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hief Justice of India
C DY. Chandrachud

on Monday agreed
to list petitions challenging
the Money Bill route taken
by the Centre to pass con-
tentious amendments in
the Parliament.

“I will list when I form
Constitution Benches,” the
Chief Justice addressed se-
nior advocate Kapil Sibal,
who made an oral men-
tioning on behalf of the pe-
titioners, including Rajya
Sabha MP Jairam Ramesh.

The Money Bill question
was referred to a seven-
judge Bench in November
2019 by a five-judge Bench
headed by Chief Justice

Ranjan Gogoi in the case of
Rojer Mathew vs. South In-
dian Bank Ltd. The cardi-
nal issue is whether such
amendments could be
passed as a Money Bill, cir-
cumventing the Rajya Sab-
ha, in violation of Article
110 of the Constitution.

The provisions

A Money Bill is deemed to
contain only provisions
dealing with all or any of
the matters under clauses
(a) to (g) of Article 110(1),
largely including the ap-
propriation of money from
the Consolidated Fund of
India and taxation.

In other words, a Money
Bill is restricted only to the
specified financial matters.

The reference includes

The contentious |

route

Some of the legislations
passed as Money Bills in the
Parliament include:

m Amendments to the
Prevention of Money
Laundering Act

® The Finance Act of 2017

® Aadhaar Act, 2016

A Money Bill is a financial
legislation that contains
provisions exclusively related to
revenue, taxation, government
expenditures, and borrowing

Cong. welcomes
court’s decision

NEW DELHI

The Congress on Monday
welcomed the Supreme Court
agreeing to consider a
submission for setting up a
Constitution Bench to hear
pleas challenging the validity
of passage of laws as Money
Bills. » PAGE 5

legal questions concerning
amendments made from
2015 onwards in the Pre-
vention of Money Launder-
ing Act (PMLA) through
Money Bills, giving the En-
forcement Directorate al-
most blanket powers of ar-
rest, raids, etc. Though the

court had upheld the legal-
ity of the PMLA amend-
ments, it left the question
whether the amendments
could have been passed as
Money Bills to the seven-
judge Bench.

Similarly, the case also
raises questions about the

passage of the Finance Act
of 2017 as a Money Bill to
alter the appointments to
19 key judicial tribunals.
Mr. Ramesh, a petition-
er in this case, had argued
that the 2017 Act was delib-
erately categorised as a
Money Bill to “extend exec-

utive control over these in-
stitutions (tribunals) by al-
tering the composition of
the selection committees
and vastly downgrading
the qualifications and ex-
perience required to staff
these bodies”.

The question of passage
of laws after dressing them
up as Money Bills had
come up in the Aadhaar
case too. However, the top
court had, in a majority
verdict in 2021, refused to
review its 2018 judgment
(K. Puttaswamy case)
upholding the validity of
the Aadhaar Act and its
certification as a Money
Bill.

Justice Chandrachud (as
he was then) had delivered
a dissenting opinion on the

SC to Iook into use of Money Bills to pass laws

Chief Justice Chandrachud says appeals challenging the use of Money Bills by the Centre to pass contentious amendments in Parliament will be listed when he forms
Constitution Benches; a Money Bill is restricted only to specified financial matters; Justice Chandrachud had delivered a dissenting opinion in 2021, overruled by the majority

Review Bench in 2021. The
two questions before the
Review Bench had been
whether the Lok Sabha
Speaker’s decision to de-
clare the proposed Aad-
haar law as a Money Bill
was “final”. The second,
whether the Aadhaar (Tar-
geted Delivery of Financial
and Other Subsidies, Bene-
fits and Services) Act, 2016
was correctly certified as a
‘Money Bill’ under Article
110(1) of the Constitution.
Justice Chandrachud, in
his dissent, had said the
Review Bench ought to
wait till the seven-judge
Bench decided the larger
questions on the Money
Bill in the Rojer Mathew re-
ference. But the majority
had disagreed with him.
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‘India and Russia have double
rupee-rouble payments in 2024’

According to figures shared by Russiass state-controlled Sberbank, the number of transactions has also increased; despite

Western sanctions, businessmen push for Indian manufacturers to look towards Moscow and counter China’s inroads

Suhasini Haidar
NEW DELHI/MOSCOW

ndia and Russia have
l doubled their pay-

ments in national cur-
rencies (rupee-rouble)
since last year despite
sanctions by the U.S. and
European Union, says Rus-
sia’s state-controlled and
largest bank, Sberbank,
that handles a majority of
payments for Indian ex-
ports to Russi. Rupee de-
posits by Indian corporates
have also increased multi-
fold in 2024.

According to figures
shared by Sberbank, in Ja-
nuary-june 2024, the vol-
ume of payments pro-
cessed doubled from the
January-June 2023
amount, and the number
of transactions Sberbank
handled increased by 80%
in the first half of 2024.

While Sberbank has op-
erated branches in India
since 2010, sanctions were
imposed by the U.S. in the
immediate aftermath of
Russia’s invasion of Uk-
raine in February 2022,
and then by the European
—

Union in July 2022.

The surge may rise
further after Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi’s visit to
Moscow last week, econo-
mists and Indian business-
men working in Russia
hope, warning that in the
absence of the Indian ru-
pee, Chinese businesses
and the yuan would conti-
nue to benefit from the
“vacuum” created by the
exit of Western companies.

“We are witnessing an
increase in trust towards
the rupee from our clients.
Today, not only have ru-
pee-denominated current
accounts become a reality,
but also rupee deposits,
which  businesses are
showing great interest in.
Since the beginning of the
year, the volume of corpo-
rate deposits in rupees has
increased sixfold,” a Sber-
bank spokesperson told
The Hindu in response to
queries about potential
growth areas, adding that
the rupee is now “easily
convertible” in Russia, and
that Sberbank hopes to
serve as a “Sherpa” for
more businesses given the

4is
B i f
Boost to trade: Sberbank says it is witnessing an increase in trust
towards the Indian rupee from its clients. REUTERS

$100 billion trade target by
2030 set by Mr. Modi and
Russian President Vladimir
Putin during talks.

“Prime Minister Modi’s
journey to Moscow was ve-
ry important because it
was the first visit at a time
when economic coopera-
tion between the two
countries has come to a
qualitatively new level,”
said Lydia Kulik, Head of
India Studies at the SKOL-
KOVO Institute for Emerg-
ing Market Studies, at Mos-
cow School of
Management. “Secure pay-
ment mechanisms, insu-

rance and logistics are
among the most important
areas to focus on,” she ad-
ded, listing auto and avia-
tion components, chemi-
cals, microelectronics,
consumer electronics, ma-
chinery, medical devices
and agricultural products
as sectors in which Indian
companies should consid-
er exporting to Russia.
According to a growing
number of Indian busi-
nessmen now based in
Russia, the government
must move quickly as Chi-
na has taken more advan-
tage of the sanctions to fill

the space vacated by near-
ly all Western brands, and
already has bilateral trade
of $240 billion, which is
more evenly balanced. At
present, even Indian com-
panies are being forced to
consider payments in the
Chinese yuan, they say.

“I think sanctions have
created new opportuni-
ties, and China has gained
a lot compared to India. Of
course, the Indian govern-
ment has been very posi-
tive about [trade with Rus-
sia], but somehow it has
not been achieved on the
same scale as China,” ex-
plained Sukrit Sharan, a St.
Petersburg-based board
member of a joint venture
between International In-
stitute for Advanced Aeros-
pace Technologies (IIAAT)
and Indian firm Millenni-
um Aerodynamics that
produces “hybrid aero-
boats”. “Indian businesses
should come and venture
into the market, they
should fill up the Russian
market with Indian pro-
ducts for which there is a
vacuum in the region,” he
said.
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ISRO has a problem: many rockets,
but too few satellites to launch

The Indian space programme used to follow a supply-driven model: ISRO would launch satellites and then look for customers for services provided
by the satellites. This changed to a demand-driven model in 2019-2020, in which a satellite is built and launched only if there is already demand for it

Pradeep Mohandas

n June, S. Somanath, Chairman of

the Indian Space Research

Organisation (ISRO) and Secretary

of the Department of Space, said
ISRO’s launch vehicle capability was
three-times the demand. Many experts in
the spaceflight sector and beyond
interpreted this to mean the space launch
market was grim. Mr. Somanath also
suggested strong demand was needed for
launch vehicles from the domestic Indian
market.

India currently has four launch
vehicles: the Small Satellite Launch
Vehicle (SSLV), the Polar Satellite Launch
Vehicle (PSLV), the Geosynchronous
Satellite Launch Vehicle (GSLV), and the
Launch Vehicle Mark-11I (L ). These
rockets can launch satellites weighing up
to four tonnes to the geosynchronous
orbit. India also relies on foreign launch
vehicles, like Europe’s Ariane V and
SpaceX’s Falcon 9, when a satellite weighs
more than four tonnes.

At present, the country operates a fleet
of satellites with applications in
communications, remote sensing,
positioning, navigation and timing (PNT),
meteorology, disaster management,
space-based internet, scientific missions,
and experimental missions. It also needs
launch vehicles for space missions like
Chandrayaan 3 and Aditya L1.

All this makes it look like there are
more applications and satellites than
there are launch vehicles — which is the
opposite of what Mr. Somanath
mentioned. Where then is the issue?

Demand-driven model
The Indian space programme used to
follow a supply-driven model: ISRO
would build and launch satellites and
then look for customers who needed the
services provided by the satellites. When
the Indian government reformed the
space sector in 2019-2020, it changed this
to a demand-driven model. Here, a
satellite needs to be built and launched
only if there is already demand for it. This
may have led to the situation Mr.
Somanath mentioned.
chicken and egg
stomer of the services
pmv:ded by the satellite needs to be
edm.ned about the need for the service.
stomer will then create a demand
for a service that will need a satellite to be
launched. This will provide the demand
Mr. Somanath is asking for.

Consider the example of the internet.
There needs to be a demand for
space-based internet in a country already
filled with affordable fibre and
mobile
company will launch a constellation of
satellites into orbit to provide that
service.

The question arises: Who will educate
the customer, ISRO or the industry?

Without such educated customers
demand at the scale ISRO expects \v|ll not
be created. The customers here are not
only consumers of space-based internet.
These are other companies, government
institutions, defence enterprises, and
ordinary people including farmers,
bankers, etc. So the ‘amount’ of
education required is very great.

The other area from which demand is
likely to arise is human spaceflight. This
includes human-rated launch vehicles
that carry humans and supplies into orbit

station or the moon. There could in
future be demand for space tourism as
well.

Launch capability limitations
India’s launch vehicles are also not
powerful enough to undertake certain
ns, like Chandrayaan 4. China used

its Long March 5 launch vehicle to launch
its Chang'e 4 and Chang’e 5 missions in a
single launch. India’s LVM-3 has less than
one-third of Long March 5's capability
(28% to be more precise) and will need
two LVM-3 launches to launch all the
components of Chandrayaan 4.

ISRO will be upgrading the LVM-3 with
a semi-cryogenic engine to boost its
payload capacity to six tonnes to the
geostationary transfer orbit (GTO). The
organisation will also need a new launch
vehicle — already dubbed the Next
Generation Launch Vehicle (NGLV), a
Project Soorya — to carry 10 tonnes to
GTO. But it has only submitted a funding
proposal thus far for this project. Other
variants of this launch vehicle are
expected to raise this vehicle’s lift
capacity.

India will also need one more
ful flight of the SSLV to be
confident about its ability to launch
smaller satellites. Smaller satellites are

usually experimental and university-built.

More success in this domain will
encourage space companies to build
larger satellites, eventually leading to a
demand for launch vehicles.

nch vehicle economics

All these launch vehicles will need
satellites to launch. The heavier vehicles
can fulfil some national goals like lunar

An LVM-3 launch vehicle lifts off from ISRO’s Sriharikota spaceport carrying the Chandrayaan-3 mission to orbit. ISR0

ee

‘There is now a chicken and egg
problem. The customer of the services
provided by the satellite needs to be
educated. The customer will then
create a demand for a service that will
need asatellite to be launched

ISRO can use the smaller satellites for
technology and capability demonstration.
However, the latter will constitute only a
small number of launches.

Satellites have a defined mission life. As
they get old, they will need to be replaced
with newer satellites. This will also create
a demand for launch vehicles. However,
mission operators like their satellites to
live longer and have been improving their
lifetimes with software and hardware
upgrades. This complicates estimates of
the number and frequency of launch
vehicles that will be needed.

Launch vehicles are improving as well.
ngle launch, the PSLV can deliver
multiple satellites in multiple orbits.
Rocket stages are becoming reusable,
which reduces the cost of building the
rocket and increases profitability. ISRO
has been building its Reusable Launch
Vehicle and vertical landing technologies
to make reusable landing stages. It is also
making an effort to replace toxic fuels for
rocket engines with green alternatives.

Private sector vs government

Mr. Somanath himself provided a solution
for the problem he highlighted. He
suggested we need an ecosystem that
creates demand for various

more sources of data (like satellites),
culminating in a demand for launch
vehicles. The richer the ecosystem, the
greater the demand.

The Indian government wants the
private sector to create demand among
customers and to build and launch
satellites. It wants them to look for
services to offer customers in India and
abroad. It also wants revenue by
providing launch services of its own.
Finally, the government wants to upskill
workers and give them jobs.

However, private companies don't
want the government to be in the launch
business. Instead, they want the
government to be their customer and to
provide rule of law and reliable
regulations.

This is because private players desire a
reliable source of revenue, which the
Indian government can be over a long
period of time. There is thus talk of the
government being an ‘anchor customer’
helping companies in their early days.

The roadmap here is for the
government to exit the launch vehicle
business at some point, leaving the
companies with sufficient demand for
launch vehicles. This is similar to the
situation in the U.S., where arms of the
U.S. government award contracts to
X, Blue Origin, etc. to execute
launches with their payloads.

Thus, the Indian government will
absorb the cost of the transition from
supply-driven to demand-driven building
atellites and launch vehicles. But it
sn't yet educating its own Ministries and
creating some of the anchor demand for
satellites and launch vehicles.

(Pradeep Mohandas is a technical writer
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‘Need stronger aviation ecosystem to

+ 98 &I fawR

brace for fleet doubling in 5-6 years’

BUDGET IN FOCUS

Kapil Kaul

The privatisation of Air In-
dia leading to the transfer
of its ownership by the go-
vernment to Tata Sons in
2022 and the ensuing
transformation plan being
undertaken at the airline
has triggered a strategic
transformation in the
country’s airline sector.

This was a remarkable
milestone and the boldest
reform since the second
wave of liberalisation that
commenced in financial
year 2004. At the time of
Air India’s acquisition, CA-
PA India had anticipated
this would be a critical in-
flection point that would
stabilise the airline system
which, in turn, would have
a positive impact on the
entire value chain, possibly
even beyond the borders
of India.

Key developments

Let’s look at the key deve-
lopments in the sector
since 2022. Last year, Air
India placed an order for a
record 470 aircraft, with
the option to add another
370 aircraft. The group has
added 40 aircraft last year
and is expecting to take de-
livery of five aircraft a
month for the near to the
medium term.

Meanwhile, India’s lar-
gest airline IndiGo, which
has a fleet of about 370 air-
craft with more than 980
on order, continues to
grow rapidly, despite sup-
ply-chain challenges that
have fettered growth plans
of airlines globally.

This means the coun-
try’s airline fleet of almost
700 aircraft could double
by the financial year 2030.
It took the Indian industry

Ground zero: To support the appetite for travel and fleet expansion

plans, India also needs a solid airport infrastructure. REUTERS

Pilot shortage is a
serious issue and is
likely to become
more acute in light
of new DGCA norms

time of the first commer-
cial flight to reach a fleet
size of 700 aircraft. But the
rate of growth is so strong
that carriers could add a
further 600-700 aircraft in
just the next 5-7 years.

But, do we have the eco-
system to support this ra-
pid expansion?

Irreversible stability

We have a solid and aggres-
sive airline system with the
size, scale, aircraft orders
and strategic intent to
emerge as world-class op-
erators. Air India’s invest-
ment of $6.5 billion in its
business plan is a reflec-
tion of this. IndiGo report-
ed record profitability of
approximately $! billion in
FY2024, with another year
of unprecedented results
expected in FY2025. Des-
pite there being about 150
aircraft on the ground last
year, domestic traffic grew
by about 13% in FY2024
and international by 22%.

Dual-airport system
To support the appetite for

expansion plans, the coun-
try also needs a solid air-
port infrastructure which,
for the first time, is ahead
of demand and there is an
investment pipeline of $11
billion at various stages of
implementation.

In the National Capital
Region, we will have a
world-class airport infras-
tructure in a dual airport
system where Delhi Inter-
national Airport Limited
will grow its capacity from
100 million and reach 130-
140 million passengers per
annum (PPA), which will
be complemented by the
greenfield Noida Interna-
tional Airport which is like-
ly to open by April 2025,
with an eventual capacity
for 70 million PPA.

The Mumbai Metropoli-
tan Region will similarly
have a dual airport system
within almost 12 months,
which will eventually be
able to handle about 145
million annual passengers.

The Adani Group is also
significantly expanding ca-
pacity at its six PPP non-
metro airports of Luck-
now, Jaipur, Ahmedabad,
Guwahati,  Thiruvanan-
thapuram and Mangaluru
and the Airports Authority
of India is investing $4 bil-
lion to significantly en-
hance non-metro capacity.

planned in Chennai and
Pune.

Policy impetus
As far as policy impetus is
concerned, given the rate
of growth of the aviation
industry in the country
skill shortages could arise
across the ecosystem, but
particularly with respect to
technical staff such as pi-
lots and maintenance engi-
neers and technicians.

The shortage of pilots is
a serious issue and is likely
to become more acute, es-
pecially in light of the new
duty and rest norms laid
down by the DGCA for
them, which could in-
crease the number of pilots
required by about 15%.

Training, skilling
Similarly, air-traffic con-
trollers as well as security
and safety personnel are
inadequate relative to re-
quirements. Therefore, the
Budget must provide fiscal
incentives for investment
in skilling, training and
education.

Rationalising taxes

The Budget could also look
at rationalising direct and
indirect taxes, which today
account for almost 20% of
an airline’s quarterly reve-
nue such as through levies
by States on aviation tur-
bine fuel.

The benefits of airport
privatisation have been
well demonstrated in the
country through access to
modern and efficient in-
frastructure as well as the
economic  development
unleashed for the wider ge-
ographical region, and the-
refore the government
must fast track the privati-
sation of 25 airports
planned under the nation-
al monetisation plan.

(The writer is CEO and

about 90 years from the travelaswell asairline fleet  Greenfield airports are also  Director at CAPA India) i
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*_ ﬁ' w@' ‘l_l' ﬁg 2‘[ ﬁ $‘J_ﬂ' ‘]ﬁ' mﬁa W I A rare spade-toothed whale after it was found
/ ‘§ washed ashore in the second week of July on a
beach near Otago, New Zealand. ap
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! We-2Y R HHT 1T 3, o 39! IR faiwarehi @ ugamn sman |/2ave washed

2 up on beach in
| New Zealand

+ T8 WIS Heaqul aq1fAe TSR UeH &R Tl & adife g8 fawseT |

est, with no live nlgl]!ln],\. ever
Q 9 o q recorded. No one knows how many there
*_ ! l | g 2{ % Ii I§§ a € QE | a $ ! i” i | a a’ |;H | I | @' ﬁ are, what they eat, or even where they
- ! live in the vast expanse of the southern
Pacific Ocean. However, scientists in New
J Zealand may have finally caught a break.
&rUT W TI—qT ?'”- | The country’s conservation agency said
| q Monda: re that washed up on a
South I h this month is believed

. . to be a spade-toothed whale. The
[ £ : i d

whale, was iden ed after it washe

. . o ashore on Otago Beach by its colour
patterns and the shape of its skull, bealk,
Efll | | and teeth.

“We know very little, practically
. o~ Y =\ . o~ c nothing about the creatures.” Hannah
U Hend ir _ & for
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“This is going to lead to some amazi
N . N . . . science and world-first information.”
{q\).l I"' % Q‘\ L‘I ﬁ H I"Id E‘Q’ \)1 I.CI ﬁ' 'Q”'mﬁ' a'rﬂ’ I If the cetacean is confirmed to be the
elusive spade-toothed whale
the first spe 1en found in a state E
i\ ﬁ 1 N\ ﬁ_ Y a'ﬂ' aﬂaa_ _l\)_n_ Eb;[ a:ﬂFﬂ_ %_ aﬁq ﬁ'.‘{l'lﬁ would permit scientists to dissect it,
allowing them to map the relationshi
+ ] IeR <H% H e Y ; The Wil 1o the few others of the
found, learn what it eats, and perha

HeMNR § 3T It ﬁam R 3aft lﬁ HATE § 1 g3 g e e S hales

have ever been pinpointed, and those

found intact on New Zealand’'s North
Island beaches had been buried before
*— gu 1 872 W | 1 950 DNA te: g could ve their

identification, Hendri id, thwarting

any chance ro study them.
$ W ﬁ W a{qaa'q ﬁq’ l | ! w @G’ ﬁ | Ié ?_n‘ a | ! | i I E‘%‘q‘l’ This time, the beached whale was
fou
E. ﬂ ﬁ' ﬁ E E ﬂ f. E ﬂ ﬁ g a_ permit sc
- ¢tribes) to plan how it will be examined,
New Zealarnd” ludu,cuuu:
o o c .
+ D YT P did RTUhdl dg h Pacific Tndigenous leader
treary recognising whales as “leg:
m ﬁ_ o\ Y q o % whales” habitat. The creatures deep-dive
= for food and likely surface so rarely that it
+ 2010 H, al, IR, Pald-aldalR &, Hd, uilels o qHg dc U o e e 1o s
“ine mammal yvou don’'t see them at
1,” she said. “It's a bit of a needle in a
testing to confirm the whale's
identification could rtake months.
people” to identify the “incredibly
cryptic” mammals, K en Young, a
said in emailed rema,
The fresh discovery “makes me

If the cetac n_is confirmed o be
quickly transported to cold storage, ..lnd
der whales a taonga
Q persons,” although such a decla on is
'q'l' | not reflected in the laws of participating
nations.
locarion further than rthe southern Pacifi
tack. You don’t know where to look.”
r
It took “many years and a mammoth
senior lecturer at the U versity of Exeter
wonder — how many are out in the deep

the spade-toothed wi
1986 W | would be the s
researchers will work with local M
ire — of cultural signi
Nothing is currently known about the
d Ocean, home to some of the world’s
W | deepest ocean trenches, Hendriks said.
“It’s very hard to do research on
The conservation agency said the genetic
amount of effort by researchers and local
who has studied spade-toothed whales,
ower To Pursue Your Dream ocean and how do they live?” Young said.
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‘Big brother’ to Brother, a Nepal-india reset

elations between India and Nepal
have dipped severely since 2015 when
Narendra Modi and Khadga Prasad Oli
were both Prime Ministers. There is
now opportunity to upgrade the relationship to
‘positive’ and ‘stable’ with Mr. Modi having
reclaimed the top post a third time and as Mr. Oli
too comes out on top, in a unique collaboration
between his CPN-UML and the Nepali Congress.

The bilateral turbulence started with adoption
of the new Constitution by Nepal’s Constituent
Assembly in 2015, which New Delhi had wanted
reworked. Some politicians seem to have made
promises to Mr. Modi in their New Delhi visits,
but in the end they promulgated the draft
unamended.

While perfunctorily pointing the finger at
Madhesi activists of the Tarai plains, New Delhi
slapped a devastating blockade on Nepal that
lasted nearly six months and generated enough
bad blood to last a generation. Mr. Oli reacted
sharply and on the rebound signed 10
agreements with Beijing, extending from trade,
transit to power and transport.

The two Prime Ministers did meet after the
blockade was lifted, but the effervescent Mr. Oli
would not hold back from suggesting that the
true historical Ayodhya was within present-day
Nepal, or that India’s aggressive bent called for
replacing the national motto ‘Satyameva Jayate’
with ‘Singhameva Jayate’. Following an updated
political map published by India in October 2019,
Nepal’s Constitution was amended to add the
Limpiyadhura-Kalapani triangle to its own map
on the northwest.

Even as relations soured, New Delhi became
more involved in Nepali governance and politics.
Beyond politico-diplomatic pressures and
above-ground activities of undercover personnel,
New Delhi began fielding Hindutva advocates in
the plains and hills. The Rashtraiya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
wanted to convert Nepal into their own image of
India.

Power and prowess
Conjecture is rife in Kathmandu on what Mr.
Modi’s third innings portends, given the legacy of
the blockade, Hindutva activism, economic
stifling and geopolitical coercion. With his foreign
policy and national security teams unchanged,
will he mellow or become more adventurous to
make up for the BJP’s domestic deceleration?

The two Prime Ministers must use the
opportunity of their elevation in Delhi and
Kathmandu to clear the logjam. With his
‘Neighbourhood First’ initiative battered on all
quadrants, Mr. Modi may want to start with
policy corrections on Nepal as the nearest and
closest neighbour. Indian exceptionalism having
long preceded Mr. Modi, going back to Jawaharlal
Nehru’s diktats to Kathmandu’s bickering
politicians, New Delhi should have known by now
that manufacturing consent in Nepal is a lost
cause.

India’s relentless engagement with Nepal’s
politics and governance goes against the principle
of non-interference that is part of the Panchsheel

Kanak Mani Dixit

the Founding Editor
of the Himal
Southasian magazine
and lives in
Kathmandu

The Prime
Ministers of
India and
Nepal, who
were in power
when bilateral
ties collapsed,
must rebuild
trust as they
are back in
power

once again

doctrine. New Delhi should also understand that
a hands-off policy will, ipso facto, lead to a
politically stable and economically energised
Nepal, which will in turn benefit India’s own
national security and the economy of its Hindi
heartland.

Nepal is not the basket-case neighbour as
perceived by many in India. It is the seventh
largest remittance-sending country to India,
helping provide for livelihoods in its poorest
parts, from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, all the way
to Odisha. Seen in this light, New Delhi’s
overbearing attitude seems based on power, not
prowess.

Playing the system

Amidst unrelenting political chaos, the ability of
Kathmandu’s political class, civil society, the
bureaucracy and even security forces to speak on
equal terms with Indian counterparts stands
severely eroded. Over the decades, Nepal's
political leadership has had its share of weaklings
and quislings, but the worst dip came in the
just-ended prime ministerial run of Pushpa
Kamal Dahal (‘Prachanda’), the Maoist chieftain,
who early on had disclosed his wish to be
“comfortable” for New Delhi.

Returning from an official visit to New Delhi in
June 2023, Mr. Dahal conceded that he had
refrained from bringing up issues that would spoil
Mr. Modi’s mood and “ruin the atmosphere”.
During the trip, he failed to raise each and every
pending bilateral matter, including air routes for
Nepal’s stillborn international airports at
Bhairahawa and Pokhara, the festering territorial
dispute over Limpiyadhura-Kalapani, and a
report of the Eminent Persons’ Group (EPG)
collecting dust. To please the RSS, he and his
entourage shed their official attire to don saffron
robes at the Mahakaleshwar Temple in Ujjain,
Madhya Pradesh.

Mr. Dahal concluded a power trade agreement
that allows New Delhi to refuse import from hydel
plants built with Chinese loans or Chinese
contractors under international bidding. He has
allowed the Indian Embassy in Kathmandu to
independently disburse grants of up to Nepal
rupees 20 crore, a facility not available to any
other embassy. Meanwhile, New Delhi is on a
campaign in Kathmandu to persuade delinking
Nepal’s hydropower from its water resource, so
that bilateral agreements do not require
two-thirds ratification by Parliament.

In June 2024, Mr. Dahal exuded confidence
after attending Mr. Modi’s swearing-in, believing
that his meagre 32 seats in the Lower House
combined with New Delhi’s backing gave him the
“magic formula” to remain in power. This was not
to be, and New Delhi may now see the limits to its
ability to play the system in Kathmandu.

As Mr. Oli takes over the reins in Kathmandu,
he must discard the lethal diffidence of his
predecessor, standing up for Nepal and speaking
for South Asia. All bilateral matters that are
hanging fire must be brought confidently to the
table for airing and resolution. He must also
convince Mr. Modi of the importance of reviving
the South Asian Association for Regional

Cooperation, for the sake of a South Asia that
holds a fourth of the global population.

New Delhi must understand that while Nepal’s
friendship with Beijing is non-negotiable, it will
never be at the cost of India. Nepal cannot afford
for it to be otherwise. Meanwhile, it is
incongruous that New Delhi pressures
Kathmandu on China-linked hydropower,
airports and airlines even as China emerges as
India’s largest trading partner.

It was Mr. Modi and Mr. Oli who together
nominated the eight-member India-Nepal
Eminent Persons’ Group back in 2017. The team
finalised its consensus report the following year,
whose implementation is expected to lift bilateral
relations towards a transparent, confident and
equal partnership. If Mr. Modi and his team
continue to stall on the release of the report, as is
the case, informal means have to be sought to
access its content.

Up ahead, the Nepal-India relationship must be
calibrated outside the two poles of imperious
New Delhi and subservient, obsequious
Kathmandu. The latter must find its voice, and
New Delhi must reflect on how the failed policy of
interference in politics and governance has left
Nepal flailing.

A South Asia at peace

The ‘default setting’ of the Nepali state and
people is cordiality towards India and Indians,
but New Delhi seems unconvinced. A continuing
‘Himalayan paranoia’, with its origins in the 1962
debacle with China, fuels geo-strategic insecurity
in New Delhi think-tanks. Hence, they are far
from considering Nepal as the future connectivity
gateway to the Chinese mainland via railways and
roadways breaching the Himalayan rampart.

Nor do New Delhi economists care to note the
enormous savings in military expenditure
represented by the very presence of Nepal as a
benign buffer along the central stretch of the
Himalaya — even more relevant amidst the
ongoing concern over the Indian exchequer’s
inability to bear military costs and pensions.

The open Nepal-India border is the prototype
for a future South Asia at peace, even though New
Delhi analysts constantly harp on the insecurity it
represents for India.

In fact, it is Nepal which has suffered, with the
Maoists using shelters across the unregulated
frontier during their decade of insurrection
against the Nepali state. Every summer, the
Indian media goes to town about Nepal
‘releasing’ monsoon waters into the Ganga plain,
but there are no significant storage dams in Nepal
and the two barrages on the Gandaki and Kosi are
controlled by New Delhi.

‘Nepal studies’ does not exist as an academic
discipline in India, which is one reason Indian
citizens think of Nepal as a poor, ungrateful and
even malevolent neighbour. It is Kathmandu’s job
to reach out, erase misconceptions and suggest
possibilities. Exasperated Nepalis would like to
see India convert from the ‘big brother’ avatar to
simply being ‘brother’. New Delhi’s policymakers
can do their part by accepting that Nepal is, after
all, a separate country.
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