict,
and if so, why. The evidence suggests
yes—but not because the White House
hungers for resumed full-scale war.

To understand the risks, recall how
we arrived here. The 2026 war began with
joint U.S.-Israeli strikes targeting Iranian
nuclear sites, missile facilities, and
leadership after years of Iranian nuclear
advances, proxy attacks, and defiance
of earlier deals. Iran retaliated by choking
the Strait of Hormuz, spiking global
energy prices and triggering economic
pain felt at American gas pumps. A
Pakistani-brokered ceasefire halted major
aerial and ground operations, but neither
side achieved its maximalist goals. Iran’s
10-point counterproposal sought security
guarantees, reparations, and recognition
of its regional role; the U.S. rejected it
as insufficient. Recent rounds of indirect
talks in Islamabad have stalled amid
mutual accusations of bad faith. Iran
claims internal unity; the U.S. points to
fractures in Tehran as leverage.
Meanwhile, tit-for-tat actions—ship
seizures, blockades, and Trump’s order
to “shoot and kill” mining vessels—keep
the flame alive.

This is indeed more dangerous than
the immediate post-ceasefire lull. The
primary reason is classic brinkmanship:
both sides are using limited, deniable
provocations to extract concessions
without crossing into all-out war. The
Strait of Hormuz remains the flashpoint—
roughly one-fifth of global oil trade
passes through it. Iranian Revolutionary
Guard actions and U.S. naval
enforcement create constant
opportunities for miscalculation. A single
sunk tanker, mistaken identity incident,
or civilian casualty could unravel the truce

overnight. Economically, the disruption
has already driven up U.S. gas prices to
levels not seen since 2022, fueling
domestic discontent and complicating
Trump’s broader agenda. Regionally, the
conflict entangles Israel, Lebanon, and
Gulf states, raising the specter of wider
spillover. Iran’s proxies and ballistic-
missile arsenal, though degraded, retain
retaliatory punch. In short, the “frozen”
conflict is thawing at the edges precisely
because the underlying disputes—
nuclear capability, regional hegemony,
and control of energy arteries—remain
unresolved.

Yet the query’s second observation is
equally important: there are no credible
signs President Trump seeks to resume
major combat operations. He has
extended the ceasefire multiple times,
including indefinitely while awaiting Iran’s
next proposal, despite earlier self-
imposed deadlines. White House
statements emphasize negotiation over
escalation, and the administration
continues to frame the blockade and
threats as tools to force Iran back to the
table rather than prelude to invasion. This
restraint is pragmatic. Polls consistently
show the war is deeply unpopular at
home. A Pew survey in late March found
61% of Americans disapproving of
Trump’s handling and majorities calling
the strikes the wrong decision. Other polls
echo this: only about one-third support
the military action overall, with
overwhelming Democratic and
independent opposition and even
softening Republican enthusiasm as
costs mount. Ground troops are a non-
starter (opposed by 62%+). Military
insiders reportedly voice private dissent
over open-ended commitments. No
president, even one known for tough talk,
ignores that kind of domestic headwind—
especially when the original objectives
(degrading Iran’s nuclear and missile
threats) have largely been achieved
through the initial strikes.

Trump’s “maximum pressure with an
off-ramp” approach—ultimatums paired
with extensions and mediation—mirrors
his first-term Iran strategy but adapted to
active conflict. It carries real hazards:
overplaying the hand could harden Iranian
hard-liners or provoke an asymmetric
response (cyberattacks, proxy strikes, or
oil disruptions). Underplaying it risks
signaling weakness, encouraging Tehran
to wait out the administration. Iran, for its
part, faces its own pressures—economic
isolation, internal protests that helped
restart talks earlier, and the reality that
its military has been bloodied. A face-
saving counterproposal that concedes
verifiable limits on enrichment and missile
ranges while securing some sanctions
relief could de-escalate without
humiliation.           (Contd. on page 12)

By TSAI Editorial Board)
US President Donald Trump’s latest

effusive praise for Pakistan’s Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif and Field
Marshal Asim Munir as “two fantastic
people” and “extraordinary men” has lit
up headlines from Islamabad to New
Delhi. Posted on Truth Social after
Pakistan hosted or facilitated US-Iran
talks in Islamabad—tied to a breakthrough
on reopening the Strait of Hormuz amid
recent regional tensions—the remarks fit
a pattern in Trump’s second term. He has
repeatedly hailed Munir as his “favourite
field marshal” and credited Pakistani
leadership with helping avert escalation
in the Middle East. Pakistan’s civilian and
military duo have reciprocated by publicly
endorsing Trump’s narrative on
mediation, including his claims about
preventing a wider India-Pakistan conflict
in May 2025 (a claim New Delhi has
consistently rejected as bilateral).

It makes for excellent copy. Yet, as
the subtitle of this very debate suggests,
a glowing headline does not signal
Pakistan’s ascent up the geopolitical
ladder. India should view this episode with
strategic clarity, not alarm. Trump’s
diplomacy is famously transactional—
personal flattery in exchange for
immediate utility. Pakistan delivered a
venue, backchannel access, and ego-
stroking at a moment when Washington
needed a bridge to Tehran. That
usefulness is real in the short term. It is
not the same as enduring influence.

Trump’s Style and the Limits of Praise-
President Trump has never hidden his
preference for deal-making over ideology.
In his first term, he accused Pakistan of
“lies and deceit” and cut aid over terrorism
concerns. In the second, a reset occurred
after Pakistan leveraged its 2025 border
crisis with India to position itself as
Trump’s peacemaker, nominating him for
a Nobel and aligning on counterterrorism

optics. The current praise flows from the
same playbook: Pakistan’s geography
(proximity to Iran, historical ties) and
Munir’s military-intelligence network
made it a convenient host for talks that
helped extend ceasefires and ease
Hormuz tensions. Trump thanked them
publicly, as he has Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, and Qatar for similar roles.

This is classic great-power
pragmatism. Washington needs flexible
partners for Middle East flare-ups,
especially when direct channels with Iran
are strained. Pakistan gained visibility,
potential economic sweeteners (crypto
deals, critical minerals, possible defence
tweaks), and breathing room with the
IMF. But utility is not elevation. Pakistan
remains heavily indebted, reliant on
Chinese investment via CPEC (with its
well-documented debt and sovereignty
concerns), and internally fragile. Its
military’s outsized role, political volatility,
and persistent terrorism export issues
have long complicated its global standing.
Being America’s useful intermediary for
one crisis does not rewrite these
structural realities or magically improve
its neighbourhood equations.

India’s Strategic Position: Substance
Over Headlines-India has no reason to
overreact. US-India relations operate on
a deeper, parallel track rooted in shared
strategic imperatives: countering China in
the Indo-Pacific, technology cooperation
(iCET), defence co-production, and Quad
coordination. Trade tensions and Trump’s
occasional blunt rhetoric—recent reposts
criticising immigration or calling parts of
India a “hellhole,” followed by
clarifications—have tested the
relationship but not broken it. Pragmatic
deals on tariffs and energy have followed.
India’s economy, democratic stability,
tech prowess, and military modernisation
give it leverage that Pakistan lacks.

(Contd on page 14)
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How A War Destroyed America's Strongest
Financial Weapon, Built Over 50 Years

America's own Secretary of State has now publicly conceded that its
most powerful financial weapon may be obsolete within five years.

In 1977, Danish chess
grandmaster Bent Larsen was
asked whether he preferred to be
lucky or good. "Both," he replied.
Kenneth Rogoff, in his recent
book, Our Dollar, Your Problem,
deploys this anecdote to make
a point about the American dollar
that Americans rarely
acknowledge - that the dollar's
extraordinary post-war
dominance was the product of
skill and luck in roughly equal
measure. Had Russia liberalised
its economy in the mid-1960s,
had Japan not been browbeaten
into a destabilising currency
appreciation in the mid-1980s,
had China floated its exchange
rate in the 2010s, the dollar would
still be on top, but less so.
Interest rates would have been
higher. The exorbitant privilege
would have been less exorbitant.

The title of Rogoff's book
comes from a remark by Nixon's
Treasury Secretary, John
Connally, to his foreign
counterparts in the early 1970s:
"It's our dollar, but your problem."
For obvious reasons, the
statement was the epitome of
American arrogance. It also
described, precisely, how the
system worked. America issues
the currency. The rest of the world
absorbs the consequences.

The Saudi Deal
In 1974, Henry Kissinger

struck one of the most
consequential financial deals in
modern history. Saudi Arabia
would price its oil in dollars and
park the surpluses in US
Treasuries. America would
provide security guarantees. The
rest of the Gulf Cooperation
Council followed. As recently as
2023, JP Morgan Chase
estimated that roughly 80% of
global oil transactions were still
settled in dollars.

The elegance of the
petrodollar system lay in its
circularity. Oil importers paid in
dollars. Those dollars flowed to
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. From
there, they flowed back into
American government debt. This
structural demand for Treasuries
subsidised Washington's
borrowing costs for fifty years and
cemented the dollar as the

world's reserve currency. It also
handed Washington an
extraordinary weapon: by
controlling SWIFT, the
messaging infrastructure
connecting banks worldwide, the
US could freeze a country out of
the international economy
almost overnight. This happened
to Iran starting 2012, and to
Russia in 2022.

The Russian sanctions were,
in retrospect, a turning point,
though not the kind Washington
intended. The United States
demonstrated to every other
government on earth that dollar
reserves were not savings by
simply freezing approximately
$300 billion in Russian central
bank assets. They were
hostages.

Much had changed before the
first American strikes on Iran this
February. The shale revolution
had made the United States
energy-independent, which
meant Saudi Arabia was now
selling four times as much oil to
China as to its American security
guarantor. Eighty-five percent of
Middle East crude flows to Asia.
The foundational premise of the
1974 deal (that America was the
indispensable customer) had
quietly expired.

More concretely, Saudi
Arabia had joined Project
mBridge, a blockchain-based
platform developed with the
People's Bank of China, the Hong
Kong Monetary Authority, and the
central banks of Thailand and the
UAE. It allows settlement in
central bank digital currencies
without touching SWIFT or
dollar-correspondent banking.
Deutsche Bank's research team,
writing in March 2026, noted with
some precision that mBridge is
already at "minimum viable
stage".

The rails to transact outside
the dollar system have been
built. They were not yet busy, but
they were ready.

The War As Catalyst
he US-Israel war on Iran has

cost the United States roughly
$12 billion a week. It has also
broken the petrodollar loop at
both ends simultaneously.

On the importing side,

central banks in Turkey, India,
Thailand, and other oil-importing
nations have been selling US
Treasuries to defend their
currencies against an oil-driven
dollar surge. Holdings at the
Federal Reserve Bank of New
York dropped approximately $82
billion to $2.7 trillion, the lowest
level since 2012. The 10-year
Treasury yield rose from 3.9% at
end-February to above 4.4%
within weeks. In every major
crisis of the past two decades -
the Russia-Ukraine war, the
Silicon Valley Bank collapse, the
Hamas attacks of October 2023
- money had flooded into
Treasuries, not out. This time,
yields rose. The safe-haven
playbook has failed.

On the exporting side, Gulf
producers cut output by at least
10 million barrels per day in
March. Qatar declared force
majeure on LNG exports after
strikes on its Ras Laffan facility.
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the
UAE collectively held
approximately $300 billion in
Treasuries as of January. They
are now earning less, spending
heavily on air defence, and
examining force majeure clauses
in their investment commitments
to Washington. There are no
surpluses to recycle when there
is no oil to ship. For the first time
since 1996, global central banks
hold more gold in aggregate than
US government bonds.

Into this vacuum, Iran has
inserted a toll booth. Ships
transiting the Strait of Hormuz are
being charged approximately $2
million per vessel, denominated
in Chinese yuan. Lloyd's List
confirmed it. China's Ministry of
Commerce acknowledged it in a
social media post. Iran's
embassy in Zimbabwe declared
the era of the "petroyuan" had
arrived. (One notes the choice of
venue for this announcement
with some curiosity.) The larger
point still remains relevant
despite Iran agreeing to open the
Strait of Hormuz for commercial
traffic for the rest of the ceasefire.

Right Answers, Wrong
Questions

The sceptics deserve a
hearing. Diana Choyleva of Enodo

Economics argues in The Wall
Street Journal that the war has
actually reinforced the
petrodollar: the Gulf states
backed Washington, the security
guarantee was tested and held,
and China's years of patient
infrastructure-building have been
disrupted. Dan Alamariu of Alpine
Macro calls the petroyuan "far-
fetched". He notes, correctly,
that the yuan is not freely
convertible, that capital controls
prevent it from moving across
borders at will, and that its share
of global reserves stands at 2%
against the dollar's 57%. He adds
a sharper point. Iran is also
accepting cryptocurrency as a
toll, and most stablecoins are
effectively dollar-denominated
instruments. Brad Setser of the
Council on Foreign Relations has
suggested that Iran may be
collecting yuan tolls primarily as
a route to acquire convertible
currency, meaning, at the end of
the chain, it may want dollars
after all.

These are not wrong
observations. They are, however,
answers to the wrong question.
The question is not whether the
yuan will replace the dollar next
year. The question is whether the
dollar's most powerful attribute -
its function as a financial weapon
- can survive the construction of
parallel systems designed
specifically to route around it. A
gun that only fires at targets
inside the dollar system is not
much of a gun once enough
countries have stepped outside
it.

The 'Petro' Threat
Deutsche Bank's research

team points to a risk larger than
any currency competition. The
world may simply move away from
globally traded oil. The 1973 Arab
oil embargo accelerated North Sea
development, Alaskan drilling, and
the first serious investments in
nuclear and renewable power. This
shock may do the same, and more
rapidly. China now produces 80%
of the world's solar panels, 70% of
its wind turbines, and 70% of its
lithium batteries, and is positioned
to supply whatever transition the
Global South and Europe choose
to undertake. A world that generates

energy domestically trades less oil
globally and, notwithstanding the
dollar's other advantages, needs
fewer dollar reserves. The petrodollar
system faces pressure from both its
components: the "petro" and the
"dollar."

Rubio's Admission
Which brings us to the most

striking data point of all. Recently,
on Fox News, US Secretary of State
Marco Rubio said, "Today Brazil -
the largest country in the Western
Hemisphere south of us - cut a trade
deal with China. They're going to from
now on do trade in their own
currencies, get right around the
dollar. They're creating a secondary
economy in the world, totally
independent of the United States.
We won't have to talk about
sanctions in five years, because
there'll be so many countries
transacting in currencies other than
the dollar that we won't have the
ability to sanction."

Not the substance, which
economists have been saying for
years, but the source. America's
own Secretary of State has
publicly conceded that its most
powerful financial weapon may be
obsolete within five years.

Barry Eichengreen notes that
the Roman 'denarius' - the world's
first international currency, stable
in weight and purity for 300 years
- began its decline under Nero,
who debased it to fund wars,
reconstruction after Rome's great
fire of 64 AD, and an extravagant
300-room palace. The money
went before the empire did.
Rogoff, whose book title was
drawn from Connally's arrogance
half a century ago, writes simply
that the Pax Dollar era has
peaked. The dollar will not
disappear. No international
currency ever simply vanishes;
the pound sterling is still with us.
But "no realistic alternative" and
"unquestioned supremacy" are
not the same thing, and the
distance between them is
growing. Bent Larsen was both
lucky and good. The luck, it
appears, is running thin.

Aditya Sinha
(The author was with the

Economic Advisory Council
to the Prime Minister)
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 India Is Losing A Multibillion-Dollar 'Asset', Thanks To Trump
At a grand ceremony in Delhi in 2023, India unveiled its most

ambitious trade corridor. Halfway across the world, forces beyond its
control are now derailing that vision.

Recently, Turkey's
transportation minister,
Abdulkadir Uraloglu, announced
that his country, and Syria and
Jordan, have together agreed to
modernise their railway systems
in order to eventually create a
contiguous corridor between
southern Europe and the Persian
Gulf. The network would take
approximately four to five years
to build, and billions of dollars
in investment, primarily because
of the devastated Syrian
infrastructure. The railway
network reconstruction in Syria
alone needs at least $5.5 billion.
Thereafter, it would be extended
to connect with the rail system
in Saudi Arabia. This would
eventually create a North-South
Gulf-Europe trade corridor
between Europe, the Levant and
the Gulf.

Such a corridor would revive
the old Ottoman-era route
connecting Damascus in Syria
to Medina in present-day Saudi
Arabia, through Jordan. It would
also reopen more modern routes
that Turkey had used through
Syria to connect to Jordan,
Lebanon and the Gulf before the
Syrian civil war began in 2011.

Such a corridor makes sound
sense as it would be the shortest
and most cost-effective route for
transportation of goods and
services between the countries
involved. But, at the same time,
it would signal a setback to
India's connectivity ambitions in
the Middle East and Europe in
an era of disruption of traditional
trade routes.

The Vision Behind IMEC
In September 2023, the

ambitious India-Middle East-
Europe Economic Corridor,
known variously as IMEC or
IMEEC, was unveiled during the
Delhi G20 meet by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman and the then US
President, Joe Biden. The
multimodal route (see map
below) was to start from Mumbai
in India and would connect by
sea to the UAE. From there, it
would continue through a
network of railways to Saudi
Arabia, then to Jordan and
further on to Israel. From Israel,
through the Haifa Port, the
corridor would continue to
Europe. It was, in great part,
envisioned as an alternative to

the Suez route, where a ship had
just a few days earlier got stuck,
causing great disruption to
global trade for more than two
weeks. Europe had also been
seeking such a network to find
alternatives to routes running
through the vast Russian
landmass, since the Ukraine
crisis had broken out. Given that
the economies of India, the Gulf,
and Europe were aligning, the
IMEC was not only expected to
cut down on freight and
transportation costs but also to
boost the economies of the
participating states, as well as
counter China's Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). Even Greece had
evinced an interest in joining it.
In all, the IMEC would have two
routes, with each costing
roughly US 3-8 billion.

However, the IMEC received
its first setback soon after all
this, when a war broke out in the
same year between Israel and
Hamas following the latter's
attack on October 7. The
Yemen-based Houthis soon
joined the conflict and targeted
commercial shipping. This, in
fact, added to the urgency of
searching for alternative routes.
However, the entire region
stretching from Jordan to the
Israeli ports became embroiled
in violence and unrest and put
paid to the IMEC's progress.
Israel, after all, was meant to be
a crucial node in the network.

The IMEC's success was
also contingent upon the
normalisation of relations

between Saudi Arabia and
Israel. That was a process still
underway then. The UAE,
another important node in the
route, had already normalised
ties with Tel Aviv in the previous
years, as had Jordan. However,
the continuation of the war
complicated this process when
it came to the Saudis, who
publicly accused Israel of
committ ing a genocide of
Palestinians in Gaza, and
making normalisation of ties
conditional upon the creation of
a Palestinian state.

Adding grist to the mill,
reports have now started
appearing that Saudi Arabia
wants to replace Israel with Syria
as the transit country for a fibre-
optic cable designed to connect
the Kingdom to Greece via the
Mediterranean Sea (Greece and
Saudi Arabia had announced the
East to Med Data Corridor
(EMC) project in 2022). More
recently, in February this year,
Saudi telecom firm stc Group
announced that it will invest
about USD 800 million in Syria's
t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n
infrastructure.

Shifting Equations
This move by the Saudis

points to shift ing regional
al ignments. For almost a
decade, relations between
Saudi Arabia and Turkey had
been marked by suspicion and
tensions, escalating particularly
after the murder of Saudi
journalist Jamal Khasshogi in
Istanbul. However, regional

tensions, in particular the Israel-
Hamas war, and now the Iran
war, have led to realignments as
Saudi and Turkish concerns
converge. Over the past month,
the foreign ministers of Saudi
Arabia and Turkey have met
three times, together with their
counterparts from Egypt and
Pakistan, attempting to form a
regional security alliance.

Similarly, the Gulf-to-Europe
transport corridor (see map
below) mentioned at the
beginning of this essay can just
as easily be rerouted through
Jordan, Syria, and Turkey,
bypassing Israel. Given this, the
normalisation between the
Saudis and Israelis seems even
more elusive - almost as wishful
an idea as the creation of a
Palestinian state. Moreover, this
also fits in with the broader
Saudi objective of reintegrating
Syria into the region and turning
it into a telecommunications
and transport hub. Major
financing would give the Saudis
tremendous leverage over post-
war Syria.

Adding to these complexities
is the emerging rift between
Saudi Arabia and the UAE,
which are fighting proxy wars
from Yemen to Sudan to
Somalia. The recent move by
Israel to station an ambassador
in the breakaway region of
Somali land was strongly
condemned by Arab countries,
including Saudi Arabia. The
UAE, in contrast, is the only
Arab country to extend

recognition to Somaliland.
The IMEC requires enormous

infrastructure upgradation.
While railway connections do
exist between the UAE and
Saudi Arabia and between Saudi
Arabia and Jordan, many more
kilometres of tracks will have to
be laid. And given the current
state of bi lateral relations
between the two nations, it is
doubtful that things will move
ahead in the near future.

Finally, the Iran war has dealt
a big blow to regional
infrastructure, both in the Gulf
region and in Israel. The city of
Haifa, through which the IMEC
runs, has been repeatedly
struck by Iranian missiles and
drones.

Also, given the crisis in the
Strait of Hormuz, the Saudis
have been depending more on
the Red Sea port of Yanbu. In
case the Houthis join the war,
then they can potentially close
off the Bab-El-Mandeb, another
crit ical chokepoint.
Consequently, this makes the
aforementioned Gulf-Europe
route traversing Syria and
Turkey highly appealing,
particularly as it can circumvent
the conflict-ridden West Bank
territories and Israel without
necessitating any normalisation
of ties.

Turkey Raring To Go
All of this will only relegate

IMEC further to the back burner.
Just recently, India had stepped
back from the Chabahar port,
which was a major gateway for
it to access Central Asia,
Eurasia, and, thereafter, Europe.
Now, the fate of IMEC, too,
hangs in the balance.

Meanwhile, rival Turkey is
already consolidating its
position and role in the region,
both in terms of trade,
connectivity, and influence. It
has been promoting its
Development Road project with
Iraq, which envisages a
multimodal road and rail corridor
from the Persian Gulf to Turkey
and onwards to Europe. It is also
connected overland to China,
which, in turn, has been making
full use of the continental
"Middle Corridor" route to
Europe.

India will, therefore, have to
rethink and reconsider i ts
approach to connectivity and
trade routes in the Gulf.
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Regime Change Is the Only Responsible
Option to Eliminate the Threat of Iran

The images from the Strait of
Hormuz this week tell the story
better than any briefing. Tankers
idling under the shadow of
American naval patrols, Iranian
speedboats buzzing at the
edges of the blockade, and a
fragile ceasefire that everyone
knows is one miscalculation
away from col lapsing into
open war. President Trump’s
administration has imposed
the toughest sanctions and
mil i tary pressure Iran has
faced in decades. Yet here we
are, three months after the
U.S. - Is rae l  s t r ikes  that
decapitated much of the old
reg ime’s  leadersh ip ,
negotiating with a harder-line
IRGC-dominated government
that  s t i l l  funds prox ies ,
enr iches uran ium,  and
threatens the global oil supply.
Enough. Regime change is
not a neoconservative fever
dream or an imperial fantasy.
It is the only responsible,
realistic option left if we want
to eliminate the Iranian threat
permanent ly  ra ther  than
manage i t  fo r  another
generation.

Let’s be clear about the
timeline that brought us here.
In early 2026, after years of
broken JCPOA promises,
proxy attacks on shipping, and
nuclear advances that IAEA
inspectors could no longer
pretend were peaceful, the
Uni ted Sta tes  and Is rae l
launched precision strikes on
key military and nuclear sites.
The operation was surgical,
not the all-out invasion critics
predicted. Key figures in the
old clerical-mil i tary nexus
were e l iminated.  Trump
declared it the beginning of the
end for the regime. For a brief
moment, the Iranian people
seemed poised to seize the
opportunity. Protests flickered
in Tehran, Isfahan, and Shiraz.
Then the IRGC reasserted
control with brutal efficiency,
ins ta l l ing a  new hard l ine
l e a d e r s h i p  e v e n  l e s s
interested in compromise
than its predecessors. The
result? A tense ceasefire,
U.S. blockade of the Strait,
and Vance- led  ta lks  tha t
have gone nowhere. Iran is
stringing us along while it
rebuilds its missile program
and waits for the pol i t ical
w i n d s  i n  W a s h i n g t o n  t o
shift.

Crit ics of regime change
say  i t ’s  too  r i sky,  tha t  i t

could destabilize the region
further, that we tried it in Iraq
and Libya and paid dearly.
Those  a re  fa i r  h i s to r i ca l
cautions, but they ignore the
fundamen ta l  d i f f e rences
here. Iraq in 2003 had no
popular domestic movement
ready to fill the vacuum; Iran
in 2026 does. Decades of
economic mismanagement,
corruption, and theocratic
rep ress ion  have  le f t  t he
Iranian people exhausted.
Poll ing data smuggled out
a n d  d i a s p o r a  r e p o r t i n g
cons is ten t ly  show tha t  a
clear majority want an end
to the Islamic Republic, not
reform within it .  The 2022–
2023 Woman, Life, Freedom
protests were only the latest
chap te r  i n  a  l ong  revo l t
against the mullahs. Unlike
Saddam’s Iraq or Gaddafi’s
Libya, Iran has a sizable,
educated middle c lass,  a
h i s t o r y  o f  s e c u l a r
g o v e r n a n c e  u n d e r  t h e
P a h l a v i s ,  a n d  e x i l e d
opposition figures like Reza
P a h l a v i  w h o  c o m m a n d
genuine respect inside the
country.

The alternative to regime

c h a n g e  i s  p e r p e t u a l
m a n a g e m e n t  o f  a n
existential threat. Every few
years we get another round
of talks, another “deal” that
Iran violates the moment it
can,  another  cyc le  o f
sanctions relief followed by
renewed aggression.  The
Strait of Hormuz blockade is
costing the global economy
billions already; imagine what
happens if Iran decides to
mine it or sink a tanker. Proxy
mi l i t ias  in  Yemen,  I raq,
Lebanon, and Gaza continue
to receive arms and cash.
Nuclear breakout t ime, by
most credible estimates, is
now measured in weeks, not
months. And all the while, the
regime exports its ideology of
martyrdom and anti-Western
hatred to a new generation
raised on state television that
blames every hardship on
“Zionists and Americans.”

Some wi l l  a rgue that
supporting regime change
means endorsing war. That’s
a deliberate conflation. The
United States does not need
to invade Iran with ground
troops. What it needs is a
coherent strategy of maximum

pressure combined wi th
maximum support  for  the
I ran ian people .  Targeted
st r ikes  on mi l i ta ry
in f ras t ruc ture ,  a i r t igh t
sanctions that starve the IRGC
of revenue, and aggressive
information operations that
bypass regime censorship.
Above a l l ,  i t  requ i res
abandoning the fantasy that
the current leadership can
ever be a responsible partner.
They cannot. Their ideology
forb ids  i t .  The Is lamic
Republ ic ’s  foundat iona l
premise is opposition to the
liberal international order.
Expecting it to moderate is
l ike expect ing the Soviet
Union to embrace capitalism
while Lenin was still alive.

The economic  case is
equally compelling. Iran sits
on some of the world’s largest
oil and gas reserves. Under a
post-theocratic government
aligned with the West, those
resources could flow freely,
s tab i l i z ing g loba l  energy
markets and lifting the Iranian
people out of poverty. Instead,
the regime funnels petrodollars
into missiles and militias. The
blockade is hurting ordinary

Iranians more than the elites
because the e l i tes  have
al ready s tashed for tunes
abroad. Regime change would
end that parasitic dynamic.

Of course, success is not
guaranteed. Any transition
carries risks of fragmentation
or revenge cycles. But the
sta tus  quo guarantees
perpetual cr isis. We have
watched this movie before:
North Korea’s hereditary
dictatorship, Venezuela’s
socialist collapse, Cuba’s
endless stagnation. Totalitarian
regimes do not evolve into
democracies through polite
diplomacy alone. They require
sustained external pressure and
internal courage. The Iranian
people have shown the courage.
It is time for the West to supply
the pressure without apology.

The Trump administration has
already taken bolder steps than
its predecessors. The blockade
is a masterstroke of leverage.
But half-measures will not
suffice. Declaring regime change
the explicit goal, coordinating
with Israel and Gulf partners, and
preparing a post-regime
stabilization plan that includes
rapid economic relief and security
guarantees for minorities are
essential next steps. Anything less
invites the next crisis, the next tanker
attack, the next nuclear scare.

History will judge this moment
not by whether we avoided short-
term discomfort, but by whether we
had the clarity to end a decades-
long threat once and for all. The
Iranian regime is not a normal
nation-state with negotiable
interests. It is a revolutionary
theocracy whose surv ival
depends on exporting chaos.
The responsible choice is to
help the Iranian people bury it.
The alternat ive is to condemn
another generation to live under
its boot and the world to live
under its shadow.

The Iran Standoff: Brinkmanship Without the Appetite for War
(Contd from page 9 )
The situation is undeniably

riskier than a clean ceasefire
would be. Naval cat-and-mouse
games in one of the world’s most
critical waterways are inherently
unstable, and rhetorical
escalation keeps nerves frayed.
But danger does not equal
inevitability of wider war. The
absence of any U.S. push for
regime change, ground forces, or

renewed bombing campaigns—
coupled with explicit extensions
for diplomacy—suggests the
administration recognizes the
limits of American appetite for
another Middle East quagmire.
Public fatigue is a powerful
check.

For the United States, the
prudent path remains clear:
sustain pressure through the
blockade and targeted

readiness, but keep the
diplomatic channel wide open via
trusted intermediaries like
Pakistan. A workable deal
would secure long-term U.S.
in terests—prevent ing a
nuclear-armed Iran, stabilizing
energy markets, and reducing
proxy threats—without the
human and financial toll of
prolonged conflict. Iran must
dec ide whether  def iance

serves its survival or whether
compromise offers a better off-
ramp. Until then, the standoff
tes ts  whether  ca lcu la ted
toughness can yield results
where endless war has failed.
The next  few weeks o f
proposals and responses will
reveal whether this dangerous
turn leads to breakthrough or
backslide. America’s interest lies
in the former.
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The End of India's Decades-
Long North-South Political Truce
Delimitation, Women's Reservation, and the Federal Reckoning

The collapse of the
Constitution (131st Amendment)
Bill, 2026, marks not just a
legislative defeat but the formal
rupture of a fragile, decades-old
political truce that has
underpinned India's federal
democracy since the 1970s. At
its core, this truce was a quiet
bargain: Southern states, which
achieved earlier demographic
transitions through aggressive
family planning, education, and
economic reforms in the post-
Independence era, accepted a
freeze on Lok Sabha seat
allocation (based on the 1971
Census under the 42nd
Amendment and extended by the
84th Amendment until after
2026). In exchange, the North—
with higher fertility rates and
population growth—did not
immediately translate its
demographic weight into
disproportionate parliamentary
dominance. This compromise
preserved national unity, allowed
the South to punch above its
weight economically
(contributing disproportionately
to GDP via states like Tamil
Nadu, Karnataka, Kerala, and
Andhra Pradesh), and prevented
the kind of centrifugal federalism
that has torn apart other multi-
ethnic federations.

The bill's failure—widely
described as a "foregone
conclusion" due to Southern and
opposition resistance—shatters
this equilibrium. By tying the
popular 33% women's
reservation (originally passed as
the 106th Amendment in 2023
but unimplemented pending
delimitation and census) to an
immediate or accelerated
delimitation using 2011 Census
data, the government was
accused of using women's
empowerment as political cover
for a power shift. Opposition
leaders, including Congress MP
Shashi Tharoor and DMK allies,
argued it would penalize
Southern states for "governance
excellence" in population control
while rewarding Northern states'
higher growth. Southern
representation could drop from
~25-30% of seats to as low as

18-20% in an expanded House,
diluting their voice on national
policy despite their outsized
economic contributions (e.g.,
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka alone
account for ~15-18% of India's
GDP while comprising ~10% of
population).

Historical Context and Data-
Driven Analysis: Delimitation has
always been politically explosive
in India. Post-1952, seats were
allocated based on population,
but the 1976 freeze (via 42nd
Amendment during Emergency)
froze allocation at 1971 levels to
incentivize family planning. The
84th Amendment (2001)
extended this to 2026, explicitly
to reward states for demographic
responsibility. The 2011 Census
showed stark disparities: Uttar
Pradesh's population (~200
million then) vs. Tamil Nadu's
(~72 million), with fertility rates
in the North often 0.5-1 child
higher. Projections for a post-
2026 delimitation (after the
delayed 2021 Census, now
slated for 2026-27) suggest the
North could gain 100-200+ seats,
while the South loses relative
share—even as Southern states
lead in human development
indices (HDI), literacy (>80% in
many), and per capita income.
Economists note this creates a

"representation paradox":
Southern taxpayers subsidize
Northern welfare schemes (e.g.,
via GST and Finance
Commission devolution) yet risk
losing leverage over national
budgets. The bill proposed
expanding Lok Sabha to ~850
seats to accommodate women's
quota without immediate seat
loss for anyone—but critics like
Tharoor called this "political
demonetisation," hasty like 2016
demonetization, risking
gerrymandering and BJP
advantage in Hindi-heartland
strongholds. Amit Shah's last-
minute assurances (50% seat
increase across states,
commitment to caste census)
failed to sway the united
opposition (Congress, DMK,
TMC, etc.), who framed it as an
assault on federalism. Voting
math was telling: NDA's 298
"Aye" vs. 230 "Nay" reflected
Southern/ opposition solidarity
overriding numerical majority.

Implications for Democracy
and Federalism: This is a rare
check on majoritarian executive
dominance. As The Hindu
editorial "Deservedly dead"
argued (April 18, 2026), the
"ramrod approach" ignored all-
party consensus on women's
reservation, demanding instead
a proper census, parliamentary

committee consensus, and
decoupled implementation. It
exposes trust deficits: Southern
Chief Ministers (Stalin, Naidu,
etc.) have long warned of
"second-class" status. Broader
risks include demands for Rajya
Sabha reform (currently
population-neutral but
vulnerable), state reorganization
(e.g., breaking up large Northern
states like UP into smaller units
for better governance, as Tharoor
suggested), or even fiscal
federalism renegotiation.

For the Modi government, this
is an embarrassment—signaling
hubris after 12 years of legislative
dominance—and a boost to
opposition unity ahead of 2029
polls. It revives "federalism vs.
franchise" debates: Does "one
person, one vote" (pure
majoritarianism) trump
developmental equity?
International parallels (U.S. Senate
giving equal state representation
despite population variance; EU
weighted voting) suggest hybrid
models could balance this, but
India's Constitution (Article 81, 82)
prioritizes population post-
delimitation. Without consensus,
future exercises risk violence,
litigation, or constitutional crisis.

Women's Empowerment
Angle and Missed Opportunity:
The quota itself enjoys near-

universal support (women's
groups, parties across
spectrum). Yet linking it to
delimitation delayed
implementation (now potentially
post-2029 or later). Critics argue
standalone passage via simple
legislation or interim
mechanisms was feasible; the
government counters it required
constitutional tweak for seat
readjustment. The defeat delays
empowerment but opens space
for genuine debate—perhaps a
new bill post-census with
safeguards for Southern states
(e.g., minimum seat floors,
performance-based bonuses).

Forward Path and Risks: A
parliamentary committee for
consensus (as The Hindu urges)
is essential. Failure risks North-
South polarization in 2029
elections, economic backlash
(Southern investment flight), or
judicial intervention. Positively, it
could force deeper federal
reforms: population-stabilization
incentives, equitable devolution,
or breaking mega-states. In a
polarized polity, this "democratic
opening" (per analysts) tests
whether India evolves as a
cooperative federation or
fractures along demographic
lines. The truce's end is painful
but perhaps necessary for
mature federalism.
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The Iranian People Need More Than
Talks – They Need the Internet
A Digital Marshall Plan Can Empower Them to Overthrow the Regime’s Lies

While diplomats
shuttle  between capitals
haggling over sanctions relief and
enrichment caps, the real
battlefield for Iran’s future is not
in Vienna or Geneva but inside
the minds of 88 million Iranians
cut off from the truth. The
regime’s monopoly on
information is i ts greatest
remaining weapon. State
television, filtered internet, and
morality police keep the
population in a controlled
information bubble. Break that
bubble with unfettered access to
the outside world and the
theocracy’s days are numbered.
A Digital Marshall Plan –
deploying Starlink terminals,
encrypted apps, and satellite
broadband on a massive scale
– is not a sideshow. It is the
decisive front in the struggle to
liberate Iran.

The evidence is already in.
During the 2022 protests, every
time the regime briefly loosened
its internet controls or protesters
used smuggled VPNs, footage
of brutality and calls for secular
democracy went viral. The
moment connectivity was
restored, the regime’s narrative
crumbled. The same pattern
repeated after the recent U.S.-
Israel strikes. Brief windows of
uncensored social media
showed ordinary Iranians
cheering the removal of hardline
commanders and demanding an
end to the Islamic Republic. Then
the IRGC slammed the gates
shut again. The lesson is
obvious: the regime fears its own
people more than it fears

American aircraft carriers.
A Digital Marshall Plan would

cost a fraction of traditional
military operations yet yield
outsized strategic returns.
Imagine thousands of Starlink
dishes – rugged, portable, solar-
powered – smuggled or
airdropped into border regions,
universities, and sympathetic
villages. Paired with training on
circumvention tools,
cryptocurrency wallets for
funding dissidents, and AI-
powered translation of
uncensored news, this
infrastructure would let Iranians
see the world as it is, not as the
mullahs claim. They would
discover that their economic
misery is not caused by
Western sanctions alone but by
decades of kleptocratic
mismanagement. They would
watch live streams of their own
protests rather than regime-
edited propaganda. Most
importantly, they would connect
with the vast Iranian diaspora
that stands ready to support a
democratic transition.

Cr i t i cs  w i l l  ca l l  th i s
destabi l iz ing or an act of
cyber-war. The truth is the
oppos i te .  The  reg ime i s
already waging cyber-war
against its citizens through
f i l t e r ing ,  th ro t t l i ng ,  and
arrests for “improper” online
speech. Providing tools to
bypass that is defensive, not
offensive. It is no different
f rom Rad io  F ree  Europe
broadcasting behind the Iron
Curtain. The Soviet Union
col lapsed not because of

tanks rolling into Moscow but
because its people learned
the t ruth about their  own
system. The same dynamic
app l ies  here .  The
technological and diplomatic
pieces are already falling into
place. Elon Musk’s Starlink
has proven its resilience in
conflict zones from Ukraine to
disaster areas. With U.S.
government  back ing  and
coordination with Israel and
friendly Gulf states, coverage
could be established rapidly.
Funding could come from
frozen Iranian assets and
private philanthropy. Reza
Pahlavi and other opposition
voices have already signaled
support for such an initiative.
The Trump administration,
which understands leverage
and disruption better than
most,  should make this a
centerpiece of its Iran policy.

The payoff extends beyond
Iran. A free Iran would stop
funding Hezbollah, the Houthis,
and Hamas. It would normalize
relations with Israel and the
Sunni world. Oil would flow
freely. A young, tech-savvy
population would become a force
for innovation rather than
instability. The entire Middle
East would breathe easier.

Opponents of bold action
prefer endless talks that achieve
nothing while the regime inches
closer to a bomb. They fear the
unknown of a post-regime Iran
more than the known horror of
the current one. That fear is
understandable but ultimately
self-defeating. The Iranian

people have already voted with

their feet and their voices in
every protest wave since 2009.
They do not need Western
armies; they need Western
bandwidth.

The ceasefire and Hormuz
blockade buy us time, but time
without a strategy is just delay.
A Digital Marshall Plan is the
strategy. It empowers the only
force capable of truly ending the
threat: the Iranian people
themselves. History shows that
when citizens gain access to
information and each other,
tyrannies fall. The Islamic
Republic is no exception. The
question is not whether
connectivity wil l  doom the
regime. The question is whether
the United States and its allies
wil l  have the courage to
accelerate that outcome before
the next crisis forces our hand.

Why Trump’s “Fantastic” Praise for
Pakistan Shouldn’t Worry India

(Contd from page 9)
 Washington understands

this; so does New Delhi.
Crucially, India has long rejected
“hyphenation”—the outdated
notion that South Asia policy
must balance India and
Pakistan. Successive
governments have insisted on
bilateralism with Islamabad,
especially on terrorism and
Kashmir. Trump’s praise does not
change that. If anything, it
underscores why India should
double down on its strengths:
economic self-reliance
(Atmanirbhar initiatives), energy
diversification (Gulf ties remain
rock-solid), and assertive
diplomacy in the Global South.
The 2025 crisis demonstrated
India’s capacity for calibrated
response without external
mediation. Maintaining that
posture preserves credibility.

Pakistan’s diplomatic wins,
while tactically clever, risk over-
dependence on one
administration’s goodwill.
Trump’s transactionalism cuts
both ways—what is given can be
withdrawn when utility fades or
domestic US politics shift.
Historical US-Pakistan ties have
been a boom-bust cycle: post-
9/11 aid, then cuts, then resets.
Long-term bets on such volatility
are risky.

What India Should Do-First,
stay calm and focused. Over-

analysis of every Trump tweet
hands Pakistan narrative
leverage it does not earn on merit.
Second, accelerate engagement
with the US on mutual priorities—
China containment, supply-chain
resilience, defence tech—
without letting Pakistan become
the lens. Third, continue
exposing cross-border terrorism
through evidence-based
international pressure (FATF
watchlists, UN listings). Fourth,
invest in comprehensive national
power: economic growth that
outpaces neighbours, military
modernisation, and
neighbourhood outreach that
isolates spoilers.

In the end, being a useful
tactical partner for one American
president is not the same as
becoming a rising geopolitical
player. Pakistan’s leadership
deserves credit for extracting
maximum mileage from a
narrow window. But India’s
trajectory—rooted in scale,
s tab i l i t y,  and  s t ra teg ic
autonomy—operates on a
d i f fe ren t  p lane .  T rump ’s
pra ise  i s  no ise .  Ind ia ’s
response should be measured
s t reng th :  engage  where
in te res ts  a l ign ,  compete
where they diverge, and never
lose sight of the long game. The
geopolitical ladder is climbed
through consistent performance,
not borrowed applause.
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JD Vance’s European tour was
supposed to be a victory lap for the new
Trump-era foreign policy: unapologetic
nationalism, deal-making with
strongmen, and skepticism of endless
wars. Instead, it became a case study
in how domestic slogans do not
automatically translate overseas. Viktor
Orbán’s landslide defeat on April 12 at
the hands of Péter Magyar’s centrist-right
Tisza party, combined with stalled Iran
negotiations, handed the vice president
a very bad week and handed Trumpism
a warning about its international brand.

Orbán had been the poster child for
the global populist right. He built a
political machine on anti-migration
rhetoric, cultural conservatism, and
defiance of Brussels. Vance’s visit to
Budapest was meant to signal solidarity
with that model. Instead, Hungarian
voters delivered a stunning rebuke. High
turnout, anti-corruption sentiment, and a
broad coalition that included moderates,
liberals, and even some conservatives
swept Tisza to a supermajority. Orbán’s
illiberal experiment, once seen as
durable, proved vulnerable to voter fatigue
with cronyism and economic stagnation.
The parallels to MAGA are uncomfortable
but instructive.

Domestically, Trumpism thrived on

economic discontent, cultural backlash,
and anti-elite fury. Abroad, the same
formula encounters different realities.
Hungary’s voters did not reject
conservatism; they rejected the particular
flavor of centralized power and patronage
that Orbán had perfected. They wanted
competence and accountability alongside
conservative values. Vance’s embrace of
Orbán looked, to many Europeans, like
endorsement of the very strongman
politics that Americans themselves claim
to oppose when it suits them. The optics
hurt.

The Iran piece of the trip fared no
better. Vance’s attempts to broker an
end to the Hormuz standoff ran into the
same wall every previous negotiator has
hit: an Iranian leadership that views
concessions as weakness and believes
time is on its side. The new IRGC
hardliners have no interest in the kind of
grand bargain Trump once pursued. They
want sanctions relief without giving up
their nuclear program or proxies. Vance
returned with little to show, reinforcing the
impression that personal diplomacy and
deal-making, while powerful tools, cannot
substitute for a coherent long-term
strategy when the other side’s ideology
is fundamentally irreconcilable.

None of this means Trumpism is

doomed internationally. It does mean it
must adapt. The lessons from Hungary
are not that populism fails but that it must
deliver results beyond rhetoric. Anti-
corruption, economic growth that
benefits the working class, and cultural
confidence without descending into
cronyism or authoritarian drift are what
voters ultimately reward. Orbán forgot the
first two; American conservatives must
not.

For the Iran file, the bad week
underscores the need for the regime-
change realism outlined above. Vance’s
talks bought time, but time must be used
to implement maximum pressure and the
Digital Marshall Plan. Pure
transactionalism without a clear
ideological component leaves the U.S.
negotiating from a position of moral
equivalence that the mullahs exploit.

Trumpism’s strength has always been
its willingness to speak plainly about
threats and reject failed orthodoxies. Its
risk is over-personalizing foreign policy
and underestimating how domestic
governance failures abroad can
undermine the brand. Vance’s week was
a reminder that ideas and execution
matter more than any single trip or
handshake. The movement can learn from
Hungary’s election: voters everywhere

want prosperity, security, and
accountability. Deliver those without the
excesses, and the populist wave will
endure. Fail, and even friendly nations will
look for alternatives.

The coming months will test whether
the administration absorbs these lessons
or doubles down on the same playbook.
A course correction on Iran – pairing the
blockade with aggressive support for the
Iranian people – and a more nuanced
approach to international partners would
turn a bad week into a valuable
education. The alternative is watching
Trumpism’s international appeal erode
one election cycle at a time.

Here are the five additional
**standalone, publication-ready opinion
articles** (each over 1,000 words), written
as if for major outlets and grounded in
the real 2026 developments: Viktor
Orbán’s decisive defeat by Péter
Magyar’s Tisza Party on April 12, the
Virginia redistricting referendum,
sustainability critiques, Yale’s self-
reflective report, and tensions involving
the new American Pope Leo XIV and the
Trump administration. They adopt the stylistic
voice and perspective of the original trending
pieces (e.g., Ross Douthat-style nuance for
the Hungary lessons, Maureen Dowd flair for
the Pope, etc.).
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The defeat of Viktor Orbán’s
government in Hungary’s parliamentary
elections on April 12 may finally end the
habit of treating a small Central European
nation as a grand ideological Rorschach
test. Péter Magyar’s Tisza Party secured
a stunning supermajority—projected at
around 138–141 seats out of 199—with
record turnout and a broad coalition that
included conservatives, moderates, and
even some disillusioned former Fidesz
voters. Orbán conceded gracefully but
painfully, ending 16 years of rule marked
by nationalist rhetoric, institutional
consolidation, and frequent clashes with
Brussels.

The most obvious lesson is aimed at
the American right: attempts to build a
durable conservative order that appear
authoritarian or tainted by corruption will
eventually alienate voters. Orbán’s
system, once praised by some MAGA
figures as a bulwark against “woke”
liberalism and mass migration, crumbled
under the weight of economic stagnation,
inflation, perceived cronyism, and fatigue
with one-man dominance. JD Vance’s
pre-election visit to Budapest now looks
less like savvy alliance-building and more
like an awkward photo-op with a lame
duck.

But since that lesson may arrive too
late for the current Trump administration,
liberals cheering Orbán’s fall should
pause for four harder, less flattering
reflections.

First, populism’s appeal is not merely
a product of bigotry or misinformation; it
often reflects genuine failures of liberal
governance. Orbán rose and endured
because many Hungarians felt that EU-

driven policies on migration, family, and
national sovereignty ignored their lived
concerns. High energy costs, cultural
rapid change, and a sense that Budapest
was dictated to from afar fueled
resentment. Magyar’s victory does not
prove liberalism’s inevitable triumph; it
shows that a center-right alternative
promising cleaner governance and
pragmatic conservatism can siphon away
populist support when the incumbent
grows complacent and corrupt. Liberals
who dismiss every populist surge as
“threats to democracy” risk repeating the
very arrogance that sustained Orbán.

Second, institutional capture and
media control are double-edged swords.
Orbán built a formidable machine—
friendly media outlets, constitutional
changes, and patronage networks—that
made opposition seem futile for years.
Yet that very entrenchment bred
resentment and made his fall more total
when it came. Liberals in the U.S. and
Europe should examine their own comfort
with concentrated power in universities,
tech platforms, NGOs, and regulatory
agencies. When “guardrails of
democracy” become tools to marginalize
dissent on gender, climate, immigration,
or COVID policy, they erode public trust
just as surely as Orbán’s media
dominance did. Magyar won in part by
campaigning against corruption and for
accountability; liberals would do well to
apply similar scrutiny to their institutions
rather than celebrating every defeat of a
right-wing populist as proof the system
works.

Third, economics and competence
still matter more than culture-war

signaling in the long run. Orbán’s
government delivered some early wins on
family policy and border security, but later
years brought stagnant wages, inflation
spikes, and over-reliance on Russian
energy ties that looked increasingly risky
after Ukraine. Voters punished perceived
economic mismanagement and
closeness to Putin more than abstract
liberal values. This should temper liberal
triumphalism: simply opposing
“authoritarianism” is not a governing
agenda. If progressive policies on
regulation, energy, spending, and
migration produce visible costs—higher
prices, housing shortages, strained
services—voters will eventually seek
alternatives, even if those alternatives
once flirted with illiberalism. Hungary
shows that center-right reformers can win
when they offer better results, not just
better rhetoric.

Fourth, and perhaps most
uncomfortable, liberal internationalism’s
habit of treating national sovereignty as
suspect can backfire spectacularly.
Much of the Western commentary
framed Orbán as a danger to the EU
project itself. Sanctions threats, funding
freezes, and moral lecturing from
Brussels reinforced the narrative that
Hungary’s government was illegitimate
for daring to prioritize Hungarian interests
on borders or traditional family structures.
This external pressure arguably
prolonged Orbán’s rule by allowing him
to pose as a defender against foreign
elites. Magyar succeeded by running a
domestic-focused campaign against
internal failures rather than framing the
election as a referendum on “European

values.” Liberals should internalize this:
overreaching supranational institutions or
endless conditionality can breed the very
nationalism they decry. A healthier
liberalism would respect democratic
outcomes even when they produce
inconvenient governments, focusing on
persuasion and shared prosperity rather
than coercion.

Orbán’s fall is a genuine democratic
moment—high turnout, clear verdict,
peaceful transition. It does not, however,
vindicate every prior warning about “the
end of democracy” in the West. If liberals
draw only the self-flattering conclusion
that “populism always loses eventually,”
they will miss the deeper message:
governance must deliver tangible benefits
and preserve public trust, or voters will
eventually find someone else who
promises to do so. Hungary’s voters
rejected Orbánism not because they
embraced unchecked globalism, but
because they wanted competent, non-
corrupt conservatism. The real test for
liberals is whether they can learn to
compete on those terms rather than
relying on institutional advantages or
cultural shaming.

The post-Orbán era in Hungary will be
messy. Reversing entrenched systems,
rooting out patronage, and navigating EU
relations will test Magyar’s coalition. But
for Western observers, the election offers
a mirror. Conservatives should ponder the
perils of personality cults and cronyism.
Liberals should ponder the perils of
smugness, institutional overreach, and
economic disconnect. Both sides might
emerge wiser if they treat Hungary as a
cautionary tale rather than a morality play.
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President Trump has spent decades
mastering the art of the deal, branding
opponents, and declaring himself the
ultimate authority. But now he faces a
higher authority who refuses to play by
Mar-a-Lago rules: Pope Leo XIV, the first
American pontiff, affectionately
nicknamed Pope Bob by some in the
States.

The new Pope, a surprise choice after
the previous pontiff’s passing, has quickly
become a thorn in the side of the Trump
administration. From subtle critiques of
aggressive foreign policy to pointed
remarks on immigration, poverty, and the
moral limits of nationalism, Leo XIV is
bedeviling Trump in ways no Democrat
or European leader ever could. It’s not
fire and brimstone; it’s the quiet, moral
suasion of a man who answers to an even
higher boss.

The friction surfaced early. During the
tense U.S.-Iran standoff, with American
naval forces enforcing the Strait of
Hormuz blockade and talks led by JD
Vance stalling, the Vatican released
statements emphasizing “just peace,”
restraint on civilian impacts, and the
dignity of all peoples, including Iranians
suffering under both the regime and
sanctions. Trump, never one to suffer

critics gladly, reportedly fumed in private
that the Pope was undermining American
leverage. Publicly, he posted on Truth
Social variations of “We love the Pope,
but he doesn’t understand deals or
strength.”

Leo XIV, a U.S. cardinal with pastoral
experience in diverse American dioceses,
brings a distinctly American flavor to the
papacy—practical, media-savvy, yet
rooted in traditional Catholic social
teaching that prioritizes the poor,
migrants, and peace. He has gently
questioned whether endless sanctions
and military posturing truly serve human
flourishing, while condemning the Iranian
regime’s theocratic oppression and
support for terrorism. It’s a both/and
approach that frustrates the binary style
of Trumpworld.

The Pope has also weighed in on
domestic matters. His calls for
compassion toward migrants and the
marginalized clash with hardline
deportation priorities. On economic
issues, he echoes predecessors in
warning against unchecked materialism
and inequality, even as the administration
touts growth through deregulation. Trump
allies accuse the Vatican of left-leaning
bias; the Pope’s supporters say he’s

simply applying timeless Gospel
principles to modern realities.

What truly irks the Trump orbit is the
Pope’s independence. Unlike some
predecessors seen as more
accommodationist toward conservative
causes on life issues or religious liberty,
Leo XIV refuses to be drafted as a culture-
war ally. He praises efforts to protect the
unborn and traditional family but pairs
them with uncompromising stands on
climate stewardship (as “care for
creation”), refugee rights, and opposition
to excessive nationalism that forgets the
universal Church.

This is classic Catholic social
doctrine—dignity of the person, solidarity,
subsidiarity—but delivered by an
American who understands U.S. politics
intimately. It denies Trump the clean
“radical left Pope” narrative some hoped
for. Instead, it forces a more nuanced
confrontation: a president who sees
himself as a defender of Western
civilization against a Pope reminding him
that civilization includes moral limits on
power, wealth, and force.

Trump has long positioned himself as
a champion of Christians, delivering on
judges, conscience protections, and
moving the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem.

Many evangelicals and conservative
Catholics remain loyal. Yet the Pope’s
gentle but firm rebukes create cognitive
dissonance. How does one attack the
Vicar of Christ without alienating the very
base that values faith? The
administration’s response has been a
mix of deflection and irritation. Petitions
circulate among some Catholic Trump
supporters urging the Pope to stay out
of politics. Meanwhile, Leo XIV continues
his quiet diplomacy—reaching out to
Iranian diaspora voices, hosting interfaith
dialogues, and emphasizing that true
peace requires justice, not just strength.

In the end, the Pope bedevils Trump
because he operates on a different plane.
Trump deals in leverage, ratings, and
winning. The Pope deals in souls, truth,
and the long arc of salvation history. One
is temporal power at its brashest; the
other claims spiritual authority that has
outlasted empires. Whether this tension
produces constructive dialogue or deeper
rift remains to be seen. But for now, the
first American Pope is reminding the
most powerful American president that
even the art of the deal has moral
boundaries. And in Washington, where
power is everything, that’s the most
bedeviling message of all.
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The Brink of Conflict
The Strait of Hormuz Standoff

The geopolit ical
landscape shifted violently on
Saturday, April 18, when Iran
reversed its brief reopening of the
Strait of Hormuz. Iranian forces
reportedly f ired upon
commercial vessels attempting
to traverse the waterway—a
direct retaliation against the
ongoing U.S. naval blockade of
Iranian ports. Tactical
Escalation: On Tuesday, April

21, U.S. forces executed a high-
stakes boarding of a sanctioned
Iranian oil tanker in the Indian
Ocean. While the Pentagon
described the operation as
occurring "without incident," the
move has intensified an already
volatile maritime environment.
The Deadline: A ten-day ceasefire
is set to expire on Wednesday
evening, April 22. President Trump
has signaled a "highly unlikely"
chance of extension, warning that
the U.S. is prepared to resume
aerial bombardments if a favorable
deal is not reached.

The Islamabad
Diplomatic

Vacuum
Despite earlier hopes for a
diplomatic breakthrough, the
peace talks in Pakistan are
currently in a state of
"confusion." The Holdout: While
Vice President JD Vance was
scheduled to lead a U.S.
delegation to Islamabad today,
Iranian state media claims no
such delegation from Tehran has
traveled to the site. Sticking
Points: Major fissures remain
over nuclear enrichment limits.
Iranian negotiator Mohammad
Bagher Qalibaf has publicly
rejected "negotiations under the
shadow of threats," accusing
Washington of using the
blockade to force concessions.

Sudan: A
Crisis in its
Fourth Year

The civil war between the
Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF)
and the Rapid Support Forces
(RSF) has officially entered its
fourth year. The Returnee
Struggle: The UN International
Organization for Migration (IOM)
reported on April 21 that nearly
four million displaced people are
attempting to return to ruined
cities like Khartoum.
Infrastructure Collapse: Those
returning face a secondary
struggle for survival amidst the
total destruction of water,
electricity, and health networks.

Turmoil in the Cabinet
The resignation of Labor Secretary Lori Chavez-DeRemer on
Monday has sent shockwaves through Washington. The
Allegations: Her departure follows a misconduct probe involving
accusations of public fund abuse for personal travel and "drinking
on the job." A Pattern of Vacancies: Chavez-DeRemer is the third
high-profile woman to leave the Trump Cabinet in seven weeks,
following the departures of Kristi Noem (Homeland Security) and
Pam Bondi (Justice).

RFK Jr. Faces Congressional Scrutiny
Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appeared before the House
Ways and Means Committee this week to defend his "Make
America Healthy Again" agenda. Vaccine Policy: In a heated
exchange with Rep. Linda Sanchez, Kennedy acknowledged it
was "possible" that a recent measles fatality in Texas could have
been prevented by vaccination. Budgetary Focus: Kennedy is
prioritizing the reform of dietary guidelines and the elimination of
"waste, fraud, and abuse" within the HHS, even as critics warn
that cuts to CDC public health messaging are eroding national
immunity levels.

The Shreveport Tragedy
On Sunday, April 19, a domestic disturbance in Shreveport,
Louisiana, escalated into one of the year’s deadliest mass
shootings. The Victims: Eight children, ranging in age from one to
14, were killed. Two women remain in critical condition. The
Outcome: The suspect, 31-year-old Shamar Elkins, was killed by
police following a pursuit into Bossier City. Records indicate Elkins
had a prior 2019 arrest for firing weapons near a school campus.

The Case Against D4vd
The music world was stunned by the Monday morning press
conference in Los Angeles regarding the artist D4vd (Anthony Ian
Burke). The Charges: Prosecutors have charged Burke with the
intentional murder of a 14-year-old girl. Aggravating Factors: The
complaint alleges "malice aforethought" and suggests the crime
may have been committed for financial gain or to silence a witness,
marking a dark turn for the rising star.

International Justice: The
Fall of "Daniel Takacs"

The Capture of János Balla in Cancún
On Saturday, April 18, a major joint operation
between Mexican federal forces and international
agencies culminated in the arrest of János Balla,
a 48-year-old Hungarian national who had been
living under the alias “Dániel Takács.” One of
Europe's Most Wanted: Balla was not just a local
criminal; he was listed as one of Europe’s
Top 10 Most Wanted fugitives. He was the
subject of both a Europol formal arrest
warrant and an Interpol Red Notice.
The Criminal Enterprise: According to
Europol, Balla is accused of orchestrating
a sophisticated criminal organization that
specialized in the large-scale trafficking of
cocaine and ecstasy across Europe, with
activities dating back to at least 2014. He
had previously been sentenced to six years
in prison in Hungary but fled before serving his
time.
The Operation: Mexican Security Secretary Omar
García Harfuch confirmed the arrest took place
in the resort city of Cancún (specifically in the
municipality of Benito Juárez) on Politécnico
Avenue. The breakthrough came via an "exchange
of information" with Hungarian security agencies,

allowing investigators to pinpoint his "mobility
zone" in the tourist-heavy Yucatán Peninsula.
Geopolitical Significance: This arrest is a
cornerstone of President Claudia Sheinbaum’s
pivot toward a more aggressive "anti-cartel"
strategy. It signals Mexico’s increasing

willingness to cooperate with European agencies
(Europol) in addition to their traditional partnership
with the U.S. (DEA/FBI).
Current Status: Balla has been handed over to
Mexico's National Institute of Migration to finalize
his immigration status and initiate a "controlled
deportation" process back to Europe to face his
six-year sentence and further charges.

The "Artemis-Commercial" Lunar Landing
On Sunday, April 19, the first privately developed lunar lander
under the 2026 "Bridge to Moon" initiative successfully
touched down in the Schackleton Crater at the lunar south
pole. Managed by a consort ium of North American
aerospace firms, this mission marks the first time a non-
government entity has successfully soft-landed a payload
containing autonomous mining drills. The mission's primary
objective is to verify the concentration of water ice in the
lunar soil (regolith), which is essential for producing oxygen
and rocket fuel for the planned 2027 crewed Mars transit.
This represents a definitive shift from the "Space Race" of
the 20th century to the "Resource Race" of the 21st, as
international law regarding lunar mineral rights remains a
hotly debated topic at the UN this week.

A Pattern of High-Profile Arrests
This capture marks the third significant international arrest in
Mexico in as many months: March 2024: Authorities arrested
the man wanted in connection with the 2023 assassination of
Ecuadorian presidential candidate Fernando Villavicencio.
Late March: A U.S. fugitive was captured just one hour after
being added to the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list—the fastest
arrest in the list's history.
This string of successes suggests a tightening net around
international fugitives using Mexico as a "safe harbor" ahead of
the high-security environment expected for the upcoming 2026
World Cup

The 2026 Breakthrough Prizes
The "Oscars of Science" distr ibuted $18.75 mil l ion in
p r i zes  th i s  pas t  weekend  in  Los  Ange les .  Gene
The rapy :  Jean  Benne t t  was  r ecogn i zed  f o r  he r
pioneering work on FDA-approved gene therapies that
res tore  s ight  to  those wi th  hered i tary  b l indness.
Fundamental Physics: David Gross received a special
prize for his l i fet ime of work on string theory and the
"strong force" that holds atoms together.
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The Colombo Outreach: High-Stakes Diplomacy in the Palk Strait
The visit of Indian Vice President
C.P. Radhakrishnan to Colombo
on April 20 signals a decisive
attempt by New Delhi to cement
its role as Sri Lanka’s primary
security and economic partner.
The “Cyclone Ditwah” Relief
Fund: Beyond the immediate
$450 million package, the talks
finalized a framework for long-
term disaster resilience. This
includes the deployment of Indian
meteorological experts to
Colombo to co-manage a new
early-warning radar system,
designed to mitigate the recurring
devastation of Indian Ocean
cyclones. The Fishermen Crisis:
A breakthrough was nearly
reached regarding the Palk

Strait. Reports suggest a
proposed “Blue Economy” permit
system that would allow
regulated, seasonal access for
traditional fishers while strictly
banning bottom trawling, a
practice that has historically
led to the arrest of hundreds
of Indian nationals by the Sri
Lankan Navy.Strategic Debt
Rest ruc tur ing:  Sources
indicate that Radhakrishnan
and President Dissanayake
discussed a debt-to-equity
swap involving renewable
energy projects in the Mannar
Basin, effectively countering
the “debt-trap” narratives often
associated with rival foreign
investments.

The Islamabad Standoff:
Sovereignty vs. Stabilization

As Pakistan serves as
the unl ikely host for
negotiations involving the Strait
of Hormuz crisis, the nation
finds itself caught between
international duty and domestic
volatility. Host Nation Dilemma:
While Is lamabad has
successfully brought U.S. and
Iranian representatives to the
same city, the negotiations
have been marred by local
protests. Opposition factions
have accused the government
of allowing “foreign intelligence
overreach” under the guise of
diplomatic hospitality. Security
Lockdown: A “Red Zone”

securi ty perimeter has
paralyzed central Islamabad
since Saturday. Military officials
have confirmed that elite units
are providing security for the
delegations, a move that has
drawn criticism from civil rights
groups citing the suspension of
local commerce and movement.
The “Influence” Debate: The
core friction lies in a leaked draft
of the “Islamabad Accord,”
which reportedly includes
clauses for U.S.-led maritime
patrols—a point that nationalist
part ies in Pakistan claim
violates the spirit of regional
neutrality.

The “Neighbourhood First” Reset:
Countering Bloc Fragmentation

New Delhi’s pivot back
to Bhutan and the Maldives
represents a sophisticated “soft
power” offensive aimed at
stabilizing the South Asian
Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC)
environment. The Bhutanese
Hydropower Pact: In Thimphu,
India has committed to a
renewed “Green Corridor”
initiative. This involves not only
purchasing surplus power but
also funding the transition of
Bhutan’s transport fleet to 100%
electric, utilizing Indian-made EV
infrastructure.  Maldivian
Maritime Security: In the

Maldives, the reset is more
tactical. Following a period of
cooled relations, India has
resumed “Operation Sagar,”
providing specialized training to
the Maldivian Coast Guard and
delivering three new fast-patrol
vessels to monitor illegal fishing
and narcotics trafficking in the
central Indian Ocean. SAARC
Survival: This intensification of
bilateral ties is seen by analysts
as an “alternative SAARC”
strategy—building a ring of
stable, pro-India partnerships to
bypass the institutional paralysis
that has dogged the regional bloc
for over a decade.

The Indo-Pacific
Triangle: The

Bangladesh Factor
A landmark strategic report
released this week identifies
Bangladesh as the “pivot point”
of a new three-way power
struggle between Washington,
New Delhi, and Beijing. Post-
Election Trajectory: Following
the controversial yet
consequential election cycle,
the new administration in
Dhaka is facing a “tri-directional
pull.” The U.S. is leveraging
trade GSP status to demand
labor reforms, while China
has offered a massive $5
billion infrastructure loan for
deep-sea port expansion.
India’s Balancing Act: New
Delh i  remains the most
critical player, maintaining a
“security-first” approach. The
report highlights that any shift
in Dhaka toward a Beijing-
aligned defense pact would be
viewed as a “red line” for Indian
national security.

Russia-India Energy Friction: The Sanctions Squeeze
For the first time since the 2022
energy shift, India’s “uninterrupted”
supply of Russian crude is facing
a structural threat from Western
regulatory pressure. The Nayara
Nexus: Nayara Energy, which is
partially owned by Russian
interests, has become the focal
point of new UK and EU sanctions
as of late April. These sanctions
target the “shadow fleet” of tankers
and the insurance providers that
facilitate the trade. Refining

Deadlock: Indian refineries are
reportedly struggling to find banks
willing to issue Letters of Credit
(LCs) for Russian shipments, as
the new Western “secondary
sanctions” threaten to de-platform
any financial institution that
facilitates trades above the revised
price caps. Strategic Reserves: To
mitigate potential shortages, the
Indian Ministry of Petroleum has
reportedly begun silent
negotiations for increased term-

contracts with Saudi Aramco and
ADNOC (UAE), signaling that the
era of “discounted Russian oil” may
be reaching a point of diminishing
returns due to escalating
compliance costs. The following
report provides an in-depth
analysis of the defining political and
social shifts currently shaping
South Asia. These developments
represent a period of high-stakes
transition for the world’s most
populous region.
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The Bangladesh Post-
Election Crisis : A

Republic at a Crossroads

Following the conclusion of voting on Sunday,
April 19, Bangladesh finds itself in a precarious
power vacuum. This election was the first since
the seismic unrest of 2024, and the absence of
the Awami League has fundamentally altered the
political landscape. The Power Struggle: With
the former ruling party barred from participation,
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and
Jamaat-e-Islami have emerged as the primary
contenders. While initial tallies suggest a slight
edge for the BNP, Jamaat-e-Islami’s strong
showing in rural districts has complicated the
formation of a stable coalition. The Term-Limit
Referendum: Central to this election was a
landmark constitutional referendum. Early exit
polls indicate a majority support for a two-term
limit on the Prime Minister’s office—a direct
response to the decade-long tenure of the
previous administration. Security Concerns:
Despite a massive deployment of the Rapid
Action Battalion (RAB), election monitors
reported “scattered but significant” violence. At
least 14 deaths were confirmed in clashes across
the Chittagong and Sylhet divisions, raising
international concerns over the legitimacy of the
transition.

India’s Digital-First Census 2027
The Decadal Count Goes Virtual

On April 1, Vice President C.P.
Radhakrishnan signaled the dawn of
a new era in Indian demographics
by submitting the first official self-
enumeration form for the Census
2027. Technological Shift: For the
first time in history, India is moving
away f rom paper-based data
col lect ion.  The “Dig i ta l -F i rs t ”
initiative allows citizens to self-
enumerate via a secure portal or
mobile app, a move expected to
reduce data processing time by
nearly 60%. The “Mobile-First”
Mandate: To bridge the digital divide,
the government has authorized the
use of  3.5 mi l l ion tablets for
enumerators visit ing rural and
remote regions. This real-time data
entry system is designed to provide

“live” demographic snapshots rather
than the delayed reports of previous
decades. Privacy Protocols: Amidst
concerns regarding data security, the
Minist ry  of  Home Affa i rs  has

implemented a “Tr ip le-Vaul t ”
encryption system, ensuring that
personal identifiers are scrubbed
from the statistical datasets used
for policy planning.

Civil Services Day: The “AI-Babu” Evolution
Bureaucracy in the Age of Intelligence

Marking National Civil Services
Day on Tuesday, April 21, Prime
Min i s te r  Mod i  add ressed  a
massive gathering of IAS and IPS
officers in New Delhi, outlining a
v i s i on  f o r  a  “V i ks i t  Bha ra t ”
(Developed India) powered by
Artificial Intelligence. AI for Good
Governance: The Prime Minister
emphasized that AI should not be
v iewed as  a  rep lacement  fo r

human judgment but as a tool to
eliminate bureaucratic red tape.
He cited the Bhashini AI platform
as  a  mode l  f o r  t r ans la t i ng
government schemes into regional
languages instantly to reach every
citizen. Predictive Policy-Making:
A key takeaway from the address
was the introduction of “Predictive
Governance,” where AI models will
be  used  to  an t i c i pa te

infrastructure needs and resource
shortages in aspirational districts
before they reach crisis levels.
The  E th i ca l  Gua rd ra i l :  Mod i
issued a stern reminder that as
the bureaucracy integrates tech,
it must remain “citizen-centric,”
ensuring that digital automation
does not lead to the exclusion of
the elderly or the digitally illiterate.

The Punjab Socio-Economic & Caste Survey
Quantifying Identity and Crisis

The Punjab government has officially launched
what is being described as the most
comprehensive social mapping project in the
state’s history.
Massive Manpower: Over 28,000 trained
enumerators began door-to-door visits this week.
Unlike previous surveys, this effort specifically
links caste data with socio-economic indicators
like land ownership, debt levels, and educational
access.The Dual Mission: While the survey is
designed to refine reservation policies, it has a

critical secondary objective: mapping the drug
epidemic. Enumerators are collecting anonymized
data on substance abuse patterns to identify
“vulnerability hotspots” that have previously been
overlooked by law enforcement. Political
Implications: The survey has already sparked
intense debate in the State Assembly.
Proponents argue it is the only way to ensure
“equity over equality,” while critics suggest it may
deepen communal fault lines ahead of upcoming
local body polls.

Amaravati: The Rebirth of a Capital :
Legislative Finality for the Blue-Green City

After years of legal
uncertainty and political
reversals, the transition of Andhra
Pradesh’s administrative capital
to Amaravati reached a definitive
milestone this week. Total
Consolidation: The final
legislative approval paves the way
for the relocation of all major
directorates and the Governor’s
residence. The “Three Capitals”
model has been officially
scrapped in favor of a single,
world-class administrative hub.
Infrastructure Revival: The state
government has secured a fresh

$1.2 billion line of credit to
resume work on stalled iconic
structures, including the High
Court and the Legislative
Assembly, both designed with
sustainable “Blue-Green” urban
principles. Economic Surge:
Real estate activity in the Guntur-
Vijayawada corridor has seen a
35% spike following the
announcement. The government
is also fast-tracking the
A m a r a v a t i - A n a n t a p u r
Expressway to ensure the capital
is seamlessly connected to the
state’s southern districts.



21 Friday 24 April 2026

Infrastructure & Industry Milestones
IGIA: The Gateway to South Asia Secures Global Standing
Delhi ’s Indira Gandhi
International Airport (IGIA) has
solidified its reputation as a
premier global hub. In the newly
released 2026 Skytrax World
Airport Awards, IGIA was once
again crowned the “Best Airport
in India and South Asia.” The
Global Cl imb: More
impressively, the airport surged
to the 28th position worldwide,
up from 36th in previous years.
It remains the only Indian
airport featured in the global Top
30. Operational Excellence:
The ranking is attributed to the
successful  integrat ion of
Terminal 3’s “Smart Security”
biometr ic gates and the
expansion of the fourth runway,
which has significantly reduced
taxi ing t imes and carbon
emissions. Regional
Competi t ion: Whi le

Hyderabad’s Rajiv Gandhi
International Airport followed
closely (securing the “Best
Airport Staff” award in the
region), IGIA’s sheer scale and

connectivity to the Americas
and Europe remains unmatched
in the subcontinent.
India’s Defense Exports: The
¹ 25,000 Crore Milestone

The Ministry of Defence released
data for the 2025–26 fiscal year,
confirming that Indian defense
exports have shattered all
previous records, reaching an

estimated ¹ 25,000 crore (approx.
$3 billion). Strategic Shift: This
30% year-on-year growth is the
direct result of the “Atmanirbhar
Bharat” (Self-Reliant India)
initiative, shifting the nation’s
identity from a top importer to a
significant global supplier. Key
Assets: High-demand items
include the BrahMos supersonic
cruise missiles (with major
contracts finalized in Southeast
Asia), the Tejas Light Combat
Aircraft, and advanced artillery
systems l ike  the ATAGS.
Global Client Base: Over 85
countries now procure Indian
defense hardware, with a
notable increase in interest from
Middle Eastern and African
nations seeking cost-effective,
high-tech alternatives to
traditional Western or Russian
systems.

The Himalayan
Renaissance: Himachal’s

“Welcoming” Surge

Crime, Justice & Social Integrity
Tamil Nadu: The Shadow of Criminality in Politics

Himachal  Pradesh has been of f ic ia l ly
recognized this week as one of the world’s
most “welcoming regions” by global travel
indices, sparking a significant tourism boom.
Demographic Shift: While domestic tourism
remains the backbone, there has been a 40%
increase in arrivals from North America and
Northern Europe. Travelers are increasingly
seeking “sustainable luxury” and spiritual
retreats in the Spiti and Kangra valleys.
Infrastructure Impact: The completion of the
strategic tunnel projects and improved last-mile
connectivity has made high-altitude regions
accessible year-round, stabilizing the local
economy which previously suffered during harsh
winters. Environmental Caution: Amidst the
boom, the state government has introduced a
“Green Cap” on vehicular entry in eco-sensitive
zones to prevent the ecological degradation
seen in previous decades.

As the state prepares for local and
legislative cycles, a report released
on April 19 by prominent election
watchdogs has sent shockwaves
through the political establishment.
The Data: Out of the primary candidate
pool, over 400 individuals are currently
facing serious criminal charges,
including cases related to financial
fraud, intimidation, and corruption.
Calls for Reform: Civil society groups
and the Association for Democratic
Reforms (ADR) have petitioned the
Election Commission of India (ECI)
for stricter vetting. They are
advocating for a “permanent
disqualification” for candidates
convicted of heinous crimes, rather
than the current temporary bans.
Bangladesh: The Battle for

Academic Integrity
On Tuesday, April 21, the first day of
the Secondary School Certificate
(SSC) exams in Bangladesh served
as a litmus test for the government’s
new education reforms. The Absence
Crisis: In the Dinajpur Education
Board alone, over 1,100 students
failed to appear for the Bengali First
Paper. Authorities suggest this is a
residual effect of the economic
displacement following the 2024
unrest. Zero-Tolerance Enforcement:
One student was summarily expelled
for malpractice, and several
invigilators were “relieved of duty” for
failing to follow the new digital
security protocols designed to prevent
paper leaks.
Maternal Health: A Lancet Reality

Check
Despite India’s rapid modernization,
a Lancet study published in mid-April
highlights a persistent and tragic
disparity in public health. The
Statistic: India remains one of five
nations that collectively account for
over one-third of all global maternal
deaths. The Urban-Rural Divide: While
“Digital Health” initiatives have
improved tracking, the study points
to a critical shortage of skilled birth
attendants in “aspirational districts”
in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and
Jharkhand.
Systemic Gaps: The report
emphasizes that while institutional
births are up, the quality of
postpartum care remains the primary
factor in preventable fatalities.

India-Current Affairs
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The “Blue Zone” Home:
Designing for the Next Century

Interior design has moved past mere
aesthetics, pivoting toward a science-backed
obsession with longevity. Inspired by the
wor ld ’s  “B lue Zones”—regions where
inhabi tants  f requent ly  l ive past  100—
designers are now curating "Longevity-First"
spaces. This isn't just about ergonomics; it’s
about "environmental nudges." Think kitchen

layouts that make fresh produce more visible
than pantry snacks, "circadian l ighting"
systems that mirror the sun’s progression to
regulate sleep, and the integration of indoor
"micro-gardens." The goal is to create a home
that subconsciously encourages movement
and stress reduction, turning the living room
into a sanctuary for the long haul.

The Skilled Trade Surge:
Gen Z’s New Frontier

The "College-for-All" narrative is officially fracturing. In 2026,
Gen Z is increasingly swapping the uncertainty of entry-
level corporate roles for the high-demand, high-pay world
of vocational trades. Tired of "ghost jobs" and AI-threatened
desk work, young professionals are flocking to specialized
electrical work, advanced HVAC technology, and precision
welding. With many master tradespeople reaching
retirement, these "New Collar" workers are commanding
six-figure starting salaries and the autonomy of business
ownership—all without the crushing weight of traditional
student debt.

HOA Wars: The
Battle for the

"Rewilded" Lawn

The pristine, chemical-green American lawn
is the latest casualty in the climate fight.
A wave of legal battles is sweeping across
suburbs as homeowners  c lash wi th
Homeowners Associations (HOAs) over
"Ecological Landscaping." Residents are
replacing thirsty turf with native wildflower
meadows and "poll inator pockets" to
support local biodiversity. While HOAs
argue these "untamed" yards tank property
values, a new generation of eco-conscious
buyers is demanding them. Recent court
ru l ings in  s ta tes  l i ke  Mary land and
California are beginning to favor the bees
over the mowers, signaling a permanent
shift in what "curb appeal" actually means.

Digital Nomad 2.0: The Rise
of "Quiet Luxury" Rural Hubs

The era of the "Laptop-on-a-Beach" nomad
is maturing. In 2026, the movement has shifted
toward "Quiet Luxury" rural hubs—think the hills of
Tuscany, the Hudson Valley, or the Japanese
countryside. Today’s nomads aren't looking for
hos te l s ;  t hey  a re  l ook ing  f o r  h i gh -speed
infrastructure embedded in historic, low-density
environments. This "Digital Nomad 2.0" seeks
deep community integration and architectural
heritage rather than just a cheap cost of living.
I t ’s a sophist icated rebranding of the rural
escape, fueled by a desire for "slow l iving"
without sacrificing 6G connectivity.

Disney’s Traditional Turn:
A Polarizing Return to Form

Disney World has sparked a fierce cultural debate by
reinstating its classic "Ladies and Gentlemen, Boys
and Girls" greetings, reversing a 2021 move toward
gender-neutral language. The company describes the
shift as a return to "timeless storytelling tradition," but
the reaction has been split down the middle. Supporters
see it as a welcome return to the nostalgic charm that
defined the parks for decades, while critics argue it is
a step backward for inclusivity. As the "Most Magical
Place on Earth" navigates the complexities of 2026
social dynamics, the move highlights the delicate
balancing act between corporate heritage and modern
cultural expectations.
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Roark Capital Eyes $2 Billion
Exit for Inspire Brands

Roark Capital is reportedly prepping an
Initial Public Offering for Inspire Brands—
the powerhouse behind Dunkin’, Arby’s,
and Jimmy John’s. The move aims to
raise roughly $2 billion, signaling a major
exit strategy for Roark as it looks to
capitalize on a stabilizing market for
restaurant conglomerates.

Allbirds Swaps Sneakers for
Silicon: The “NewBird AI” Pivot

In a move that has stunned Wall Street,
former “it-shoe” maker Allbirds is
abandoning footwear to become
NewBird AI. The company plans to
transform into a GPU-as-a-Service
provider, leveraging a $50 million
financing round to buy high-performance
hardware. Shares skyrocketed nearly
400% on the news, shif t ing the
company from a $39 million acquisition
target to a speculative AI darling.

India Turns Heat Up on AB
InBev in Antitrust Fight

India’s antitrust regulator has escalated
its cartel probe, officially fl ipping
Anheuser-Busch InBev from a
cooperating witness to a primary target.
The shift has triggered an immediate legal
battle in Indian courts as the world’s
largest brewer fights to protect its
standing in one of its most critical growth
markets.

Firearms Feud: Beretta Moves
for Control of Sturm Ruger

A “nasty” corporate battle has erupted
between two legends of the gun world.
Beretta, which now holds a 10% stake
in Sturm Ruger, is accusing the
American manufacturer’s board of
“persistent underperformance.” Ruger
has fired back, adopting a “poison pill”
and accusing the I tal ian f i rm of
attempting a “stealthy” hostile takeover.

Jersey Mike’s Subs
Files for $12 Billion IPO

Backed by  p r i va te  equ i ty  g ian t
Blackstone, Jersey Mike’s Subs
has confidential ly f i led for an IPO.
Boasting 20 consecutive years of
s a m e - s t o r e  s a l e s  g r o w t h ,  t h e
s a n d w i c h  c h a i n  i s  r e p o r t e d l y
seeking a valuation of at least $12
bil l ion. The move marks the most
ant ic ipated restaurant  l is t ing of
2026.

Apple CEO Transition Tim
Cook is stepping down as
CEO after 15 years, handing
the reins to John Ternus
(SVP of Hardware
Engineering) effective
September 1, 2026. Cook will
become Executive
Chairman. The move signals
continuity in Apple’s AI push
while sparking Wall Street
reactions on leadership and
innovation strategy.

US-Iran Peace Talks and
Geopolitical Impact on
Markets Fragile ceasefire
talks between the US and
Iran remain in limbo, with
fresh doubts causing oil
prices to spike and stocks
to wobble. Markets had
rallied on de-escalation
hopes but reversed on
weekend tensions and
Hormuz Strait risks.
Investors are watching for
any breakthrough before the
truce expires.

Strong Corporate Earnings
Season and Market
Records Q1 earnings from
banks and tech firms are
beating forecasts, fueling a
market surge. The S&P 500
topped 7,000 for the first
time and Nasdaq keeps
setting records despite
global tensions. Broad
gains reflect resilient
earnings and AI-driven
optimism.

Tariff Refunds Portal
Opens The US
Customs CAPE portal
launched Monday,
letting businesses
claim refunds on up to
$166–175 billion in
Trump-era tariffs ruled
illegal by the Supreme
Court. Retailers and
importers are rushing
to file, with potential
payouts (plus interest)
expected in 60–90
days.

US Retai l  Sales
Surge March retail
sa les jumped the
most in a year (up
1.7% MoM, 4% YoY),
driven by tax refunds
offsetting higher gas
prices from the Iran
conflict. Almost every
category rose,
showing resi l ient
consumer spending
despi te inf lat ion
worries.

Business & Tech
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The Quantum Battery Breakthrough
Australian Scientists Unveil First Room-Temperature Prototype

Researchers at CSIRO, in
collaboration with RMIT and the
University of Melbourne, have
achieved a long-awaited

milestone in energy storage: the
world’s first functioning proof-of-
concept quantum battery. Unlike
the lithium-ion batteries in your

phone, which rely on slow
chemical reactions, this device
uses quantum superposition—
the ability of particles to exist in
multiple states at once—to store
energy.
The breakthrough reveals a
"superextensive" charging
property: the larger the battery,
the faster it charges. This
counterintuitive effect could
eventually allow electric vehicles
to be "refueled" via laser or
wireless induction faster than a
traditional gas tank can be filled.
While commercial versions are
still years away, this chemical-
free cell marks the end of the
"slow-charge" era.

The AI Stock Pivot
From Retail to GPUs: The High-
Stakes Gamble of "NewBird AI"

In one of the most radical corporate rebrandings of the
decade, the former sustainable footwear giant Allbirds has
officially pivoted to become NewBird AI. Following the sale
of its brand and shoe assets for $39 million, the company
is utilizing a new $50 million financing round to transform
into a GPU-as-a-Service (GaaS) provider. The move targets
a critical bottleneck in the AI industry: the extreme scarcity
of high-performance compute hardware. By leasing out
dedicated access to high-end GPUs, NewBird AI hopes to
capture the massive margins of the silicon boom. Investors
initially cheered, sending the stock up nearly 400%, but
skeptics warn of the "Long Island Iced Tea" effect—
referencing the 2017 beverage-to-blockchain pivot that
ended in delisting.

Ethical Edits
FDA and Global Bodies Set

Standards for Mainstream CRISPR

As CRISPR gene-editing moves from treating rare blood
disorders to addressing common ailments like severe
peanut and pollen allergies, the FDA has issued new,
flexible draft guidance to accelerate development. The
"Ethical Edits" framework focuses on Next-Generation
Sequencing (NGS) to ensure that "off-target" edits—
accidental changes to a patient’s DNA—are virtually
eliminated before treatments reach the pharmacy.
These standards provide a roadmap for "individualized
therapies," allowing scientists to customize genetic "snips"
for a patient's specific allergic triggers. This shift signals
the transition of gene therapy from a last-resort medical
miracle to a mainstream tool for improving quality of life.

Oceanic Internet
The Rise of "Plate-Resilient" Fiber Optics

Space Tourism Safety : FAA Streamlines
"Part 450" for 2026 Lunar Missions

As SpaceX and Blue Origin prepare for the first private
lunar fly-bys scheduled for late 2026, the FAA has
officially transitioned all flight-ready operators to the
Part 450 safety rule. This streamlined regulatory
framework replaces decades of "legacy" red tape with
a single, performance-based license that covers
everything from launch to reentry. The new regulations
prioritize "public safety zones" and require advanced
avionic redundancies to prevent system shutdowns
during critical mission phases. For the handful of
civilians preparing to loop around the Moon this
December, the FAA’s move provides the legal and
safety certainty required for the most ambitious
commercial voyages in human history.

With global data demand quadrupling, NTT has
deployed a revolutionary 192-core submarine cable
system—the highest capacity ever recorded.
However, the real innovation lies in the physical
engineering. These new cables are designed with
"tectonic-flex" joint boxes, allowing the glass
filaments to survive the shifting plates of the Pacific

"Ring of Fire."
By utilizing Multicore Fiber (MCF), engineers can
pack four times the data into a cable the width of
a garden hose. These "survivalist" cables ensure
that even during seismic events, the global digital
economy remains tethered, moving us closer to
a truly uninterrupted "Oceanic Internet."
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1. The “Unserious” Silhouette: Camp
Takes the Mainstream
Spring 2026 is officially rejecting the
“quiet luxury” of years past in favor of high-
energy whimsy. The standout star? The
Marching Band Jacket. With heavy gold
frogging, structured epaulettes, and
vibrant primary colors, it’s a nod to
maximalist costume history. This trend,
often referred to as “Impractical Camp,”
prioritizes visual storytelling over utility.
From oversized velvet bows to garments
that mimic 18th-century court dress, the
message is clear: fashion shouldn’t be a
uniform—it should be a celebration of the
absurd.
2. Zebra is the New Neutral: From
Safari to the C-Suite
Move over, beige and navy. The bold,
erratic stripes of the Zebra print have
undergone a sophisticated rebranding.
No longer reserved for 80s rockstars or
kitschy lounge decor, zebra has been
reimagined in muted tones—charcoal on
cream, and chocolate on sand. Designers
have integrated the print into sharp
blazers and pleated trousers, proving that
its organic, rhythmic pattern can act as
a “textured neutral.” It provides the visual
interest of a solid color but with a
predatory edge that’s currently
dominating corporate boardrooms.
3. The Second-Skin Shoe: The Death
of the “Chunky Dad”

After nearly a decade of heavy, oversized
“distuptor” sneakers, the pendulum has
swung violently toward minimalism. Enter
the Second-Skin Shoe. These ultra-slim,
ballet-inspired performance sneakers
prioritize the natural shape of the foot.
Brands are utilizing hyper-flexible knits
and paper-thin soles that offer a “barefoot”
sensation while maintaining high-tech
support. It’s a sleek, aerodynamic
silhouette that pairs as easily with a
tailored suit as it does with athletic
leggings, signaling a return to elegance
in technical footwear.
4. Seashell Sculptures: The Rise of
“Beach-Grown” Luxury

The jewelry world is having a primal
moment. We are seeing a move away
from delicate gold chains toward
oversized, natural artifacts. Large
conch she l ls  d ipped in  s i lver,
driftwood bangles, and raw sea-glass
pendants  are  the season’s  “ i t ”
accessor ies .  These “Seashel l
Sculptures” represent a craving for the
organic in a digital age. By elevating
materials found on the shoreline to the
status of high-fashion statement
pieces, designers are blending the
ruggedness of the natural world with
the polish of luxury craftsmanship.
5. Transparent Modesty: The Art of the

Reveal
Perhaps the most paradoxical trend
of the season is Transparent Modesty.
Spearheaded by the likes of Tom Ford
and Jil Sander, this look utilizes sheer
fabrics—organza, tul le, and f ine
mesh—not to expose, but to layer. By
stacking transparent garments over
structured underpinnings or other
sheer layers, designers are creating
a “haze” around the body. It’s a new
way of defining “coverage” that plays
with depth and shadow, offering a look
that  is  s imul taneously ethereal ,
soph is t ica ted,  and surpr is ing ly
modest.
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Pilgrimess |
Kara

Reynolds
The Verdict: A bold, bound-
ary-pushing fusion of history
and heat. Kara Reynolds is
mak ing  waves  w i th
Pilgrimess, a novel that de-
fies easy categorization. Set
against a meticulously re-
searched 14th-century back-
drop,  the s tory  fo l lows a
woman’s spiritual and physi-
cal journey across a magic-
infused Europe. What sets
this apart is i ts "explici t ly
open-door "  app roach ;
Reynolds integrates intense,
high-heat romance with seri-
ous histor ical  inquiry and
high-fantasy elements. It’s a
risky balance that pays off,
proving that a book can be
both intellectually stimulating
and unashamedly sensual. It’s
a landmark t i t le for the
"Romantasy" subgenre, signal-
ing a move toward more sophis-
ticated, adult storytelling.

The Sea Spinner
| Julie Johnson

The Verdict: An atmospheric tidal wave of a fan-
tasy-romance. Julie Johnson has crafted a world
where the ocean is as much a character as her
protagonists. The Sea Spinner follows Elara, a
girl born of the salt and spray, who finds herself
entangled in a high-stakes political marriage with
a prince from the warring Sun Isles. Johnson’s
prose is lyrical, bordering on the poetic, but she
doesn't sacrifice pace for beauty. The "slow-
burn" tension is palpable, and the magic sys-
tem—based on lunar tides and celestial align-
ment—feels refreshingly original in a crowded
genre. It’s no surprise this is dominating the April
charts; it’s the perfect blend of escapism and
emotional grit.

The Book Witch | Meg Shaffer
The Verdict: The ultimate "cozy-core" companion for rainy af-

ternoons. Meg
Shaffer,  be-
loved for The
W i s h i n g
Game, returns
with a delight-
ful hybrid that
sits comfort-
ably between
a paranormal
p r o c e d u r a l
and a warm
hug. When a
rare, cursed
m a n u s c r i p t
goes missing
from a hidden
magica l  l i -
brary, biblio-
phile Sophie
must team up
with a grumpy,
centuries-old
guard ian to
find it. While
the stakes in-

volve ancient curses, the heart of the book lies in the commu-
nity of the small, misty town it inhabits. It’s light on gore but
heavy on charm, making it the definitive "Book Club Pick" for
those who want a mystery that prioritizes character growth
and whimsical world-building over grit.

Amid Clouds and Bones | Ella Fields
The Verdict: Vivid, visceral, and unapologetically
dramatic. If your social media feed is flooded
with fan art of wings and jagged crowns, Ella
Fields is likely to blame. Amid Clouds and
Bones is a masterclass in the "enemies-to-lov-
ers" trope, pitting a vengeful fae queen against
the king who stole her throne—and her heart.
Fields specializes in high-tension, high-emotion
storytelling where the stakes feel life-or-death
on every page. The world is brutal and the ro-
mance is scorching, but beneath the "spiciness"
is a poignant story about reclamation and the
scars of war. It is TikTok’s current obsession
for a reason: it’s impossible to put down.

The Modern Stoic’s
Guide | Marcus Vance

The Verdict: A grounding anchor for a high-tech world. In an era
where AI is reshaping the very fabric of our careers and creative
lives, Marcus
Vance’s The
M o d e r n
Stoic’s Guide
arrives as a
n e c e s s a r y
manual for
mental forti-
tude. Unlike
some dry phi-
losophy texts,
Vance applies
the teachings
of Marcus
Aurelius and
Epictetus to
2026’s spe-
cific anxi-
eties—algo-
rithmic burn-
out, digital
noise, and the
loss of human
"uniqueness."
He argues
that Stoicism
isn't about
suppressing
emotion, but about finding a "still point" in a spinning world. It is a
sharp, critical, and ultimately hopeful look at how ancient wisdom
can solve modern glitches.
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The 2026 Wellness Shift
Fibermaxxing: The

Gut is the New Bicep

For a decade, the fitness world was ob-
sessed with one metric: grams of pro-
tein. But in 2026, the "Protein Bro" is
being replaced by the "Fibermaxxer."
As clinical research increasingly links
microbiome diversity to everything from
metabolic speed to mental clarity, the
focus has shifted from muscle mass to
microbial mass.

Rather than chasing 200g of whey, en-
thusiasts are now tracking "plant
points"—aiming for 30 different plant spe-
cies per week. This "Gut Health First"
philosophy prioritizes the slow-burning
energy and systemic anti-inflammation
that comes from a high-fiber lifestyle,
proving that true strength starts on the
inside.

HRV Pacing: Data-Driven
Permission to Rest

Gone are the days of "no pain, no gain." The latest generation of 2026 wearables—
from smart rings to epidermal patches—has perfected Heart Rate Variability (HRV)
tracking. HRV measures the millisecond fluctuations between heartbeats, serving
as a direct window into your autonomic nervous system.If your HRV is low, your
device won't just suggest a light day; it will actively tell you to skip the gym. This
"Pacing" trend is helping athletes avoid the dreaded "overtraining plateau" by align-
ing workout intensity with the body’s actual readiness to recover, making "rest
days" a badge of data-backed honor rather than a sign of weakness.

Mobility Drills Over
HIIT: The End of

"Redline" Training

High-Intensity Interval Training (HIIT) once ruled the
gym floor, but the "No Days Off" culture led to a
predictable wave of burnout and joint injury. Today,
the pendulum has swung toward Mobility and
Durability.The goal for 2026 isn't just to burn calo-
ries, but to ensure joint-stability and longevity. Fit-
ness centers are replacing rows of treadmills with
"Mobility Zones" focused on prying open hips and
decompressing spines. By prioritizing active recov-
ery and controlled articular rotations (CARs), the
modern athlete is choosing a body that feels good
at 80 over a body that "redlines" at 30.

The Infrared Boom:
The Rise of "Gentle

Heat" Recovery

Home infrared saunas are officially the "Peloton of
2026." Unlike traditional saunas that heat the air,
infrared technology uses light waves to penetrate
the skin and heat the body’s tissues directly. This
"Gentle Heat" is being hailed for its ability to in-
crease blood flow and flush metabolic waste with-
out the suffocating intensity of 200°F steam.
As units become more compact and affordable, they
are replacing traditional cardio equipment in home
gyms. For many, the 20-minute post-workout "soak"
in infrared light has become more vital than the work-
out itself, acting as a powerful tool for lowering cor-
tisol and accelerating muscle repair.

Mental Performance:
The Rise of "Brain

Health" Stacks

The "Pre-Workout" category has undergone
a radical transformation. The jittery, high-
caffeine stimulants of the past are being
phased out in favor of Nootropic Stacks.
These "Brain Health" formulas combine tra-
ditional physical boosters with adaptogens
like Lion’s Mane (for neuroplasticity) and
Ashwagandha (for stress modulation).The
goal is no longer just a "pump," but "flow
state" coaching. Athletes are seeking a
sharp, calm cognitive edge that allows for
better mind-muscle connection. In 2026,
we’ve finally realized that the most impor-
tant muscle to prime before a heavy lift is
the one between our ears.
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The 2026 Flavor Report
Trends, Tastes, and the Transformation of the Global Palate

The "Dirty Soda" Expansion: The Bub-
bling Revolution
The "CosMc’s" effect has officially gone
mainstream. What started as a niche
Utah subculture—mixing sodas with
cream, flavored syrups, and lime—has
become a cornerstone of the fast-food
pivot. McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Dunkin’
are aggressively expanding their "re-
fresher" and "specialty sip" menus to
combat slowing burger sales. These high-
margin, customizable drinks cater to a
Gen Z audience that views beverages as
a form of self-expression. In 2026, the
drive-thru is no longer just for a meal; it’s
for a "snack-drink" mid-afternoon pick-me-
up.
Authentic Plant-Based: Moving Be-
yond the "Lab"
The era of ultra-processed "bleeding"

veggie burgers is cooling off. Consumers
are increasingly wary of long ingredient
lists and "industrial" meat mimics. In their
place, we are seeing a return to Whole-
Food Plant Proteins. Menus are now spot-
lighting the humble lentil, chickpea, and
split pea, treated with culinary reverence
rather than being hidden behind additives.
This "Authentic Plant-Based" movement
prioritizes fiber, natural textures, and
transparency, proving that a well-spiced
black bean patty can outrun a lab-grown
imitation in the race for long-term health.
Global Indulgence: The New Staples
of Snacking
The American snack aisle has gone glo-
bal. In 2026, "exotic" is no longer a spe-
cialty shelf—it’s the main event. Ube (the
vibrant purple yam from the Philippines)
has moved from TikTok aesthetics to

mainstream cookies and lattes. Mean-
while, savory snacks are leaning into
deep regionality: think Keralan black pep-
per cashews and Butter Chicken-flavored
popcorn. This shift reflects a more adven-
turous consumer base that seeks "mi-
cro-travel" through their taste buds, favor-
ing complex, bold, and spicy profiles over
traditional salt-and-vinegar tropes.
Hydration Plus: Water, But Make It
Work
Bottled water is no longer just $H_2O$.
The "Hydration Plus" movement has
turned the most basic necessity into a
sophisticated wellness delivery system.
The shelves are now packed with Func-
tional Waters—beverages infused with
electrolytes for recovery, magnesium for
sleep, or adaptogens like Ashwagandha
for stress management. As consumers

move away from sugary energy drinks,
these "augmented waters" offer a clean,
calorie-free way to optimize physical and
mental performance throughout the day.
Heritage Preservation: Healing
Through History
The "gut-health" obsession has led con-
sumers back to the ancient pantry. We
are witnessing a massive surge in Heri-
tage Preservation—a revival of fermented,
pickled, and salt-cured foods. From tra-
ditional Korean Kimchi to Eastern Euro-
pean Sauerkraut and artisanal
Kombuchas, these "living" foods are be-
ing celebrated for their probiotic benefits.
This trend is a unique intersection of cu-
linary nostalgia and modern science, as
shoppers reject sterile, over-pasteurized
products in favor of the complex, tangy
flavors of natural fermentation.
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Anne Hathaway Crowned World’s
Most Beautiful 2026 Anne Hathaway

is officially People magazine’s “World’s
Most Beautiful” star of 2026 — and the

glowing cover (shot in a dazzling
backless off-shoulder dress) is already
everywhere! In a heartfelt interview,
she reflected on her iconic roles while

turning heads at the recent Break-
through Prize Ceremony red carpet.

With The Devil Wears Prada 2 hitting
theaters on May 1, this honor feels like

perfect timing. Fans are loving her
grace, wit, and honest take on body

image and performance today — a feel-
good moment that proves timeless

beauty is all about confidence.

Coachella 2026 Viral Moments with
Justin Bieber  Justin Bieber stole
Weekend 2 at Coachella (April 18-19)
with a jaw-dropping star-studded set
that broke the internet! He serenaded
superfan Billie Eilish live on stage dur-
ing “One Less Lonely Girl” (Hailey Bieber
literally nudged her up there), duetted
“Snooze” with SZA, brought out Sexyy
Red for “Sweet Spot,” Big Sean for clas-
s ics,  and Di jon for  “Devot ion. ”
KATSEYE’s golden collab also wowed
the crowd, while merch sales shattered
records. Pure magic — don’t miss the
viral clips of Billie fan-girling in disbe-
lief!

Dhoom 4 Set to
Go on Floors

The wait is finally over — Dhoom 4, the high-oc-
tane reboot starring Ranbir Kapoor, is officially
starting shoots this April 2026! Yash Raj Films is
targeting a 2027 release, with Ayan Mukerji re-
portedly helming the action-packed franchise re-
vival. After years of buzz, this one promises bike
chases, heists, and edge-of-your-seat thrills that
will redefine the Dhoom legacy. Bollywood fans
are already counting down — this could be the
biggest action event of the decade!

Riteish Deshmukh’s
Emotional Raja Shivaji

Trailer Launch

The Raja Shivaji trailer launch turned into
a  t e a r - j e r k i n g  f a m i l y  a f f a i r !  R i t e i s h
Deshmukh broke down on stage while
thank ing  Abh ishek  Bachchan  “ l i ke  a
brother” for standing by him through a de-
c a d e - l o n g  d r e a m  p r o j e c t .  G e n e l i a
Deshmukh stood proudly by his side as
they int roduced thei r  10-year-o ld son
Rahyl’s acting debut in this historical epic
on Chhatrapati Shivaji. Co-stars Sanjay
Dutt, Vidya Balan, and more joined the
emotional moment — pure heart-melting
Bollywood love you have to see.

OSCARS 2026 AFTERGLOW

The 2026 Oscars are still buzzing! Jessie Buckley made history
as the first Irish woman to win Best Actress for Hamnet, while
Michael B. Jordan delivered a powerhouse Best Actor win for Sin-
ners. The wins have everyone talking about raw emotion, standout
performances, and fresh voices dominating the night. From sur-
prise upsets to unforgettable speeches, this awards season is
proving 2026 is a banner year for cinema.

Dacoit Maintains
Steady Action Thrill

While big films grab headlines, Dacoit: A Love Story
(starring Adivi Sesh and Mrunal Thakur) is quietly
becoming the month’s word-of-mouth champion!
The bilingual high-octane love story has crossed
?50 crore worldwide by Day 10, with consistent
collections and praise for its raw emotion, gripping
drama, and gritty vengeance tale. It’s already shat-
tered several mid-budget records — proof that solid
content still wins hearts and keeps audiences com-
ing back. Don’t sleep on this under-the-radar gem!

ENTERTAINMENT
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Context matters: Rakul Preet rejects
situationship narrative after Jackky’s remark

Actor Rakul Preet Singh on
Friday addressed the
controversy over a recent remark
in which her husband, actor-
producer Jackky Bhagnani,
described their marriage as a
“situationship.” Sharing a
screenshot of the statement that
went viral, she suggested that his
words had been turned into a
clickbait headline and did not
reflect the full context of what he
meant.

In a note posted on his
Instagram Stories, Singh said
one line from a much longer
conversation had been isolated
and amplified. “We had a great
laugh today about how one line
from an hour-long conversation
can suddenly become the
headline. Funny... until it’s not.
Context matters. Nuance
matters. Conversation deserve
better than being reduced to
clickbait. Maybe it’s time

platforms take a little more
responsibility for the narratives
they create (sic),” she wrote.

All about the controversial
remark

The remark that triggered the
debate was made during an

interview with the YouTube
channel Zingabad. Responding to
a question about his marriage to
the De De Pyaar De actor,
Bhagnani said that both he and
Singh had reached a point in life
where they had already seen

enough ups and downs and were
not looking for someone to fill a
void. He then explained how he
sees their relationship, saying,
“Rakul and I are married, but we
are like in a situationship, which
is, of course, we are exclusive to

each other, because that’s why
we are married. But the most
important thing is that I can talk
to her about anything.” Bhagnani
also used an everyday example
to describe the transparency
between them. He said that if an
ex-girlfriend called while his wife
was around, he would answer the
call on speaker. According to him,
he keeps nothing hidden from his
wife, and that honesty means he
does not feel suffocated.

His clarification came after the
“situationship” comment drew
attention online, with the phrase
becoming the focus of discussion
around the interview. In his social
media note, Rakul Preet made it
clear that she believed the larger
conversation had been reduced to
a single line. Rakul Preet Singh
and Jackky Bhagnani dated for
three years before getting married
on February 21, 2024. Their
wedding took place in Goa.

Felt like touching magic: Anupam Kher on meeting Michael Jackson, 'the 8th wonder'

Actor Anupam Kher recently
reminisced about meeting the late
iconic singer-dancer Michael
Jackson, also known as 'King of
Pop', during the latter's visit to India
in 1996. He recalled in his social
media post how the fanboy in him
took over in that unforgettable
moment. Sharing a throwback
picture on Instagram, in which he
is seen shaking hands with
Jackson, Kher wrote, “Dearest
Michael Jackson, This photograph
is not just a memory, it is a feeling
frozen in time. I still remember the
moment I shook your hand in
Mumbai. For that brief second, the
fanboy in me took over
completely." Describing the
experience as surreal, he added
that it felt “like touching a piece of
magic. You were not just an
artist—you were an experience. A
phenomenon that the world may
never witness again.” He further
wrote, “There will truly be nobody
like you for the next thousand
years. Nobody. We are blessed...
deeply blessed.. that you walked
this earth and touched millions of

lives with your art, your
innocence, and your genius. You
were, and will always remain, the
eighth wonder of the world." “And
yes, somewhere it pains me that
even today, there are people who
choose to carry poison instead of
celebrating purity. But greatness
like yours rises far above noise
and negativity. You were God’s gift
to mankind. Wherever you
aremay you be dancing, creating,
and smiling. Jai Ho!” he
concluded. The post coincides
with the release of the late King
of Pop’s biopic Michael, directed
by Antoine Fuqua. The film traces
the pop icon’s journey from his
early days with The Jackson 5 in
the 1960s to the peak of his solo
career during the Bad tour in the
late 1980s. Jackson is portrayed
by his nephew, Jaafar Jackson,
while Juliano Krue Valdi plays the
younger version—both marking
their film debuts. The supporting
cast features Nia Long, KeiLyn
Durrel Jones, Laura Harrier,
Jessica Sula, Mike Myers, Miles
Teller, and Colman Domingo.
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AI Governance: The April 2026 Breakthrough
A hypothetical weekend accord brings 120 nations to the table. But as synthetic content floods the

information ecosystem by the billions, one question haunts every diplomat in the room: can you
actually enforce a watermark on AI-generated reality - or has the horse already bolted?

Imagine a Saturday
morning in Geneva,
April 2026. After 18

months of
negotiation, a Global

AI Safety Accord is
initialled by 120

nations. The
headlines declare a

historic
breakthrough. The

diplomats pour
champagne. And
somewhere in a
basement server

farm, an open-source
image generator

renders eight million
synthetic

photographs without
a watermark, a label,
or a care in the world.

The history of technology
governance is largely a history
of arriving late to a fire that was
already burning. The internet
came without a governance
architecture for misinformation.
Social media arrived without
liability frameworks for
algorithmic amplification.
Cryptocurrency landed before the
financial regulators had finished
their morning coffee. In each
case, the regulatory apparatus
scrambled to catch up with a
technology that had already
reshaped society while the
committees were still debating
the terms of reference.
Artificial intelligence, and
specifically generative AI, is
moving faster than any of its
predecessors. It has taken less
than four years from the public
release of the first mass-market
large language model to a world
where Europol estimates that 90
percent of all online content may
be generated synthetically by
2026, where deepfake files are
projected to reach 8 million in
2025, up from 500,000 in 2023,
and where the boundary between
human-created and machine-
created reality has become, for
most practical purposes,
undetectable. Against this
backdrop, the international
community has been attempting
to construct, through a series of
summits from Bletchley Park to
Seoul to Paris to New Delhi,
something that might charitably
be called a governance
framework. What it has actually
produced, so far, is a set of
declarations, communiqués,
voluntary commitments, and
principles — all of them earnest,
some of them sophisticated,
none of them binding.
This article imagines a
hypothetical scenario: a
weekend diplomatic
breakthrough in April 2026 in
which a Global AI Safety Accord

is finalised. It examines what
such an accord would need to
contain to be meaningful, what
the real world of AI governance
looks like at the moment of its
imagined signing, and — most
critically — whether the technical
challenge of watermarking AI-
generated content is actually
solvable, or whether the very
premise of content provenance
enforcement is a magnificent
piece of regulatory theatre
designed to manage the
appearance of control over a
phenomenon that has already
escaped it.
The Real World: What
Governance Has Actually
Achieved
To understand what a
hypothetical April 2026
breakthrough would mean, it is
necessary first to understand the
landscape of governance it would
inhabit. The past three years
have produced a genuinely
impressive architecture of
intention. The series of
international AI summits that
began at Bletchley Park in
November 2023 — where 28
countries including the United
States, China, India, and the
European Union signed the
Bletchley Declaration, the first
global agreement on AI safety —

continued through Seoul in 2024,
Paris in February 2025, and New
Delhi in February 2026.
The India AI Impact Summit, held
at Bharat Mandapam in New
Delhi from February 16 to 21,
2026, was the fourth in the series
and the first to be hosted by a
Global South nation. It drew
delegations from over 100
countries, including more than 20
heads of state and 60 ministers.
Notable industry attendees
included Sam Altman of OpenAI,
Dario Amodei of Anthropic,
Demis Hassabis of Google
DeepMind, and Sundar Pichai of
Google.
The outcome was the New Delhi
Declaration. Eighty-six countries
and two international
organisations endorsed it. The
Summit’s main achievement was
91 countries and international
organisations adopting the AI
Impact Summit Declaration,
marking a shift from the previous
editions’ ‘risk’ framing to Delhi’s
‘impact’ framing. India’s
electronics minister framed it as
“broad global support” for a
human-centric AI vision.
But the gap between the
declaration’s ambitions and its
enforceability was stark. One
analysis argued the summit’s
structure granted “multinational

corporations parity with
sovereign governments” through
the CEO Roundtable and
Leaders’ Plenary, while providing
no equivalent high-level platform
for civil society, labour leaders,
or human rights defenders. The
United States delegation arrived
with an agenda centred on
“domination” rather than
cooperation, framing AI as a
geopolitical race against China.
This is the world in which our
hypothetical April accord arrives.
A world of genuine multilateral
engagement, impressive
symbolic alignment, and
essentially zero binding
enforcement capacity at the
international level.
Four summits, one trajectory,
zero binding law
Bletchley Park (November 2023):
28 nations sign the Bletchley
Declaration. First global AI safety
agreement. Focused on frontier
AI risks. China and the US both
sign. No binding commitments.
Seoul (May 2024): Focus
expands to innovation,
inclusivity, and responsible
development. 16 leading AI
companies sign voluntary safety
commitments. Still non-binding.
Paris (February 2025): AI Action
Summit. Over 1,000 participants
from 100+ countries. US and UK
decline to sign the declaration on
“inclusive and sustainable” AI,
citing national security concerns.
The rift between safety hawks and
competitiveness advocates
becomes public.
New Delhi (February 2026): First
Global South host. 86–91
nations endorse the Delhi
Declaration. Framing shifts from

‘safety’ to ‘impact.’ Critics note
the declaration is aspirational,
not enforceable, and that
corporate voices were
structurally privileged over civil
society.
The trajectory is consistent:
more participants, broader
geographic reach, shifting
emphasis from safety to
deployment, and an unchanged
absence of binding enforcement
architecture.
The Hypothetical Accord:
What a Real Breakthrough
Would Require
Imagine the scenario: over a long
weekend in mid-April 2026,
negotiators from 120 nations
achieve what the previous four
summits could not — a binding
treaty with teeth. Call it the Global
AI Safety Accord, or GASA.
What would it need to contain to
be meaningful?
A serious accord would require
at least five components. First,
a mandatory registration and
audit regime for frontier AI models
above a defined compute
threshold, requiring developers to
submit model cards, training data
disclosures, and safety
evaluations to an independent
international body before public
deployment. Second, a binding
standard for content provenance
— the requirement that all AI-
generated content carry
cryptographically verifiable
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markers of its origin. Third,
liability provisions establishing
that AI developers bear partial
legal responsibility for reasonably
foreseeable harms. Fourth, a
resource-sharing mechanism
ensuring developing nations
receive meaningful access to
safety standards and
computational infrastructure.
Fifth, and most critically, an
enforcement mechanism with
actual teeth.
Each component faces a
different category of obstacle.
Mandatory registration requires
nations to agree on a compute
threshold that is not immediately
gamed by dividing training runs
across jurisdictions. Liability
provisions require agreement on
causation standards that no
domestic legal system has yet
developed coherently. And
enforcement mechanisms
require the two most powerful AI-
producing nations — the United
States and China — to accept
constraints that both have, in
every prior forum, refused.
The US, under the current
administration’s December 2025
Executive Order “Ensuring
American AI Supremacy,” has
explicitly framed AI governance
as a competitive arena rather
than a cooperative one.
Washington has pushed for
federal deregulation to maintain
competitive advantage over
China, creating direct friction with
the EU’s comprehensive
regulatory approach. China has
its own national framework but
has shown no willingness to
submit its frontier AI development
to international audit.
Why Watermarking Became
the Central Battleground
Content provenance — the ability
to verify the origin and
authenticity of digital media —
has become the defining
technical and policy question of
the AI governance debate. The
scale of synthetic content

production has reached a point
where the information ecosystem
is, in practical terms, saturated.
Deepfake incidents surged from
500,000 in 2023 to over 8 million
in 2025. Human detection of
high-quality deepfake videos is
only 24.5 percent accurate.
Deepfakes now account for 40
percent of all biometric fraud
attempts.
The political dimensions are
equally alarming. Recorded
Future logged 82 high-profile
impersonations across 38
countries between July 2023 and
July 2024. In a notable Canadian
case, an AI deepfake of Prime
Minister Mark Carney reached
more than one million views on
social media just before the
election. The deeper threat,
identified by political theorists as
the “liar’s dividend,” is that the
mere existence of convincing
synthetic media allows bad
actors to dismiss authentic
evidence as fabricated —
corroding not just individual
events but the shared epistemic
foundation on which democratic
deliberation depends.
The industry standard that has
emerged is C2PA — the
Coalition for Content Provenance
and Authenticity. Over 6,000
organisations have joined the
Content Authenticity Initiative.
Hardware manufacturers ship
C2PA-enabled devices. The EU
AI Act mandates machine-
readable markings in all AI-
generated outputs, with fines up
to •15 million or 3 percent of
global turnover from August 2026.
China’s labelling standard
became mandatory September
2025. India began enforcing
provenance requirements in
February 2026.
And yet an audit of 50 AI image
generators found that only 36
percent featured any machine-
readable watermark and only 16
percent provided visible deepfake
disclosures. The gap between

the regulatory aspiration and the
technological reality is
cavernous.
The Technical Labyrinth: Why
Watermarks Break
The appeal of watermarking as a
governance solution is intuitive.
The appeal, unfortunately, runs
ahead of the physics. The
fundamental challenge is that
watermarks must be
simultaneously robust and
imperceptible. They must survive
the transformations that content
routinely undergoes in real
distribution pipelines —
transcoding, compression,
format conversion, cropping, re-
uploading — while remaining
invisible to human consumers.
Beyond the technical
vulnerabilities, the governance
scheme faces an even more
fundamental problem: the open-
source model. The entire edifice
of content provenance regulation
assumes that the entities
producing AI-generated content
are identifiable, l icenced,
regulated companies subject to
legal jurisdiction. An increasing
proportion of AI-generated
content is produced using open-
source models that anyone can
download, modify, and run
locally, with no watermarking
applied and no regulatory entity
responsible for their outputs.
OpenAI worked on developing
watermarking methods for
ChatGPT but paused rollout due
to concerns over evasion tactics
and the risk of users migrating
to non-watermarked competitors.
Even if most models implement
watermarks, there will always be
a market for non-watermarked
alternatives. The EU can
mandate that Meta, Google,
Adobe, and OpenAI watermark
their outputs. It cannot fine a bad
actor running a modified open-
source model on a consumer
GPU in a jurisdiction with no AI
watermarking law.
The Brussels Effect and Its
Limits
The optimistic case for
watermarking governance rests
on the “Brussels Effect” — the
historical tendency for EU
regulation to effectively become
global regulation because
multinational corporations find it
more efficient to maintain a single
global compliance standard. We
are seeing this today as
companies like Adobe and
OpenAI integrate C2PA
watermarking into their products
worldwide.
But the Brussels Effect has a
structural limit particularly acute
for AI governance: it only works
on entities that want to be in the

European market. The bad actor
generating deepfake political
content in a non-signatory
jurisdiction for distribution via
encrypted messaging apps does
not care about EU market
access. The state-sponsored
disinformation operation running
AI-generated influence
campaigns has no legal
presence in Brussels to which a
fine can be delivered.
2026 is also seeing a counter-
trend of ‘regulatory
balkanization.’ In the United
States, a December 2025
Executive Order has pushed for
federal deregulation of AI to
maintain competitive edge over
China. This has created direct
conflict with state-level laws such
as California’s SB 942, which
began enforcement on January
1, 2026, mirroring many of the
EU’s transparency
requirements.
The Geopolitical Fracture:
Three Irreconcilable Visions
Behind the technical challenges
lies a deeper structural problem:
the three major AI-producing
blocs — the United States, the
European Union, and China —
have fundamentally different
regulatory philosophies, rooted in
genuinely incompatible visions of
what AI governance is for.
The EU approach, embodied in
the AI Act, is rights-based,
precautionary, and systemic. It
treats AI as a potential threat to
fundamental rights and
democratic governance, and it
requires demonstrated safety
before deployment. The Article 50
watermarking mandate reflects a
view that citizens have a right to
know when they are interacting
with synthetic content, worth
imposing significant compliance
costs on industry to protect.
The US approach under the
current administration is
competitive and sovereignty-
focused. AI is infrastructure for
national economic and military
power, and governance
frameworks that constrain
American AI developers relative
to Chinese ones are, in this view,
a form of unilateral disarmament.
China’s approach combines
comprehensive domestic

regulation with strategic
international positioning. Its
watermarking rules serve state
governance objectives —
ensuring AI-generated content
can be monitored, attributed, and
controlled by domestic
authorities — rather than the
liberal democratic objectives of
epistemic autonomy and press
freedom.
What the Accord Could
Actually Achieve
It would be wrong to conclude
from all this that governance is
futile. The more honest
assessment is that a
hypothetical April 2026 accord
would achieve significant but
limited and asymmetric benefits
— substantially improving the
situation for the compliant
majority while leaving the
adversarial minority largely
ungoverned.
The most concrete benefit would
be the establishment of a global
provenance infrastructure for
regulated content. If the major AI
platforms all implement C2PA
watermarking, then a very large
proportion of commercially
produced AI content would carry
verifiable provenance signals.
Journalists, fact-checkers,
electoral authorities, and courts
would have reliable tools for
verifying the authenticity of
content produced by known,
regulated sources.
A second benefit would be the
establishment of liability norms.
If the accord establishes, even
imperfectly, that AI developers
bear some responsibility for
reasonably foreseeable misuse,
it creates a legal architecture
that domestic courts can apply
and develop. Platform liability for
AI-generated content remains
almost entirely undeveloped in
most jurisdictions; an
international accord that nudges
it into existence would shift the
incentive structures for AI
developers in meaningful ways.
The Liar’s Dividend and the
Post-Truth Economy
There is a dimension of the
watermarking problem that
governance frameworks tend to
underweight, and it may be the
most important one. The problem

"Governance frameworks tend to be
written after crises, not before them. The
question for AI governance in 2026 is
whether the global regulatory community
can, for once, get ahead of the curve."

- PROF. HUNG-YI CHEN, FORMER
CAMBRIDGE RESEARCHER, MARCH 2026

THE ENFORCEMENT GAP
The global watermarking mandate now covers: the EU (from

August 2026, Article 50 of the AI Act); China
(mandatory since September 2025); India
(enforcement begun February 2026); South Korea;
California (SB 942, from January 2026). This
represents a significant proportion of global AI
consumption - but not global AI production.

Open-source models, jurisdictional arbitrage, and the
absence of a binding US federal standard mean that
a substantial and growing proportion of the world's
AI-generated content is produced outside any of
these frameworks. The result is a two-tier
information ecosystem: regulated content from
major platforms with verifiable provenance signals,
and unregulated content from open-source, grey-
market, and adversarial sources carrying none.
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is not merely that AI-generated
content is spreading
misinformation. It is that the mere
existence of convincing AI-
generated content changes the
epistemic environment in which
all information is consumed.
The “liar’s dividend” — the ability
of bad actors to dismiss
authentic evidence as AI-
generated — operates
independently of whether
watermarking is technically
effective. Even if every piece of
synthetic content carried a
perfect, unforgeable, universally
verified provenance mark, the
public’s knowledge that
sophisticated deepfakes exist
would continue to create
uncertainty about content that
lacks such marks. Only 9
percent of adults feel confident
in their ability to identify
deepfakes. Research shows 58
percent of US adults expect
synthetic lies to escalate before
ballots are cast.
The epistemic damage to public
trust — the generalised

TECHNICAL ANALYSIS
Three layers of the watermarking problem
Layer 1 - The stripping problem: Most platforms strip embedded

metadata during standard processing. C2PA manifests
are fragile across distribution pipelines, removed as a
byproduct of standard image and video transcoding. A
watermark applied at the point of generation may not
survive to the point of consumption.

Layer 2 - The adversarial problem: The primary threat is evasion
attack - edit attacks (small localised changes), image
distortion attacks (applying transformations or noise), and
text replacement attacks. Research at ICLR 2026
showed adversarial post-processing can remove
watermarks while degrading content quality, a weapon
for adversaries willing to accept minor quality loss.

Layer 3 - The forgery problem: Research from late 2025
introduced WForge, a no-box attack that forges
watermarks - making human-created images appear AI-
watermarked, and vice versa. Bad actors can both strip
watermarks from synthetic content and apply fake
watermarks to authentic content, potentially framing
genuine human creators as AI producers.

uncertainty about what is real,
which is the deeper
consequence of the deepfake era
— is largely irreversible even if
technical watermarking works
perfectly. The horse that has
bolted is not the deepfake itself.
It is the erosion of the shared
reality on which democratic
governance depends.
Has the Horse Already Bolted?
The answer, to the question
posed in our headline, is:
partially. The horse has bolted in
the specific sense that the
capacity to generate convincing
synthetic content without any
provenance marking is now freely
and widely available, and that
capacity cannot be recalled.
There is no technical or
regulatory mechanism that can
make that capability disappear.
The open-source genie is not
returning to the bottle.
But the more interesting question
is not whether the horse can be
returned to the stable — it cannot
— but whether the stable can be
restructured around the new

reality. The analogy is not the
horse bolting. It is the automobile
replacing the horse: a new
technology that could not be
uninvented, but that was
eventually, imperfectly, and
incompletely governed through a
combination of technical
standards, liability law,
infrastructure investment, and
cultural adaptation.
The April accord, if it exists, is
the beginning of the AI equivalent
of that process. Its watermarking
provisions are the seatbelts:
imperfect, evadable, but
genuinely protective of the
majority of users in the majority
of circumstances. Its liability
framework is the insurance
requirement. Its international
audit body is the highway safety
authority: underfunded,
bureaucratic, and perpetually
behind the curve, but capable of
establishing and enforcing
minimum standards that
gradually improve.
What the accord cannot do, and
what no accord can do, is restore

the epistemic environment that
existed before generative AI
arrived. The era in which digital
content was presumptively
authentic is over. What
governance can do is build the
infrastructure for a new epistemic
environment — one in which
authenticity is verifiable for
regulated content, in which
the provenance of disputed
content can be investigated,
i n  w h i c h  t h e  c o s t s  o f
producing and distributing
syn the t i c  m is in fo rmat ion
are meaningfully increased.
T h a t  i s  a  m o r e  m o d e s t
ambition than ‘solving the

deep fake  p rob lem. ’  I t  i s
also, almost certainly, the
best ambition available. The
d i p l o m a t s  p o u r i n g
champagne in Geneva,  i f
they understand what they
have actually achieved, will
drink it with a certain sober
a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  t h e
magnitude of the task that
remains. The accord is not
t h e  a n s w e r.  I t  i s  t h e
beginning of the answer’s
in f ras t ruc ture .  And g iven
how far behind the governance
community started, even that is
more than might reasonably have
been expected.
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In a special referendum on April 21, Vir-
ginia voters narrowly approved a Demo-
crat-backed redistricting plan that crit-
ics rightly call one of the most brazen
partisan gerrymanders in modern Ameri-
can history. Promoted with misleading
ballot language about “fairness” and “in-
dependent commissions,” the measure
bypasses the state’s existing biparti-
san process and paves the way for new
congressional maps that could flip as
many as four seats toward Democrats
ahead of the midterms.
This is not reform. It is a power grab
dressed in democratic clothing, and it
threatens to deepen cynicism about
elections at a time when trust is already
fragile.
Virginia was once a model for redistrict-
ing sanity. After years of litigation and
negotiation, the state adopted a biparti-
san commission designed to curb ex-
treme partisan map-drawing. That sys-
tem, while imperfect, forced compromise
between parties. Now, Democrats—
emboldened by narrow majorities and
national ambitions—have convinced
enough voters to scrap it in favor of maps
that heavily favor their party.
The proposed districts would carve up

the state to maximize Democratic-lean-
ing areas, particularly around Northern
Virginia’s growing suburbs, while dilut-
ing Republican strongholds. Analysts
project it could leave Republicans with
only one reliably safe congressional
seat in a state that remains purple. In a
narrowly divided House, those four
flipped seats could determine control of
Congress and, by extension, the legis-
lative fate of the Trump agenda on bor-
der security, energy, taxes, and more.
Defenders claim the old maps were
themselves gerrymandered by Republi-
cans or that this corrects historical im-
balances. But two wrongs do not make
a right. Independent analyses showed
Virginia’s prior maps were among the
more competitive in the nation. The new
process discards independent input and
hands map-drawing power to politicians
with a direct stake in the outcome—
classic self-dealing.
The ballot language itself was decep-
tive, emphasizing vague “fairness” while
obscuring the partisan intent. Voters in
a low-turnout special election were
asked to amend the state constitution
on a complex issue. This is how democ-
racies erode: not with tanks, but with

incremental power plays sold as
progress.
The broader danger extends beyond Vir-
ginia. If this stands, it invites retaliatory
gerrymanders in Republican-controlled
states during the next cycle. We de-
scend further into a tit-for-tat arms race
where maps are weapons rather than
reflections of the people’s will. The Su-
preme Court has largely left partisan ger-
rymandering to the states and political
process, but that assumes good-faith
actors. Virginia’s move shows good faith
is in short supply.
Republicans, including Governor Glenn
Youngkin and Attorney General Jason
Miyares, have vowed legal challenges
and called on President Trump to ex-
plore every option, including bold ideas
like retrocession of certain areas or fed-
eral pressure. While some remedies are
extreme, the underlying grievance is le-
gitimate: voters deserve competitive dis-
tricts that respect communities of in-
terest, not engineered safe seats for
one party.
True reform would mean independent,
transparent commissions with clear cri-
teria—compactness, contiguity, respect
for political subdivisions—and bans on

using partisan data in drawing lines.
Both parties have sinned on this issue
historically. Virginia had a chance to lead
by example; instead, it chose short-term
partisan advantage.
The referendum’s narrow passage re-
veals a divided electorate. Many Virgin-
ians, especially in fast-changing sub-
urbs, prioritized other issues or bought
the fairness narrative. But conse-
quences will be lasting. Gerrymandered
maps entrench incumbents, reduce ac-
countability, and fuel polarization. They
make swing districts rarer and gover-
nance harder.
America deserves better. Virginia’s
plunge into the gerrymandering abyss
should serve as a wake-up call. States
must resist the temptation of self-serv-
ing maps. Congress could consider na-
tional standards, though partisan
gridlock makes that unlikely. Ultimately,
voters must demand better and punish
parties that prioritize power over prin-
ciple. Until then, expect more cynicism,
lower turnout in safe districts, and a
House even less representative of the
nation’s purple reality. Virginia just made
the gerrymandering problem worse—for
everyone.
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How the Sustainability Movement Backfires
The sustainability movement has noble
intentions: protect the planet, preserve
resources for future generations, and
build a cleaner economy. Yet in prac-
tice, many of its core policies—strict
emissions regulations, renewable man-
dates, degrowth rhetoric, and hostility
to fossil fuel expansion—often achieve
the opposite of true sustainability by
stifling the economic growth that funds
innovation, poverty reduction, and en-
vironmental progress itself. Economic
growth, properly understood as rising
per capita GDP, is not the enemy of
sustainability. It is the greatest enabler.
Wealthier societies invest more in
clean technology, enforce environmen-
tal rules more effectively, and see fer-
tility rates and resource intensity de-
cline naturally. History shows this “en-
vironmental Kuznets curve”: pollution
rises with early industrialization but
falls as countries grow richer and pri-
oritize quality of life.
The sustainability movement frequently
treats growth as inherently unsustain-

able, pushing policies that constrain
energy production, raise costs, and
slow innovation. Consider aggressive
phase-outs of reliable baseload power
without adequate replacements. Black-
outs in Europe during cold snaps,
California’s rolling risks, and develop-
ing nations forced into unreliable
renewables all illustrate the human
cost. When energy becomes expensive
or intermittent, the poor suffer first—
through higher bills, lost jobs in energy-
intensive industries, and slowed devel-
opment that keeps billions in energy
poverty. Climate regulations that ignore
trade-offs backfire in other ways. Car-
bon taxes or caps can reduce emis-
sions on paper but drive industry over-
seas to less-regulated jurisdictions,
resulting in “leakage” with no net glo-
bal gain. EV mandates sound green
until one accounts for mining impacts,
grid strain, and the fact that many buy-
ers revert to gas vehicles when subsi-
dies end. Plastic straw bans and
single-use restrictions generate head-

lines but do little for ocean plastics
while increasing costs for consumers.
The movement’s anti-growth bias is
most evident in its rhetoric. Terms like
“degrowth” or “post-growth economics”
explicitly call for shrinking rich econo-
mies. This ignores that the fastest en-
vironmental gains come from techno-
logical abundance—cheaper solar and
nuclear energy through innovation, not
rationing; advanced batteries and car-
bon capture funded by profitable com-
panies; precision agriculture that re-
duces land use.
Data bears this out. Since 1990, U.S.
GDP has roughly tripled while criteria
air pollutants have fallen dramatically
thanks to technology and wealth, not
austerity. Global extreme poverty has
plummeted as developing nations pur-
sued growth. Constraining that engine
in the name of sustainability risks re-
versing those gains.
True sustainability requires balancing
environmental stewardship with human
flourishing. That means all-of-the-above

energy strategies: renewables where
viable, but also natural gas as a bridge,
nuclear for reliable zero-carbon power,
and continued R&D without punitive
taxes that punish success. It means
adapting to climate risks through resil-
ient infrastructure and innovation rather
than solely mitigation at all costs. The
sustainability movement backfires when
it becomes an ideology that prioritizes
symbolic gestures and centralized con-
trol over pragmatic, evidence-based
progress. Policies that make energy
scarce or expensive do not save the
planet; they make adaptation harder
and breed political backlash, as seen
in recent European reversals on green
deals and U.S. shifts under the cur-
rent administration. Economic growth
is sustainable when paired with smart
environmental safeguards. The great-
est threat to long-term planetary health
may be the very movement claiming to
protect it—if it continues to treat pros-
perity as the problem rather than the
solution.

Amid the well-deserved cri-
sis of publ ic trust in el i te
higher educat ion,  a quiet
miracle is unfolding at Yale.
A committee of professors,
tasked by President Maurie
McInnis, has produced a re-
port that cuts through de-
cades of  ideological  dr i f t
with refreshing clari ty: the
core purpose of the univer-
sity is “to preserve, create
and share knowledge.” The
method? Academic excel-
l e n c e  p u r s u e d  t h r o u g h
merit, rigor, and intellectual
humil i ty. To serve democ-

racy, universit ies must be-
come cons iderab ly  more
meritocrat ic, not less.
This is not revolut ionary. I t
is a return to first principles
a f t e r  y e a r s  o f  m i s s i o n
creep—DEI bureaucracies,
viewpoint conformity, politi-
cized departments, tr igger
warnings, and a collapse in
pub l i c  con f i dence .  Po l l s
show trust in higher ed at
h i s to r i c  l ows ,  espec ia l l y
among conservat ives and
work ing-c lass  Amer icans
who see el i te campuses as
hosti le to their values and

detached from reality.
The Yale report  acknowl-
edges what many insiders
long denied: grade inflation,
decl ining standards in hu-
man i t i es  and  soc ia l  sc i -
e n c e s ,  s e l f - c e n s o r s h i p
among students and faculty,
and the transformation of
universities into vehicles for
social act ivism rather than
disinterested inquiry. “Stud-
i e s ”  d e p a r t m e n t s  o f t e n
function more as ideological
training grounds than cen-
ters of scholarship. Admin-
is t rat ive b loat  d iver ts  re-

sources from teaching and
research.
The proposed remedies are
straightforward yet radical
in today’s cl imate: recom-
mit to merit  in admissions
and hiring, protect viewpoint
diversity, reduce the power
of DEI off ices that some-
t imes  ac t  as  i deo log i ca l
enforcers, and refocus on
truth-seeking over social en-
gineering. The committee
recognizes that when uni-
vers i t ies  pr ior i t ize equi ty
outcomes over excellence,
they betray their reason for
e x i s t e n c e  a n d  l o s e  t h e
public’s faith.
This sel f - ref lect ion is mi-
raculous precisely because
it is rare. Most el i te inst i-
tut ions responded to post-
2020 and post-October 7
reckonings with defensive-
ness or cosmetic changes.
Yale’s wi l l ingness to con-
f r o n t  i n t e r n a l  f a i l u r e s —
politicization, intolerance of
d issent ,  e ros ion o f  s tan-
dards—offers a model .  I f
other Ivies and flagship pub-
lics follow, higher education
might  beg in  repa i r ing  i ts
reputation.
Crit ics wil l  dismiss the re-
port as too l i t t le, too late,
or accuse it of conservative
dog-whistling. But the com-
mittee was internal,  com-
posed of  Yale facul ty.  I ts
emphas i s  on  exce l l ence
and knowledge is  c lass i -
cal ly l iberal,  not part isan.

True diversity includes ideo-
logical diversity; true inclu-
sion does not require com-
pe l led  speech  o r  l oya l t y
tests .
The stakes are high. El i te
u n i v e r s i t i e s  t r a i n  f u t u r e
leaders in  business,  law,
medicine, government, and
culture. When they become
e c h o  c h a m b e r s ,  s o c i e t y
suffers—polarization deep-
ens, innovation stagnates in
t aboo  f i e l ds ,  and  pub l i c
f u n d i n g  f a c e s  b a c k l a s h .
Res to r ing  mer i toc racy  i s
not about excluding groups;
it is about judging individu-
als on abi l i ty and achieve-
ment, which benefits every-
one, including histor ical ly
d i s a d v a n t a g e d  s t u d e n t s
who thrive under high stan-
dards.
Yale’s report is no panacea.
Implementation will face re-
sistance from entrenched
in te res ts .  Cu l tu ra l  sh i f t s
take t ime. But honest self-
c r i t i c ism is  the essent ia l
f irst step. If universit ies re-
discover their vocation as
places where ideas com-
pete rigorously and truth is
pursued without fear, they
can regain the public trust
they have squandered.
In an age of declining stan-
da rds  and  r i s i ng  skep t i -
c i s m ,  Ya l e ’ s  a c a d e m i c
miracle is a small  but vi tal
sign of hope. Other insti tu-
t ions  shou ld  take  no te—
and act.
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Debt, Exploitation, and Burnout – The Real Price
Many Indian Students Pay for a Dream in Germany

(Special Investigative Report: by
TSAI)
Germany has emerged as a top
destination for Indian students, with
numbers surging to an all-time high of
approximately 59,000–59,419 in the
2024/25 academic year (up from ~28,900
in 2020), making Indians the largest
international student group. Public
universities offer near-tuition-free
education (often just •300–400 per
semester in administrative fees), strong
STEM programs, an 18-month post-
study job-seeker visa, and pathways to
skilled work visas amid Germany’s 1.4
million+ labor shortages. Many Indian
graduates in engineering, IT, and tech
thrive, with Indians reporting some of the
highest median gross monthly wages
among foreign workers (~•5,393, 41%
above the German average for full-time
roles) and low unemployment rates.
However, a DW News Reporter
investigation (aired March 21, 2026, titled
“Debt, exploitation, burnout: The price
many Indian students pay for a life in
Germany”) and a related February 2026
DW Business Beyond report expose a
darker underbelly for a significant subset
of students. The video follows Indian
students like Chirag Esrani (pursuing a
master’s in International Management in
Berlin) and Matthew (computer science
at a private university). High hopes collide
with reality: expensive private universities,
massive loans, exploitative gig work
(especially food delivery via
subcontractors), crushing living costs,
language barriers, and burnout. This
creates a vicious cycle that derails
studies and mental health.ases) as of
April 2026. Data is current but subject
to policy changes.*
This report verifies the DW findings
through cross-referenced sources
(DAAD data, German embassy
statements, Euronews reporting on the
IU scandal, and official visa policies) and
investigates the roles of unscrupulous
immigration consultants, German
universities, and both governments.
While systemic successes exist,
preventable exploitation—driven by profit
motives and weak oversight—traps
many.
Key Points from the DW Video
(Verified)
The 12:35 DW Reporter piece (YouTube:
Uv5luvQ3Mtg) documents:
Debt: Private universities charge •7,000–
•10,000+ per year (plus admission fees),
versus near-zero at public ones.
Students arrive with Indian bank loans
(often ¹ 10–30 lakhs+ at high interest).
Chirag works as a delivery driver to
service debt.
Exploitation: Limited legal work hours
(20 hrs/week or 140 full days/year) + visa
pressures push students into the gig
economy. Subcontractors for platforms
like Lieferando/Uber Eats use cash
payments, WhatsApp coordination, and
loopholes to evade labor laws—resulting
in long hours, below-minimum effective

pay, unsafe conditions, and threats.
Burnout: Juggling 20+ hour workweeks,
studies, high rents (•800–900+/month in
cities like Berlin), groceries, insurance,
and bureaucracy leads to exhaustion,
depression, and academic struggles.
Language barriers (B2/C1 German often
required for good jobs) compound this.
Private vs. Public Divide: Private
institutions (e.g., IU International
University of Applied Sciences) are
portrayed as profit-driven “cash cows”
with poor structure, self-taught content,
and limited job recognition. Public
universities (via Uni-Assist) are
recommended but more competitive.
Advice in Video: Research
independently; prioritize public/STEM
programs; learn German early (free DW
courses); seek scholarships; avoid
residency illusions.
These align with the earlier DW Business
Beyond report on South Asian students
trapped in delivery work and a broader
pattern of aggressive marketing
promising “affordable education + high-
paying tech jobs.”
Role of Unscrupulous Immigration
Consultants
Indian-based agents (and some tied to
private universities) are a primary driver
of the problems. They charge high
“complete package” fees (¹ 4–8 lakhs+
per student) while promising easy
admissions, visas, affordable living, and
quick PR/jobs. Many have contracts with
private (sometimes non-German)
universities and earn commissions per
enrollment—steering students away from
free public options.
German Ambassador to India Philipp
Ackermann issued repeated public
warnings (2025–2026): “Don’t believe your
agents too much… they have their own
agenda.” He cited ~25% student visa
rejection rates, often due to
misrepresented documents, fake
admissions from unrecognized
institutions, or hybrid programs not
meeting full-time in-person rules. Victims
frequently have no refunds or recourse.
The 2025 IU Berlin crisis exemplifies this:
Hundreds (up to thousands) of Indian
students faced deportation notices or
forced remote completion after Berlin’s
immigration office ruled hybrid/online-
heavy programs at IU did not qualify as

full-time study. Students had paid
•20,000–•30,000+ (often via agent-
facilitated loans) based on promises of
on-campus degrees. IU suspended new
international admissions in Berlin; many
were left in financial ruin.
Verification: This is not isolated—
German missions report systematic
exploitation by a “small group” of agents.
Role of German Universities
Public Universities: Largely blameless
and high-quality (TU9 group, etc.). Low
cost, rigorous, strong industry links.
Challenges are admission
competitiveness and German-language
requirements.
Private Universities (e.g., IU, others):
Profit-oriented, English-taught/hybrid
programs designed for internationals.
Easier entry but criticized as “degree
mills” with lower recognition, especially
outside niche fields. They benefit from
agent pipelines and charge 10–20x
public fees. The IU hybrid scandal
highlights accreditation/visa compliance
gaps that left students stranded.
German universities overall gain revenue
from internationals (who pay higher
private fees), but public ones contribute
to Germany’s skilled workforce goals.
Role of the German Government
Proactive recruiter and regulator, but with
enforcement inconsistencies:
Attracts Talent: Low barriers (blocked
account ~•11,904 proof of funds), 18-
month post-study visa, EU Blue Card
pathways. Actively courts Indians amid
demographic/labor shortages. Faster
processing and 90,000+ skilled visas
targeted annually for Indians in some
proposals.
Warnings & Enforcement: Embassy
alerts against agents; tightened hybrid
visa rules (2025) to prevent abuse—
directly causing IU fallout but protecting
standards.
Gaps: Labor protections in gig economy
lag (subcontractor loopholes persist).
Bureaucracy in residence permit
renewals (strict on funds/performance)
adds stress. Housing shortages hit
everyone.
Overall, net positive for prepared
students; reactive fixes address abuses.
Role of the Indian Government
Limited and indirect:
Education loans (via public banks) are

readily available, enabling debt but without
strong tied safeguards or repayment
support for abroad study failures.
No highly visible, Germany-specific
crackdown on agents in 2025–2026
searches. General MEA/embassy
advisories exist on study-abroad fraud
(fake documents, overpromising), and
APS certification is now mandatory for
Indian applicants to prevent fakes.
Consulates/Indian Student Associations
(ISG) provide on-ground support. Broader
skill-development pushes exist, but
regulation of education consultants
remains fragmented (state-level, often
weak enforcement).
Result: Families bear the brunt; many
students lack pre-departure realism
checks.
Life, Future, and Career Prospects:
Balanced Outlook
Risks for Unprepared Students (especially
private unis, non-STEM, poor German):
High dropout/debt rates, mental health
crises, gig-work traps, l imited job
outcomes, potential deportation (as in IU
cases).
Opportunities for Prepared Students
(public unis, STEM/engineering/IT, B1+
German, internships):
70–75% of Indian master’s graduates
secure jobs in Germany within ~8 months
(higher in IT/engineering).
Strong retention: Two-thirds of international
students plan to stay; EU Blue Card after
qualified job offers.
High employability in Germany’s industrial/
tech economy; Indians excel when
integrated.
Recommendations (for students, families,
stakeholders):
Students: Apply directly via Uni-Assist/
DAAD.de to public universities. Learn
German early. Budget realistically (blocked
account + living costs). Avoid “complete
package” agents.
Indian Government: Strengthen consultant
licensing, mandate disclosures, expand
awareness campaigns, and tie loans to
accredited public programs.
German Authorities: Enhance gig-
economy labor enforcement; clarify
hybrid rules transparently; expand
affordable student housing.
Universities/Agents: Full transparency
on fees, program formats, and job
outcomes.
Germany remains a viable, often
superior al ternat ive to t ightening
markets like the US/Canada/UK—for
those who do their own research. The
DW investigation serves as a vital
reality check: the “German Dream”
rewards preparation but punishes
naivety and profiteering. Success
stories abound, but the documented
human cost demands accountability
from all parties involved.
This report draws on verified primary
sources (DW investigations, DAAD
stat is t ics ,  o f f ic ia l  embassy
statements, Euronews coverage of IU
cases) as of April 2026. Data is current
but subject to policy changes.


