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Centre seeks access to phone source codes

Tech firms object o the proposed “vulnerability
analysis' standards proposed by the Union govt.
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

* The Union Government is considering legally
mandating smartphone security requirements
under the Indian Telecom Security Assurance
Requirements (ITSAR), 2023.

e The draft proposes vulnerability analysis,
including possible access to smartphone
source code by government-designated labs.

e Global smartphone manufacturers such as
Apple and Samsung have raised objections
citing IP and privacy concerns.

e The move is linked to rising cyber fraud,
malware threats, and data breaches in India’s
large smartphone ecosystem (~750 million
users).

* Consultations are ongoing between MeitY, IT
Ministry, and industry bodies.

Key Points
e Draft framework: ITSAR, 2023
e Total proposed standards: 83
* Major provisions:
o Source code review for vulnerability
analysis
o Testing at government-designated Indian
labs
o Automatic & periodic malware scanning on
devices
o One-year storage of device activity logs
o Priorintimation to National Centre for
Communication Security before:
= Major OS updates
= Security patches
o Authority to test updates before release
o Mandatory:
= Uninstallation of pre-loaded apps
= Blocking background camera/mic
access
¢ Industry body MAIT opposes the proposal:
o No global precedent
o Battery drain & storage constraints
o Delay in emergency security updates

Static Linkages
¢ Right to Privacy as a Fundamental Right
(Puttaswamy Judgment, 2017)
¢ Doctrine of Proportionality in state action
e Cyber Security Framework of India:
o |T Act, 2000
o CERT-In
o National Cyber Security Policy, 2013
e Data minimisation & purpose limitation principles
(B.N. Srikrishna Committee)
e Trusted Telecom & Supply Chain Security
approach

Critical Analysis
Positives
e Strengthens national cyber security
e Early detection of malware & zero-day
vulnerabilities
¢ Limits misuse of device sensors (camera/mic)
* Enhances state oversight of digital infrastructure
Concerns
e Source code access risks:
o Intellectual Property leakage
o Trade secret exposure
¢ Mandatory update approvals:
o Delay in critical security patches
e Continuous malware scanning:
o Battery & performance impact
e Possible surveillance overreach
e May affect Ease of Doing Business and FDI

Way Forward
e Prefer black-box testing over source code access
e Adopt risk-based and proportional security audits
e Align standards with global norms (ISO/IEC, ETSI)
e Clear legal safeguards for:
o Data access
o Retention
o Independent oversight
¢ Integrate reforms with Digital Personal Data
Protection Act
¢ |nstitutionalised industry-government
consultation mechanism



Faster is not fairer in POCSO case clearance numbers

ndia crossed a much-publicised milesone
i 2005 - fast rack special courts cleared
more child sexual offence cases than
registened that year under the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCS0) Act. They
recorded a 105% disposal rate and dosed 57,754
cases against the 80,320 registered.

Commentaries have hailed this as a uming
point in the fight agains child sesual abuse, by
suggesting that courts have finally broken the
backlog. However, new data and Reld reparts
point to a different tipping poing where digposak
rise but convictions fall and thousands of children
remain stuck in bong trials with litthe support.

The POCS0 Act, passed in 2012, was designed
a5 3 special lxw because earller provisions on
rape and molestation under the Indian Penal
Code and women's protection Liws fifed to
recognise the particular mature of offences.
against children. POCSO promised child-friendly
procedures, time-bound trials and a system that
would see and hear children differently from
adult survivors.

More courts but convictions fall short
India now runs 773 fast track special couns, 400
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of them designated for POCSO cases. Fast rack
special courts saarted in October 2009 with 21,952
crore from the Nirbhaya Fund after orders by the
Supreme Court of Indi. And these courts cleared
3,50,685 cases by September 2025, These courts
handle 9.51 cases a month compared to 3.25 in
regular courts. Even so, convictions and child
suppan still fall short.
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still Face long
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Disposals up, convictions down

The trend of faster case disposals raises questions about investigatiee capacity,

forensic delays and suppart systems foe childen

Wear-wise disposal and conviction data (2009-25]
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS
Context of the News
e |In 2025, Fast Track Special Courts (FTSCs)
disposed 109% of POCSO cases:
o 87,754 cases disposed vs 80,320 cases
registered in the same year.
e FTSCs were launched in 2019 following
directions of the Supreme Court of India,
funded through the Nirbhaya Fund.

* Despite higher disposals, conviction rates have
declined, raising concerns about quality of
justice under the Protection of Children from

Sexual Offences Act.

Key Points

e FTSC infrastructure

o 773 FTSCs operational; ~400 dedicated to

POCSO cases.

o ¥1,952 crore allocated from Nirbhaya Fund.

crually gone down from 35%
Im,kmlol“'lu 29% across the country by 2003, I
wee take the baseline figure of 38% in 2019, a 90%
disposal rate in 2023 would mean that conviction
should have risen to 45%. But it is 20% instead,
whicch is 16 points lower and 36% short of what
should be expected. The bottom line ks that
clearing cases fster means weaker vheth

on weak States. In Madhya Pradesh, special
courts that sped up forensics and estimony have
secured convictions where similar cases
elsewhere failed,

P'LVs, the missing first line of defence

The Supreme Court, in December 2025, directed
para-legal volunteers (PLV) to be appointed ar
every police station for POCSO0 cases. The status
report highlights gaps, Andhra Pradesh, for
instanee, has PLVS in 42 of 919 stations, while
Tamil Nacu has none scross 1,577, Without PLVS,
families walk into police stations alone, scared,
pressured and ignored. In the Unnao rape case
(Untar Pradesh), seversl news repons pointed to

04 better justice. Fast track courts average just
19%. Ina mumber of States, there are more
aocused walking free than being put behind bars.
Tens of thousands of cases drag on for years,
Chlld‘rtnwhomﬂml"oﬁo cases have
needs that go beyond quick hearings
and formal compliance with the law. They requine
trained support persons, sensitive police and
lawyers, and child welfare committees that can
secure compensation and care while the trial is
engoing, md years kater, When these protections
t\‘mamunpﬂpu higher disposal rates coexist
fons and
children whe leave the sysllm'l mere harmed than
Teealed.

But the trend reveals a darker truth (Table):
Faster trials have not meant Fairer verdicts.
1nw-a¢nuous rerain hurried, charge sheets stay
repants are delayed,
espmallyln overcrowded courts across L‘llz:
Pradesh and Maharashtra,

The enforcement gap akso extends 1o support
persons appointed under Section 39 of the
POCSO Act, mandated by the Supreme Court in
2021 in all cases, and detailed in the National
Commission for Protection of Child Righrs 2004
guidelines. The support pumguldechlltﬁ'cn
through the long and comphex justice-secki
process but as several States have still to empanel
them, this results in cases collapsing pre-trial.
Practical fixes exist. Right 1o Information
tlm)—lmedumhmnl‘mpmnmnwlﬂ

dl obder files
and quanrrlycunwclmnwdmwl’mnaanrrmm

o By September 2025, FTSCs disposed
3,50,685 cases.

e Speed vs outcomes
o FTSCs dispose ~9.5 cases/month,

compared to ~3.3 cases/month in regular

courts.

o Conviction rate declined from ~35% (2019)

to ~29% (2023) nationally.
o FTSCs record ~19% convictions, with

several States seeing acquittals exceeding

convictions.
e Process deficits

o Hasty investigations, incomplete charge
sheets, delayed forensic reports (notably in °

Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra).

the Initial rel by the police to register the
case, a8 it sat on her first information report (FIR)
for a few weeks while threatening her Gamily to
drop it. In Lalispur (Uttar Pradesh) in 2022, 2
Byear-old gang-rape survivor was assaulted
again at the police station and the FIR was
registered only after the intervention of a
non-governmental organisation. The presence of
a PLY could have stopped the threats, ensured
the filing of the FIR the same day and protection
of the evidence and the family,

There have been occasions when courts have
acquitted the acoused when they offered to marmy
the survivers once they furned aduli. The higher
judiciary has let off convicts diting ‘happy
marriage’ despite Secthon & convictions against
the perpetrator. Such rulings push vulnerable
girls into life-long ties with their abusers,

Courts can onder interim compensation at any
stage, particularly where schoaling or health is ae
risk, but most prefer to wait for final verdicts. By
then the harm done to a child's education and
family income ks often irmeversible. Many
survivors recefve the first Instalment years after 3
judgment, which has seen High Courts pulling up
legal aid authorities repeatedly for delays. The
Vichi Centre notes that in such instances, these
payments lose their purpose,

Marginalised Families bormow money for travel
and kxwyers. And they often spend more on
survival than what state refief provides. Daily
wage families kise work for hearings and mothers
leave jobs in order o attend eourt. Speed without
support leaves children more broken than justios
servesd,

o Support persons under Section 39,
POCSO—mandated by SC (2021) and
detailed by National Commission for
Protection of Child Rights (2024)—
remain unempanelled in many States.

e Para-Legal Volunteers (PLVs)

o SC (Dec 2025) directed PLVs at every
police station for POCSO cases.

o Severe gaps persist (e.g., Andhra
Pradesh: 42/919 stations; Tamil Nadu:
0/1,577).

e Victim support & compensation

o Interim compensation is legally
permissible at any stage, yet often
delayed until final verdicts.

o Payments frequently arrive years later,
diluting rehabilitative impact.

e Judicial inconsistencies

o Some courts have leniently treated
cases citing post-majority marriage,
undermining Section 6 deterrence.

e Socio-economic costs
o Marginalised families incur travel, legal, and
livelihood losses, often exceeding State relief.

21)

States.

Static Linkages
e Child rights as part of Right to Life with Dignity (Article

e Special courts as an instrument of judicial reform

e Victim compensation as part of restorative justice

e Access to justice and legal aid under constitutional
governance

Critical Analysis
Positive Outcomes
e Reduced pendency of POCSO cases.
e Dedicated courts improved prioritisation of child
sexual offences.
Key Concerns
e Faster disposal not matched by investigation quality.
e Declining conviction rates indicate procedural dilution.
e Delays in forensic reports weaken prosecution.
e Absence of support persons leads to hostile witnesses.
e |ack of PLVs affects FIR registration and early-stage
protection.
e Interim compensation rarely granted during trial.
e Judicial leniency (e.g., marriage-based reasoning)
undermines deterrence.

Way Forward
e Shift focus from disposal targets to conviction quality.
e Mandatory timelines for forensic laboratories.
e Universal empanelment of support persons with RTI-
based monitoring.
e Fullimplementation of PLVs at police station level.
e FEarly interim compensation linked to education and
healthcare.
Judicial training on child psychology and POCSO intent.
e Replication of best practices from better-performing
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

2025 witnessed heightened geopolitical churn
following the return of Donald Trump as
President of the United States.

The Indo-Pacific emerged as the most
contested strategic theatre amid intensifying
U.S.-China competition.

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad)—
comprising India, Australia, Japan, and the U.S.
—continued to function despite the absence of
a leader-level summit in 2025.

The Quad Foreign Ministers’ meetings hosted
by Marco Rubio in January and July 2025
reaffirmed U.S. commitment.

India could not host the scheduled Quad
Leaders’ Summit in 2025, making the year an
interregnum phase rather than a decline.

Key Points

Quad revived in 2017, with strong backing from
the Trump administration, after losing
momentum post-2007.

Core objective: Rules-based order and a Free,
Open, Inclusive Indo-Pacific (FOIP).

Six leader-level summits held between 2021-
2024; last in Wilmington, Delaware (2024)
under President Biden.

Key initiatives operational in 2025:

o Quad-at-Sea Ship Observer Mission (June
2025): Coast Guard cooperation.

o Ports of the Future Partnership (Mumbai,
October 2025): Sustainable and resilient
port infrastructure.

o Malabar Exercise 2025 held in Guam (India,
U.S., Japan, Australia).

No permanent secretariat; functions through
consensus and political will.

U.S. diplomatic efforts underway to convene a
leader-level summit in early 2026.

sumids, i has continued to
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Maritime security and port-led
development emphasized in Sagarmala
Programme.

Critical Analysis
Pros
e Enhances maritime domain awareness and
interoperability.
¢ Flexible, non-treaty framework suits India’s
strategic autonomy.
e Focus on global public goods: HADR,
infrastructure, climate resilience.
Concerns
e Absence of institutional structure affects
continuity.
* Perception of being China-centric may limit
ASEAN comfort.
e Leadership transitions disrupt momentum.
e Overdependence on U.S. political will.
Stakeholder Perspectives
¢ India: Balancing deterrence with inclusivity.
e ASEAN: Prefers Quad complementarity with
ASEAN centrality.
e China: Views Quad as containment
architecture.
e U.S.: Tool for burden-sharing in Indo-Pacific.

Way Forward

e Convene Quad Leaders’ Summit at the earliest

(early 2026).

¢ |nstitutionalise working groups without formal

alliance structure.

¢ Deepen cooperation with ASEAN, IORA, and
Pacific Island states.

e Expand focus on technology, supply chains,
and climate finance.

e Strengthen people-centric initiatives to
reinforce legitimacy.



Inward turn

US. isolationism will fuel
ethno-nationalism and racist hatred

he Donald Trump administration has
sparked fresh concern on the global stage
after it announced through a presidential
memorandum that the U.S. would be withdraw-
ing from the UN Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, as well as 65 other international or-
ganisations and platforms, describing these as
“contrary to the interests of the United States™.
Having already pulled out of the Paris climate
agreement in his first term, Mr. Trump has now
doubled down on plans to end all U.S. commit-
ments to fight climate change by reversing his
predecessor Joe Biden's actions. Washington has
made plans for a quick exit mostly from UN-relat-
ed agencies and advisory panels whose mandate
relates to climate and renewable energy, gender
equality, minority rights, rule of law and other
areas that the Trump administration considers to
be supporting diversity and “woke” initiatives.
There is a serious question of real-world im-
pact and damage to the existing order that is en-
gendered by the U.S's impending plunge into
pure isolationism. The administration’s whole-
sale rejection, in early 2025, of decades of prior
institutional commitments to and engagement
with the World Health Organization has already
led to setbacks to projects across the developing
world that fecus on maternal and infant mortali-
ty, disease surveillance, and halting the advance
of tuberculosis, malaria and HIV/AIDS - all heavi-
Iy dependent on external funding. In the climate
change, human rights, labour standards and rule
of law contexts, the key financing channels and
impactful leadership momentum have historical-
Iy been associated with U.S, institutions. The in-
evitable vacuum that the Trump White House's
action will produce could actually cede that
space to power players such as China and Russia,
whose incentives to support a level playing field
in coordinated international policies with a
strong global footprint may not be aligned with
the rest of the democratic world. The world has
already been witness, under both Trump admi-
nistrations, to the deleterious, destabilising con-
sequences of Washington weaponising trade ta-
riffs as means to achieving political goals. Now
this small-frame view of national self-interest
trumping good governance principles for the glo-
bal commons may become the modus operandi
for the remainder of the 2Ist century. The very
idea of the nation state may face unprecedented
challenges as inward orientation in policymaking
will build an ever stronger base for rising ethno-
nationalism and racist hatred of the “other”. His-
tory has shown that this gives free rein to the
warst qualities of human nature, with disastrous
socio-political consequences.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News
e 2025: Administration of Donald Trump

announced withdrawal from:
o UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC)

o ~B5 international organisations/platforms
Decision taken via Presidential Memorandum
Reversal of multilateral commitments restored
under Joe Biden
Earlier exit from Paris Agreement during first
Trump term
2025: U.S. disengagement from major
programmes of World Health Organization

Key Points
e Withdrawals focus on UN-linked bodies dealing

with:
o Climate change & renewable energy
o Gender equality & minority rights
o Labour standards & rule of law

U.S. is among the largest contributors to:
o WHO assessed and voluntary funding
o Global climate finance leadership

Immediate impact observed in:

o Maternal & child health programmes

o TB, Malaria, HIV/AIDS control

o Disease surveillance in developing
countries

Creates leadership and funding vacuum in

global governance

Potential strategic gain for China and Russia

Continuation of unilateralism and

protectionism (tariffs, sanctions)

Static Linkages

Multilateral institutions formed post-1945
Global commons: atmosphere, climate, public
health

Principle of Common but Differentiated
Responsibilities (CBDR)

Rules-based international order

Collective action problem in global governance

Critical Analysis
Pros (U.S. perspective):

Policy autonomy
Reduced financial obligations
Domestic political consolidation

Cons (Global perspective):

Weakening of global climate action

Funding shock to Global South programmes
Erosion of multilateral trust

Rise of norm-setting by non-democratic
powers

Undermining climate justice and
intergenerational equity

Way Forward

Strengthening of multilateral coalitions
without U.S.

Greater leadership role for middle powers
Diversification of funding sources for UN
agencies

Institutional reforms to reduce donor
dependence

Ethics-based and science-driven global
governance



Young love
POCSO Act must not allow parental
pushback against adolescents

n January 9, the Supreme Court formally
0 acknowledged an issue that legal scho-

lars, child rights experts, and young
adults in consensual relationships have long
voiced: the menace of the POCSO Act being wea-
ponised by families to punish young persons, but
especially young men in romantic relationships
with young women. The intervention validates
years of alarm over how a statute designed to
shield against predatory violence has been sub-
verted into enforcing parental authority and tra-
ditional social boundaries. The systemic vulnera-
bility lies within the Act's inflexible architecture,
Scholars have argued that by establishing a rigid
age of consent at 18 years and applying strict lia-
bility, in which the minor person’s consent is ren-
dered legally irrelevant, POCSO casts an indis-
criminate net on those it deems to be offenders.
Together with its stringent provisions and man-
datory minimum sentences, which are intended
to deter heinous offenders, the Act is easily ma-
nipulated by disapproving families. In cases of
elopement crossing caste or religious lines, pa-
rents often file charges of kidnapping and sexual
assault; this triggers the Act if the woman is un-
der 18. As a result, in the current framework, a
consensual adolescent relationship is hard to dis-
tinguish from coercive abuse, allowing families to
use the state’s punitive machinery against partn-
ers they consider unsuitable.

The Law Commission of India documented
this gap in a 2023 report, in the course of advising
against lowering the general age of consent from
18, citing dangers such as trafficking and child
marriage. It also highlighted that treating two
teenagers being close together with the severity
reserved for predatory abuse is developmentally
counterproductive, and recommended introduc-
ing “guided judicial discretion” in sentencing in
cases involving adolescents aged 16-18. Likewise,
the Court has ordered that its January 9 judgment
be shared with the Law Secretary to endeavour to
“curb this menace”. However, the crisis is made
worse by the absence of interventions that are
not punitive. When young adults find their perso-
nal autonomy at odds with their families’ expec-
tations, they are often left isolated; the problem
begins here. There is a lack of confidential coun-
selling services for adolescents navigating rela-
tionships and emerging sexuality. Resources to
mediate with families struggling with these inter-
generational transitions are also virtually non-ex-
istent outside of traditional, often conservative,
community structures. Until the state invests in
bolstering these social services, prioritising edu-
cation and counselling over invoking a response
led by the police, and tweaking the Act to admit
this recourse, the legal system will leave young
couples vulnerable to familial wrath and prosec-
utorial overreach.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

On January 9, the Supreme Court of India
acknowledged misuse of the POCSO Act, 2012
in cases of consensual adolescent
relationships.

Court observed that families are invoking
POCSO to penalise relationships disapproved
socially (caste/religion/choice-based).
Judgment forwarded to the Law Secretary to
explore legal and policy measures to curb
misuse.

Aligns with concerns raised in the Law
Commission of India (2023).

Key Points

POCSO Act, 2012
o Age of consent fixed at 18 years.
o Based on strict liability » consent of minor
is irrelevant.
o Provides mandatory minimum sentences.

Identified Issue
o Consensual relationships (16-18 years) treated
at par with sexual exploitation.
o Parents file cases of kidnapping + sexual
assault in elopement cases.
Law Commission (2023)
o Rejected lowering age of consent (risk of
trafficking, child marriage).
o Recommended “guided judicial discretion” in
sentencing for 16-18 age group.
Institutional Gap
o Absence of non-punitive mechanisms like
counselling and mediation.
o Police-led response dominates welfare-based
interventions.

Static Linkages

Child Definition: Below 18 years (UNCRC, JJ Act,
2015).

Strict Liability: No requirement of mens rea.
Article 21: Right to life includes personal
autonomy and dignity.

Article 39(f): Protection of children against
exploitation.

Criminal Jurisprudence: Principle of
proportionality in punishment.

Critical Analysis
Strengths of POCSO

Strong legal deterrence against child sexual
abuse.

Victim-centric procedures (child-friendly courts).
Compliance with international child protection
norms.

Concerns

Over-criminalisation of consensual adolescent
behaviour.

Misuse as a tool of familial and social control.
Mandatory sentencing limits judicial discretion.
Blurring distinction between abuse and peer
intimacy.

Violates spirit of substantive due process under
Article 21.

Way Forward

Introduce guided judicial discretion for
consensual cases (16-18 years).

Statutory recognition of close-in-age exception.
Establish confidential adolescent counselling
services.

Shift from police-first to welfare-first response.
Capacity building of police, prosecutors, and
judges.

Periodic legislative review using court and NCRB
data.



Iran protests: Trump briefed on strike options

protests, itsaid, quoting the US-
based Human Rights Activists
News Agency.

‘With the internet down in
Iran and phone lines cut off,
gauging the demonstrations
from abroad has grown more
difficult. The Iranian govern-
ment has not offered overall
casualty figures for thedemon-
strations.

Amid Tramp's threat, Iran's
Parliament Speaker warned
Sunday that the US military
and Israel would be“legitimate
targets” if the US strikes the Is-
lamic Republic. “Inthe eventof
an attack on Iran, both the oc-
cupied territory and all Ameri-
can military centres, bases and
ships in the region will be our
legitimate targets... We do not
consider ourselves limited to
reacting after the action and
will act based on any objective
signs of a threat,” he said,

Iranian President Masoud
Pezeshkian, ina TV interview,
said Israel and the US were
masterminding destabilisation
and that Iran’s enemies had
brought in “terrorists ... whoset
mosques on fire ... attack
banks, and public propertics”,

“Farmnilies, I ask you: do not
allow your young children to
join rioters and terrorists who
behead peopleand kill others,”
hesaid, addingthat the goven-
ment was ready to listen to the
peopleand toresolve economic
problems.)

Asked about planning for
potential strikes, the White

House referred to Trump's pub-
liccomments and social media
posts in recent days. “Iran is
looking at Freedom, perhaps
like never before,” Trump
wroteonsocial mediaSamrday,
“The USA stands ready to
helpin®

ThedemonstrationsinIran
began in late December in re-
SPOnse 1o a CUrTency crisis, bit
they have since spread and
grown insize as many Iranians
have called for wholesale
changes to the country’s auth-
oritarian government.

Iran's supreme leader, Aya-
tollah Ali Khamened, said Fri-
daythatthegovernment would
“not back down” in the face of
large-scale protests.

Trump has repeatedly
threatened to use lethal force
against the Iranian govern-
ment for its efforts to suppress
demonstrations, and Friday, he
said that Iran “isin big trouble.”

“T've made the statement
very strongly that if they start
killing pecple like they have in
the past, we will get invelved,”
Trump told reporters Friday,
while meeting with oil execu-
tives. “We'll be hitting them
very hard where it hurts. And
that doesn't meanbootsonthe
ground, but it means hitting
them very, very hard where it
hurts. Sowe don't want that to
happen”

Secretary of State Marco
Rubiospoke by phone Saturday
morming with Israeli Prime
Minigter Benjamin Metanyahu,

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

e Donald Trump considering military strike
options against Iran amid nationwide anti-

government protests.

* Protests triggered by economic crisis and
currency collapse; heavy crackdown reported.

e US has earlier conducted strikes on Iran’s
nuclear facilities (Fordo, Natanz, Isfahan).

* Iranian leadership warns of retaliation against

US and Israeli assets.

Key Points

e US options reportedly include limited strikes,
potentially even on non-military targets linked
to internal repression.

e US concerns:

o Avoid galvanising Iranian public support for

the regime.

o Prevent retaliatory strikes on US bases and

allies in West Asia.
e |ran accuses the US and Israel of
masterminding destabilisation.

¢ |Internet shutdowns and communication
blackouts in Iran hinder independent

verification.

e US diplomatic signalling: support for “freedom
of Iranian people” alongside coercive threats.

according to three people with
knowledge of the call, The two
leaders discussed the protests
inIran, along with the situation
in Syriaand apeace deal inthe
Galga $trip, the three people
said.

Early Saturday, Rubiowrote
on a personal social media ac-
count that the US *suppontsthe
brave people of Iran”

Sinee Trump ordered the
US military to attack Vene-
zuela on January 3 and seize
Nicolas Maduro, the country’s
leader, and his wife, Cilia
Flores, the administration has
emphasised in numerous pub-
lic statements that Tramp is
ready to take bold action in
other contexts and to make
good on his promises to camy
outthreats.

OnFriday, the State Depart-
ment posted a video with
seenes of the nighttime attack
on Venezuela on an official so-
cial media account, accompa-
nied by the lines: "Do not play
games with President Tramp.
When he says he'll do some-
thing, he means it.”

Senior US officials said Sat-
urday that at least some of the
options presented to Trump for
the situation in Iran would be
tied directly to elements of the
country ‘ssecurity services that
areusing violence to put down
the growing protests.

At the same time, though,
US officials said they had tobe
careful that any military strikes
did not have the opposite effect

— galvanising the Iranian pub-
lic to support the government
— or trigger a set of retaliatory
strikes that could threaten US
military and diplomatic per-
sonnel inthe region.

Asenior US military official
said commanders in the region
would want more time before
any potential attack to consoli-
dave US military positions and
prepare defences for any poss-
ible retaliatory strikes by Iran.

US officials said any mili-
tary action would have to bal-
ance how to fulfil Trump's
promise to punish the govern-
ment in Tehran if it cracked
down on the protesters with not
making the situation worse,

Trump is considering at-
tacking Iran again little more
than six months after he or-

strikes against threeof its
nuclear sites last June. In that
attack, which the military
called Midnight Hammer, six
B-2 bombers dropped 12
bunker-buster bombs on a
mountain facility at Fordo, and
Navy submarines fired 30
eruise missiles atthe nuclear fa-
cilities in Natanz and Isfahan.
One B-2 also dropped two
bunker-buster bombs on Na-
tanz.

Iran responded with missile
barrages of its own, as well as
offers to resume negotiations
over its nuclear development
program, which Iranian leaders
say is purely for civilian use,

—NYTWITHAP AND
REUTERS INPUTS

Static Linkages
e Use of Force in International Relations:

o UN Charter Article 2(4) prohibits use of
force against sovereignty.

o Article 51 allows self-defence only in case
of armed attack.

e Sanctions & Coercive Diplomacy:

o Economic pressure as a tool of foreign
policy (seen in US-Iran relations since
1979).

* Nuclear Non-Proliferation:

o lranis asignatory to the NPT; disputes over

enrichment levels and inspections.
e West Asia Geopolitics:

o Strategic choke points (Hormuz), proxy

conflicts, and alliance politics.

Critical Analysis
Concerns
* Possible violation of international law.
e Escalation into wider regional conflict.
e Civilian and humanitarian costs.
Strategic Calculations
¢ Deterrence vs regime consolidation.
e Impact on global energy security.
e |Implications for countries like India (oil
imports, diaspora).

Way Forward
e Prefer diplomatic and multilateral
engagement.

e Strengthen role of UN and IAEA.
e Targeted sanctions, not collective punishment.
¢ De-escalation to avoid miscalculation.



Thirty-five years later, let’s pick up
threads of anincomplete 1991 story

underlying worldview: Thereis only so

ANUARY 15 named alter the
d Janus, with one

locking forward and the other

looking back. New Year reflection

and planning feel apt this year, as.
we complete 35 years of the 1991 reforms.

Incom-

¥ policy

upwith our zéro-sum economic ideology

from 1956, 1968 and 1576,
Thissuspicionef entreprensurship has

cost non-farm jobs. This sus-

]mlla\slnﬂunill)‘ not poverty. The lh:l:d is

debt crisis, or lcchnulogy deceleration) or

in America (inflation,

ossth by
ancwlsllmla better reci| bq:al:s
more cooks in the kitchen: we need cali-
brated policy risk- |ai:ing experlmenta

o,
is “don't care if a.cat is black or white if it

]iboul or vigi-
lantes) have so far been Wrong of prema-
ture. Since pain for both will be unhelpful
for India. let’s hope it doesn’t come or ar-
rives as a gentle sunset rather than a bulb

FIele:Chim‘s Der-mila GDP —thesame  picion may have been justified in 1800 ManisH catches mice”, This going off. iist Gita Gopinath m:
s i i i i i 18 SABHARWAL er ideology by state (north, h could lli
Lastyeal b ries, and p hij was - & south, or west), seclul(mannﬁmmingm global wealth, andicwdgnm]lcywonks
This year B but  maind g services), or firm (domesticor foreignithat  predict a new cold war; our best prepara-
five m'\sionsluaurminkhlgaknmeim and\dolence Buta mﬂalnkzuuycarssgo creates high-wage, non-farm jobs. Thefifth  thon for both Is domestic economic and

preneurship are needed for massive non- is “when you oper the wi flies hnical i
Farm job creation. n”. 13 Avyounger me often mocked the same
“The “substantial” label for 1991 isde-  preneurs — has meant that global GDP is driving is not an argument against cars;  word for yesterday and tomorrow (kal) as
lightful: Vehicle ommshlv hasgrown 45 up 1600 per cent and most lives are no using cases of friud like Satyam, Sahara  passivity, but Inowseethe wisdom ol kaal
times, 7B Iur@er'nm‘- ish and short™ or hungry. Nirav vrite | d iy
times, fored 120tim ) i prescription of jail for economic offences  sion to thinking and choices. This frames |
stock market value 500 times and phone  gest ful- causes economic sell-harm. i i i |
00 times. The ng) and vikalp {cholces) ab By now, many readers vell be agitated  thanalie. The PM hasarticulated an ambl-
labsel for 1991 is pai 45 per cent of our i with my five “thought werlds”, Rightly, be-
labour force still works in our Mot eIy by cause | paraphrase Deng Xiaoping. umpbemmﬂnglan\flslmassl.ddhant lor
[ i ipi: dolence, yet Wrongly, because it feels like Iidealise  licensing, notices,
Pmid.cnl Fund-paying and bed dy i China: I never want to live there. I para-  sions, instrument restrictions, and single
ks Ideology that views suited-booted entre- h by ¥
that of post: percent). i 1o the world's two best ma: il o imperfect commer-
If India can create the world's largest  gialsa emotion. examples of flow (China moving 400 mil- d:.l dmnennh:ulghmvkhwns}_ﬂand
democracy on the infertile soil of the OF the five revisions neNed lo our lion from Farm to non-farm
world's mest dliverse so- inki i first since Mao died) and stock (America’s o
clety, letChina get ahead Is*toget '_'rhigac- . = ipita GDF)Isund Isation ng funds,
omically? They aren't smarter and h ibi. Notallevi m\.crty attack. Xi Jinpi i ionari 1] finterroga-
isn't politics harder than economics? Ible withoummun‘uamoand p bl list didrightandis d ng;
u%’&”’&.ﬁ“‘ém ”;Nnm o viduals,while oy peoplebom  °11 bip) o oakd Toimp s comoding a1 . o he 1961 ong from Hm
abu i eft-or wviduals, while only peop n i ding alot  th iration of | song from Hum
onthe 10th floor look down on "'loum yetentitled dynasts  of made America li i [

chanh b!‘ uonwnlsl Stehnm Slml

wealth or income. The. scc\ond L3

Us, UK, anm and.(i:rmmy onthe left
(people only get rich by making others

“some people will get i
others”, This

continue to peddle dated
ideology that views suited-
b ted

the best people inthe world, pub-
lic investment In basic sclence,
and klub«lusnutm of company

thraw-

ing "
states into

making the natives poor) reflect the same

the Indian Ocean would reduce

predators

md.'lcﬂms of pain from Xi's

Icuhrmfth:l‘swmm anew story for a new
era) through nayee wnangein (new aspir-
ations). Rethinking entrepreneurship in
five ways feeds like a precondition.

Thee writer is co-foundier of Teamigase Sorvices

Thinking on Entrepreneurship
¢ Wealth creation is essential for poverty
removal
o Poverty alleviation requires Ameeri
Banao + Garibi Hatao.
* Inequality # Poverty
o Reducing inequality alone does not
eliminate poverty.
* Policy experimentation is necessary
o Incremental reforms and pilots
outperform rigid regulation.
* Pragmatism over ideology
o Any sector/state/firm creating non-
farm jobs must be supported.
e Over-criminalisation harms the
economy
o Economic frauds should not justify

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

January 2026 marks 35 years of India’s 1991
economic reforms (LPG reforms).

Reforms delivered high growth but failed to
generate adequate non-farm employment.
India and China had similar per-capita GDP in
1991; China’s per-capita GDP is now ~5 times
higher.

Core issue identified: ideological distrust of

entrepreneurship, leading to weak job creation.

Key Points / Data

Post-1991 Outcomes (Scale of Growth):
o Vehicle ownership 1 45x
o EPF contributions * 75x
o Forex reserves 1t 120x
o Stock market capitalisation * 500x
o Telecom connections * 600x
Structural Gaps:
o ~45% workforce still in agriculture.
o 6.3 crore enterprises, but only ~8 lakh
EPFO-paying employers.
o Manufacturing employment share ~11%
(low for a developing economy).
Employment Insight:

o Growth without structural transformation -

jobless growth.

Core Conceptual Argument

India’s constraint is policy ideology, not
democracy or demographics.

Zero-sum thinking (wealth of one reduces
wealth of others) discourages
entrepreneurship.

Global evidence shows entrepreneurship-
driven growth is key to poverty reduction.

excessive criminal laws for all

enterprises.
Static Linkages

e Structural transformation theory (Lewis Model).

¢ Manufacturing and services as engines of
employment.

* Welfare state sustainability depends on
productive taxpayers.

* Role of entrepreneurship in Economic Survey
(multiple editions).

* Regulatory overreach vs Ease of Doing Business.

Critical Analysis
e Strengths:
o Focus on employment rather than
redistribution.
o Aligns with East Asian development
experience.
o Supports cooperative federalism through
competitive reforms.
e Concerns:
o Rising inequality may cause social friction.
o Risk of dilution of labour and environmental
safeguards.
o Reform fatigue and political resistance.
e Ethical Dimension:
o Preventable poverty due to poor policy
choices can be viewed as moral failure of the
state.

Way Forward

e Accelerate labour-intensive manufacturing and
modern services.

* Implement Jan Vishwas Siddhant for trust-based
regulation.

e Rationalise criminal provisions in economic laws.

e Strengthen skilling alighed with industry demand.

* Promote state-level reform competition with
fiscal incentives.




After Venezuela, strategic
autonomy can’t be just words

TheUSs
intervention is
inmany ways a
replay of what

happenedin
Iraq, Syria, and
Afghanistan,
The response
tosuch attacks
cannot be
cosmetic, At

theglobal level,

institutions
mustbe
restructured to
reflect
contemporary
realities

HE NEW year has begunonan
ominous note, US forces at-
tacked Venezuela and cap-
tured the country's President

Nicolis Maduro, This was not
acoverioperation against anon-state actor.
noramultiareral action sanctioned by glo-
bal instiurions. That such an act could be
defended by Washington, even as it deew
sharp criticism inside the UN Security

ncil, speaks votumes about the eroslon
of norms that once gevemed the interna-
tional conduet of nationes.

Almest simultanecusly, US President
Donald Trump claimed that Prime Min-
ister Narendm Mocli was keen to keephim
happy and followed this with threats of
newtariffzagainst Indla for continuing to
Impeor Russian oll. The use of tari{ls asin-
struments of intimidation reinforces a
broader pattern of coercion. Economic
pressure, diplomatic arm-twisting, and
open violations of sovereignty are being
normalised. Insuch a context, the silence
or evasions of emerging powers, includ-
img Inalia, fs worrying. Insignabs e failupe
of the global order to wphold equality
among nations.

The post-war international system
cemerged in the aftermath of the defeat of
Nazism. The enormeessacrifices, partiou-
larly by the Soviet Red Army, created an
epening to build aworld order that would
prevent regines such as that of Hitler from
reemerging. The UN system emerged from
this resolve. Despiteitsstructural fows and
powerasymmetries, it rested on principles
of soverelgn equality, non-aggression, and
respect for self-determination, especially
for peaple emerging from colonial rule,

“The Soviet Unionacted as acheck on ex-
pansion by the US and its allies. The Non-
Aligned Movemend, led by Indla, Indone-
=la, Egypt and Yugoslavia, asserted the
political agency of the formerly colonised
world. The combination of ideclogical
competition and multilateral engagement
kept imperial forces in check. Even at mo-
meenis of exireme tension. diplomacy and
balance prevailed.

The roots of the current crisis lie in the
abrupt end of that balance. The Sovlet
Union's dissolution and the emergence of
a unipolar werld order were hamessed to
impose a neoliberal economic orthodaxy
across the globe. Under pressure from the
wiorkd Bankand the IMF, several countries

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context

e Unilateral US military action against Venezuela

without UN mandate.

e Strong criticism raised inside the UN system -

were compelled to dismantle public see-
vors, wisken laboar protections and open
theireconamiss to speculative capital. The
promise was growth and prosperity, but
the reality has been persistent unemploy-
ment, widening inequality. chronic debs.
and ecologleal devastation. Yet, several
major economies, including India, con-
tinue o follow the neo-litbersl path, When
development istied to foreign capital flows
and foreign markets, forelgn policy auton-
omy gets compromised., Silencein the face
ofcoercion becomes asurvival tactic. This
dependency helps explain the muted re-
sponse of several countries 1o the US ac-
tions in Venezuela, This is not merely a
moiral failure. A global order dominated by
nepliberal economics produces insecurity
and fearand discourages natbons from tak-
Ing Independent positions.

The US's intervention s in many ways
a replay of what happened in Iraq. Syria,
and Afghanistan. The response tosuch at-
tacks cannot be cosmetic. At the global
lewvel, Institutions must be restructured to
reflect comemporary realities, The UN Se-
curity Council does not represent the con-
temporary world's realities. lrs permanent
membership must be éxpanded to include
emerging nations - meaningful represen-
tation from Indla, Africa, and Latin
America lsanutmost imperative.

Equally viral s the strengthening of
South-South cooperation. Developing co-
operation in trade, technology. energy and
finance can provide alternatives to codrcive
armangements. A genuine commitment to
a niles-based order requires collective ac-
tion todefend intemational Law, mot rhet-
oric. Countries such as India need to re-
thinkeconomicand foreign policy chofoes,
Strategic autonomy cannot coexist with
economic subservience. A nation strug-
gling with unemployment and inequality
athomecannot project confldence abroad.

The choice before humanity is stark.
Either theworld reclaimsthe principles of
sovercignty, self-determination, and col-
lective security. or It submits to a lawless
orderwhere power and might decidewhat
is right and wrong. For nations that once
led the struggle against colonialism,
breaking that silence is not optional — it
s a moral responsibility.

Tha writeris Genaral Secretary,
Cammunist Party of India

questions on erosion of international norms.
e US pressure on India via tariff threats over
Russian oil imports.

e Reflects increasing use of economic coercion +

military unilateralism in global politics.
e Highlights weakening of rules-based
international order.

Key Points

e Violation of Sovereignty: Contravenes UN
Charter principles.

e Economic Coercion: Tariffs increasingly used
as geopolitical weapons.

e Selective Multilateralism: Powerful states
bypass institutions when inconvenient.

e Muted Response of Emerging Powers:
Indicates structural inequality in global order.

* Normalization of Force: Military intervention
without collective approval becoming
frequent.

Static Linkages
e UN Charter (1945)
o Article 2(4): Prohibits threat or use of force
against territorial integrity.
o Article 51: Self-defence only exception.
Cold War Bipolarity (NCERT)
o Balance of power limited unilateral
interventions.
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM)
o Emphasised sovereignty, non-intervention,
strategic autonomy.
Neoliberal Economic Order
o IMF-World Bank conditionalities » reduced
state capacity.
India’s Strategic Autonomy
o Core principle of foreign policy (MEA,
Economic Survey references).

Critical Analysis
Issues
e Weakening of international law.
e Undermines UN legitimacy.
e Creates fear-based global order.
e Economic dependence limits diplomatic
independence.
India-Specific Concerns
¢ Silence erodes moral leadership.
e Economic inequality + unemployment reduce
strategic confidence.
e Qver-reliance on foreign capital constrains
foreign policy.

Way Forward

e Reform UN Security Council (India, Africa, Latin
America representation).

e Strengthen South-South Cooperation.

e Reduce external economic dependence.

e Assertissue-based strategic autonomy.

e Collective defence of international law through
multilateral platforms.



Hope Gor hits Reset but
hopeis no strategy

SCOMMERCE Secretary Howard Lutnick's statement

attributingthe stalling of the India-United States bilat-

eral trade agreement to Prime Minister Narendra Modi

not placing a “call” to President Donald Trump, when
the deal was “all set up”, is specious, tosay the least. India was
transparent about its concemns over allowing greater market ac-
cess for American farm produce. It had clearly spelt these out,
rightly or wrongly, asred lines in any trade deal. USTR. Jamieson
Greer fagged India's offer as “forward-leaning™ and "best ever”
Yet, the Trump administration, has been mercurial and unrea-
sonable in clamping a 50 per cent tariff on goods imports from
India, inclusiveofa2s percent “penalty” forits purchases of Rus-
sian oll. There is a proposal for further ralsing the pundtive duty
o “at least 300 percent™ under a Sanctioning Russia Act, which
issaid to have received Trump's support.

All this and now the senior US official’s claims, add insult to
imjury. Moresignificantly, though, they point tothe need fordial-
ling down expectations — which the markets are already doing.
Both the Sensex and Nifty fell 2.5 per cent last week, even as for-
eign porifelio investors have pulled out over $1.3 billion from In-
dian equity markets so far this month, on top of $18.9 billion in
2025. The rupee, too, closed at 90,16 to the US dollar on Friday.
The renewed worries over US tariffs and progress in trade talks
—nothelped by the RepublicanSenator, Lindsey Graham's, Rus-
sia sanctions bill and Secretary Lutnick's remarks — and geo-
political tensions in Iran and Venezuela have contributed to an
overall uncertain external environment. This comes amid an ap-
parent “Goldilocks moment” on the domestic economy front,
with an estimated GDP growth of 74 per cent for 2025-26, retail
inflation at sub-1 per cent, multi-decade low bad loans of Indian
banks, and healthy corporate balancesheets along with improved
earnings and revenues.

What can the Modi government do in the present situation?
It must definitely keep the reform moment going. The Trump
tantrums may have inadvertently pushed ittosecure trade deals
with otherblocs, notify the four Labour Codes, previously in cold
storage, and roll back the Quality Control Orders that were effec-
tively non-tariff trade barriers. Much more needs o be done, es-
pecially on reforming the country's inefficient market-distorting
subsidy regime and fixing state government finances wrecked
by competitive populism. Next month's Union Budget will test
the Modi government's commitment to both reformand macro-
economicstability, Withnew Ambassador Sergio Gorsettlingin,
onecan hope for Washington to hit reset and refresh with New-
Delhi, build on the substantial gains made in the bilateral rela-
tionship. One can hope for the US Supreme Court to bring some
reason into the fraught debate on variffs that Trump imposed
under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act. One
can hope for Trump’s lieutenants to look beyond a phone call,
made and not made. But hope cannot be a strategy.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context

e Statement by Howard Lutnick blaming India for
delay in India-US trade deal.

¢ [ndia had clearly communicated non-
negotiable redlines on agricultural market
access.

* India’s trade offer described as “forward-
leaning” by Jamieson Greer.

e USimposed 50% tariff on Indian imports.

* Includes 25% penalty for India’s Russian oil
imports.

* Proposal to raise tariffs to 500% under Russia
sanctions legislation.

* Support expressed by Lindsey Graham.

e Tariffs imposed under International Emergency
Economic Powers Act.

Key Points
* |ndia follows transparency principle in trade
negotiations.

e Agriculture protected due to:
o Food security concerns
o Small & marginal farmers (*86%)

e US tariff action contradicts:
o WTO spirit of MFN (Most Favoured Nation).

¢ Financial market impact:
o Sensex & Nifty ¢ ~2.5%.
o FPIl outflow: $1.3 bn (current month); $18.9
bnin 2025.
©o Rupee at ¥90.16/USD.
e External uncertainty despite strong domestic
fundamentals.

Static Linkages
e WTO Agreement on Agriculture:
o Special & Differential Treatment for
developing countries.
e Indian agriculture:
o MSP, public procurement, food security
(NCERT, Economic Survey).
e Executive trade powers:
o National emergency laws in US.
e Capital flows:
o Volatility linked to global risk (Economic
Survey).
e Labour reforms:
o Four Labour Codes pending notification.
e Subsidies:
o Market-distorting subsidies highlighted by
NITI Aayog.

Critical Analysis
Positives
* Protection of food security.
¢ Policy consistency in trade negotiations.
e Strong domestic macro indicators:
o GDP growth: 7.4% (2025-26).
o Inflation below 1%.
o NPAs at multi-decade lows.
Concerns
e Export competitiveness weakened.
e FPIl volatility.
e Currency depreciation pressures.
e Trust deficitin trade diplomacy.
¢ Risk of sanction-driven trade fragmentation.

Way Forward

e Diversify trade partnerships (EU, ASEAN, GCC).

* Notify & implement Four Labour Codes.

¢ Roll back excessive Quality Control Orders.

e Reform subsidy regime.

e Improve state government fiscal discipline.

e Use Union Budget to reinforce reform
credibility.

e Shift diplomacy to institutional mechanisms,
not personality-centric engagement.



o EXPERT EXPLAINS

What Zehanpora stupas shed llght on: Kashmn' S l"lCh Buddhist past

FOR MANY years, locals in Zehanpora as-
sumed the mounds of earth they saw mun-
ning for acres were part of the landscape.
Spread over10 acres in asmall village in Ba-
ramulla, North Kashmir, the mounds have
recently beendiscovered to be man-made,
and estimated to be over 2,000 years old.

Last month, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi mentioned the site in his Mann ki
Baataddress. Randhir Jaiswal, the Ministry
of External Affairs spokesperson, later
posted on X, “What first appeared as un-
usualrock formations was later found tore-
semble an image of three Buddha stupas
preserved in archives of a museum in
France. This discovery highlights the cul-
tural legacy of Jammu and Kashmir."

The director of the archeological exca-
vation at the site, Dr Mohamad Ajmal
Shah, told Naveed Iqbal the structures
date back tothe Kushan era.

What is the significance of the site?
This site has found mention in passing
references by writers on Kashmir. It wasa
conspicuous archeological site but re-
mained unexplored. It looks like a man-

made plateau, similar to the structure of a
stupa. The mounds have been reduced
through the ages but still stand out in the
landscape. Since the 1970s, a canal has di-
vided the site.

In October last year, our team of re-
searchers from the Centre of Central Asian
Studiesatthe University of Kashmir, along
with the J&K Department of Archives, Ar-
chaeology and Museums, began mapping
thesite. We started the mapping using vari-
ous methods and equipment, including
drones and remote sensing. Initial findings
suggest that the whole area is covered in
structures. There is evidence at the site of
awooden super-structure that perhaps
rose above the mounds.

Work atthe site was halted owingtothe
onset of winter and will be taken up again
after the season

How does this excavationhelp in
understanding Kashmir's past?

The site will take longer than the stipu-
lated three years because of the size of the
plateau, but will be a significant addition
to the knowledge of trade routes that

Excavation work at the mounds in Zehanpora. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

passed through Kashmir as well as the Bud-
dhist influence in the region. There are

awe and happy to recognise the site. I be-
lieve the British travelled through Lahore
and erstwhile Taxila (Northwest Pakistan)
to Kashmir and photographed these sites.

‘When did Buddhism enter Kashmir?
As per popular belief, Buddhism was in-
troduced to Kashmir during the Mauryan
King Ashoka’s reign. However, Kalhana's
Rajatarangini tellsus Buddhismwas preva-
lent in Kashmir before Ashoka'stime. Asper
another source, Mahavamsa, Ashoka in-
vited scholars from Kashmir for the Bud-
dhist council he convened at Pataliputra.

How is itslegacy visible today?
From textual sources to the archaeologi-

Stacked with some distinct mounds that are undis-  cal record, the Buddhist legacy of Kashmir

turbed, and will goalongway inexplaining s visible across its length and breadth. The
history the history of this region. northern part of Kashmir has many known
® Spread over 10 sites with Buddhist affiliations, like Kanis-
acresinavillage in What is the connection of the site pora, Ushkur, Zehanpora, and Parihaspora,
Baramulla, the with some pictures found in France? while Harwan represents a major Buddhist
mounds are In2023,Ivisited Franceonafellowship complex in Srinagar in central Kashmir.

estimated to be
more than 2,000

years old.

and discovered a photograph of the site in
Kashmir in a traveller's photo archive at a
museum. When [ saw the picture,  wasin

South Kashmir is dotted with archaeological
sites like Semthan, Hutmur, Hoinar and
Kutbal with strong Buddhist affiliations.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

What is the discovery?

e At Zehanpora in Baramulla, large earthen
mounds spread over ~10 acres were long
considered natural.

e Scientific mapping has confirmed they are
man-made structures, over 2,000 years old.

* Archaeological evidence dates them to the
Kushan period (1st-3rd century CE).

Why is the site important archaeologically?

* The mounds resemble the base and platform
of Buddhist stupas.

e Evidence suggests wooden superstructures,
indicating advanced construction.

* Thesite is unusually large, suggesting a major
religious or monastic complex, not a small
shrine.

e Use of drones and remote sensing shows the
area is fully built-up underground, indicating
long-term human activity.

Historical significance for Kashmir

e Confirms Kashmir’s role as a major centre of
Buddhism, not a peripheral region.

e Supports textual sources like Kalhana’s
Rajatarangini, which states that Buddhism
existed in Kashmir even before Ashoka.

¢ Aligns with Mahavamsa, which mentions
Kashmiri monks attending Ashoka’s Buddhist
council.

e Strengthens evidence that Kashmir lay on
ancient trans-Himalayan trade routes
connecting:

o Gandhara (Taxila)
o Central Asia
o Northern India

Link with the Kushan Empire
e Kushans were major patrons of Mahayana
Buddhism.
e Period saw:
o Large stupas
o Monasteries
o Spread of Buddhist art and philosophy
e Zehanpora fits into a broader Kushan-era
Buddhist landscape including Harwan,
Parihaspora, and Ushkur.

Why is the France connection important?
e A historic photograph of the site was found in a
French museum archive.
* Theimage closely matches the current
mounds, confirming:
o Antiquity of the structures
o That the site was noticed by European
travellers during colonial times
¢ Shows the value of global archival research in
Indian archaeology.

Present challenges
e A canal built in the 1970s cuts through the site,
damaging continuity.
* Long exposure has caused erosion and
reduction of mound height.
e Excavation is slow due to:
o Large area
o Harsh winters
o Limited resources



