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Editor's Note

From the Editor-in-Chief

To walk away from the extraordinary nutritional value of eggs on cultural grounds that are not shared is folly that deprives millions of children of the nutrition they need

Aroon Purie  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:29:43

 

Let us begin with science because science is not in dispute. An egg is the most complete, the cleanest, the most reliable, the most bio-available form of protein, the easiest and the most cost-effective to deliver to a growing child. Why does a fact that has long been proven come up repeatedly for debate? Because, in India, culture and politics interfere with the food choices available to everyone. And few foods reveal the fault lines as sharply as an egg on a school student’s lunch plate. It came up most recently in the unlikeliest of places: West Bengal. Soon after the BJP formed a government here on May 9, Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari handed over the contract for delivering cooked meals in around 1,800 schools in Kolkata to the religious organisation ISKCON, which has a strictly vegetarian code. That meant eggs would vanish from the plate. The outrage that followed has prompted a reversal. On July 29, Adhikari decreed that eggs would be supplied separately by self-help groups. But that this debate could even occur in Bengal, a state almost axiomatically non-vegetarian, raises questions. Why should a sect’s dietary code determine what schoolchildren eat? Why is India’s health and nutrition often subordinated to other considerations? Is vegetarianism being quietly made the default public culture through policy?
It is perverse that such questions should arise in a country with the world’s highest number of children afflicted by stunting and wasting, with rates comparable to Sub-Saharan Africa. The policy solution is blindingly simple: get all children into school, serve eggs to whoever will have it. But this is exactly where we see a sharp boundary drawn between states. PM POSHAN is the world’s largest programme of its kind, providing hot, cooked meals to over 112 million children across a million schools. But states decide the menu, and presently 20 states and Union territories, including Bengal, serve eggs. That leaves 16 on the other side of The Great Egg Divide. Tamil Nadu, which pioneered the concept of mid-day meals, was the first to add eggs to the menu in 1989. Other southern states followed: Andhra Pradesh now serves eggs five days a week, Telangana thrice; many serve them twice. Match ‘no egg’ states against data for stunting and wasting, and one sees a tragic overlap in Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Maharashtra—the last having retracted after a brief, controversial rollout in 2023.
Stunting and wasting are tied to poor maternal health, but treating it as a separate problem is fallacious. Girls getting eggs in school would be at far less risk of growing up feeble. It is not a coincidence that Tamil Nadu and Kerala also have India’s best maternal health indices. In Jharkhand, a past BJP regime introduced eggs as the first line of attack on future poverty. Payal Kumari, a 13-year-old in Ranchi, looks forward to Mondays and Fridays, the egg days. “They taste really good,” she says. “At home, we can afford egg curry only on Sundays.” Everywhere, teachers affirm eggs raise attendance.
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That leaves culture. The stereotype of India as a ‘vegetarian country’ fares rather poorly against reality. India is overwhelmingly non-vegetarian—official data says about 80 per cent. This has historically included Brahmins in at least 14 states. Vegetarianism is concentrated heavily in a northwestern arc running from Gujarat to Punjab. A social contract binds the scenario: both cultures coexist. No one imposes a meat diet on vegetarians. The converse should be true too: a plant-based diet can perfectly be the preferred cultural or ethical choice for anyone. What it cannot be is public policy. The State must be diet-neutral. Food equity and food democracy require nothing less.
Our cover story this week, with Senior Editor Sonali Acharjee anchoring state inputs, spans the gamut: from health to culture to the evolution of policy. It is impossible to beat eggs as a dietary item in India’s mid-day meals on a host of parameters. Each egg is a full carton of high-quality protein, ticking all nine essential amino acids and other key nutrients, in a form a child’s body absorbs near perfectly, better than meat, fish and soy, with dal far behind. Only milk matches it, which is why dairy-heavy ‘vegetarian’ states like Punjab and Haryana largely escape the stunting/wasting curse. But, unlike egg, milk needs a vast cold chain back-up. At Rs 7-8, egg also costs half of what paneer does for a like amount of protein. With near-zero chances of tampering. A simple expedient to cut stunting risk by nearly half and promote cognitive growth. To walk away from such extraordinary value on cultural grounds that are not shared is folly. Turning India’s demographic dividend into a healthy, mentally sharp workforce for the future is a common need. The wise, ethical and practical course for policy is to enable, not hinder choice.
Get the best vegetarian for those who don’t eat eggs. But don’t universalise one community’s taboo. Such public policy deprives millions of children of the nutrition they need to think clearly, grow properly and contribute to India’s future. Let every child who eats an egg have one on the plate. Science says so. All that’s hindering it is a political choice masquerading as a cultural one.

- Ends
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Cover Story

Midday meals | The battle over eggs

With 16 states keeping eggs off the menu, the world's largest midday meal scheme draws criticism for not keeping up with child nutrition standards

Sonali Acharjee  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:19:24

 
(Photo montage by Bandeep Singh)
Few foods expose India’s fault lines as sharply as the egg on a school student’s lunch plate. That is why West Bengal’s latest midday meal controversy became more than a change of menu and blew into a political storm. Soon after the BJP formed the government in the state on May 9, Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari announced that cooked midday meals in around 1,800 government and government-aided schools in the Kolkata Municipal Corporation (KMC) area would be prepared by the Annamrita Foundation, an NGO associated with the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, or ISKCON. Since the organisation follows a strictly vegetarian tradition, the decision effectively meant that eggs would soon be replaced by soya, paneer, rajma and pulses in the school meal.
The move might have not been seen as such an acute anomaly in any other state, but in Bengal, fish, meat and eggs are part of everyday food culture for the overwhelming majority. Opposition parties accused the new BJP government of pushing vegetarianism through the back door. Parents asked why a religious organisation’s dietary code should determine what children in government schools eat. Teachers warned that eggs were not just another item on the menu but a reason some children from poor households came to school.
The backlash forced a retreat. On July 29, Adhikari announced that, from August 1, while ISKCON would still provide vegetarian meals as part of a pilot project, self-help groups (SHGs) would supply eggs separately. Eggs would also be reintroduced in the 185 KMC-run schools where ISKCON had already been providing vegetarian meals under the previous Trinamool Congress (TMC) regime. “Along with them, the state government, through SHGs, will provide eggs to the students for protein,” Adhikari said, citing the Odisha model.
The egg is back in Bengal, but the controversy cracked open a larger national divide: why should children in some states get eggs in school and not in others? Should a child’s access to cheap protein depend on state politics, local food habits, religious sentiment, cost, logistics or the preferences of centralised vegetarian meal suppliers? And in a country still battling child malnutrition, should politics be allowed to override children’s health?
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(Graphic by Tanmoy Chakraborty)
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NATIONAL FAULT LINE
India’s midday meal programme, rechristened Pradhan Mantri Poshan Shakti Nirman, or PM Poshan, feeds roughly 112 million children across 1.04 million schools, making it the world’s largest such programme. Its promise was simple: a hot cooked meal would draw children to school, improve attendance and provide a basic nutritional floor. Yet that floor is uneven. The Centre prescribes calorie and protein norms, supplies free foodgrain and shares cooking costs with states. But state governments decide menus. The result is a peculiar geography of nutrition (see The Great Egg Divide). In one state, a child may receive eggs six days a week. In another, never.
The working count from state inputs is stark: only 16 of 28 states and four of eight Union territories include eggs in regular PM POSHAN or state-funded supplementary school meal menus. Sixteen do not. The egg-serving states are concentrated largely in the South, East and parts of the Northeast: Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Kerala, Odisha, Bihar, Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, Assam, Tripura and a few others with varying frequency and coverage. The egg-free or largely vegetarian list includes Gujarat, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, Punjab, Maharashtra, Goa and Delhi.
This is the great egg divide. It is not strictly defined by party politics, though politics is never far away. A BJP government in Karnataka introduced eggs in 2021-22 under Basavaraj Bommai despite resistance from religious groups. NDA-ruled Andhra Pradesh continues to serve eggs five days a week. BJP-ruled Uttarakhand provides eggs or fruits once a week, with skimmed milk twice a week. Yet BJP-ruled or BJP-influenced political ecosystems in UP, Gujarat, Rajasthan, MP and Maharashtra have favoured vegetarian menus or withdrawn state funding for eggs. Congress- or Opposition-ruled states are not uniform either. The divide is shaped by a mix of ideology, food habits, caste hierarchies, supplier models, state finances and administrative convenience.
The irony is that the introduction of the egg in school meals was itself a political act, though one rooted in welfare populism. India’s school-feeding experiments began in Madras in 1925. In the 1960s, Tamil Nadu chief minister K. Kamaraj turned the midday meal into a wider educational intervention. Later, M.G. Ramachandran gave it mass political force. Tamil Nadu also pioneered the school egg. Under M. Karunanidhi, the state introduced one boiled egg a fortnight in 1989. J. Jayalalithaa later expanded the programme, and Tamil Nadu today is among the states where eggs are a regular part of the school menu.
A landmark 2001 Supreme Court order transformed the national programme. Responding to a PIL filed by the People’s Union for Civil Liberties under the right to life, it directed states to provide cooked midday meals. The National Food Security Act, 2013, later gave children aged 6-14 a statutory right to a nutritious meal free of charge. That scheme became PM POSHAN in 2021. But the law prescribed nutrition, not its source, whether egg, milk or any specific food item. A primary-school meal must provide 450 kilocalories and 12 grams of protein. An upper-primary meal must provide 700 kilocalories and 20 grams of protein. The ingredient norms are also modest: 100 grams of grain, 20 grams of pulses, 50 grams of vegetables and five grams of oil for primary children; 150 grams of grain, 30 grams of pulses, 75 grams of vegetables and 7.5 grams of oil for older children.
The Centre’s role is limited but crucial. It funds 60 per cent of the material cost in most states and 90 per cent in the Northeast and designated Himalayan states; foodgrains are supplied free. The FY27 budget allocated Rs 12,750 crore to PM POSHAN. The material cost per child per school day is Rs 6.78 for Bal Vatika to Class V and Rs 10.17 for Classes VI-VIII. Many states spend beyond this to provide eggs, milk, fruit, chikki or other supplements. That discretionary window is where the egg becomes vulnerable.
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LUNCH BREAK: Schoolchildren eating their midday meal at Balika Shiksha Bhawan High School in Lalpur, Ranchi. (Photo: Somnath Sen)
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POLITICS OF THE PLATE
Since eggs are usually a state-funded addition, they are among the first to be sacrificed if costs rise or suppliers complain. That clear retreat was evident in Maharashtra. In 2023, the state decided to provide eggs once a week in boiled form or as egg pulao, with bananas or local fruit for non-egg-eating children. The idea was to add protein to a largely rice-based meal. An education officer with a zilla parishad recalled that children ate eggs “with relish”. But the move drew opposition from religious and sectarian groups, including sections of the Jain community. In January 2025, the state withdrew funding and told school management committees to arrange public contributions if they wanted to serve eggs. A list of 12 vegetarian recipes—vegetable pulao, soyabean pulao, dal rice and the like—became the substitute.
The move generated heated debate in Maharashtra. Amjad Borkar of the Machhimar Kruti Samiti, representing fisherfolk in the Konkan, called it ironic that eggs were not being given to children on the coastline despite a majority of the population being non-vegetarian. Economist Neeraj Hatekar described eggs as an easy solution to protein malnutrition and argued that “pilot runs and randomised control trials” should precede any substitution. Shahu Patole, author of Dalit Kitchens of Marathwada, attributed the controversy solely to the politics of caste. Government schools, he pointed out, largely serve poor children, many from Dalit, tribal and backward communities where eggs are normal food. “These schools usually cater to the children of the poor. Then, what is the problem in giving them eggs?” he asked.
The egg naysayers seldom frame their opposition as driven by ideology. Akshay Maharaj Bhosale of the Dharmaveer Adhyatmik Sena, affiliated to Eknath Shinde’s Shiv Sena, argued that children from families that do not eat non-vegetarian food may end up eating eggs in school. He suggested groundnuts, dry fruits, apples, fruits and milk instead, and raised the spectre of steroids and antibiotics in poultry. “Give students food even more nutritious than eggs, regardless of cost,” he said. Kamlesh Shah of the Shree Jain Sangh Sangathan flagged hygiene, contamination, lack of standard operating procedures in transport and storage, and chemical residues on eggshells. Maharashtra, he said, could distribute chikki for its substantial vegetarian population.
These are serious objections. Some children are allergic to eggs. In summer heat, fragility and spoilage become real issues, albeit not for eggs alone. But such arguments often reflect a more fundamental agenda: that the state should not serve an item considered non-vegetarian in a common school meal.
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THE VEGETARIAN CULTURE
Rajasthan makes that case openly. The state has never introduced eggs in midday meals, irrespective of whether the BJP or Congress has been in power. The reasons are cultural as much as administrative. The state has the largest percentage of vegetarians in its population among the four states with a clear vegetarian majority (the others being Punjab, Haryana and Gujarat; MP has a marginal non-vegetarian majority). Large sections of Jain, Vaishnav, Bishnoi and other Hindu communities in the state have followed vegetarian diets for generations. Eggs are not acceptable food in many households. Some parents are uncomfortable not only with their children eating eggs, but even with food served in utensils previously used for eggs. A private school teacher told india today that some children from strict vegetarian families find eggs “repulsive” to look at, though others may taste them out of curiosity and not tell their parents. Rajasthan also cites logistics: summer storage, transport, breakage, smell, peeling and the burden on staff. Successive governments, therefore, have preferred milk, pulses, soya, chana and fortified foods.
Gujarat began school meals in 1984 and merged with the national scheme in 1995, but has also never served an egg. Its menu includes wheat, rice, pulses, vegetables and sukhadi, a wheat-jaggery-ghee sweet. Akshaya Patra, the ISKCON-linked foundation, runs centralised kitchens in the state. On paper, Gujarat says it delivers more than the required calorie and protein norms. In 2024, chief minister Bhupendra Patel added the Mukhyamantri Paushtik Alpahar Yojana, a breakfast programme averaging 200 calories and six grams of protein through items such as fada lapsi, muthiya, sprouted pulses and chana, reaching over 4 million children in over 32,000 schools.
Then there is the other Gujarat. The sixth round of the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-6), released in May 2026, shows under-five stunting in the state at 35.3 per cent, far above the national average of 29.3 per cent (see The Nutrition Gap). The share of children aged 6-23 months receiving a minimum adequate diet is only 7.8 per cent, against the national 15.3 per cent. The findings point to broader nutritional deficits that more wholesome school meals could help address. A 2020 report by the Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) found school meals deficient in energy and protein and flagged weak monitoring of nutritional quality. Of course, child growth is shaped by maternal nutrition, poverty, sanitation, healthcare and feeding practices in the first 1,000 days. But for a state already low on nutrition indices can scarcely afford to not make good the deficit.
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THE MIDDLE PATH
By contrast, Andhra Pradesh treats eggs as a core intervention. The state provides eggs five days a week, a major expansion under Jagan Mohan Reddy’s Jagananna Gorumudda programme in 2020. The current Telugu Desam Party-led National Democratic Alliance government has renamed the scheme Dokka Seethamma Madhyana Badi Bhojanam, but retained the protein-rich diet. “Eggs are the most important protein and energy source, especially in a child’s diet, but often neglected at homes,” says Srinivasa Rao, director, MDM and School Sanitation, in the Andhra Pradesh school education department. “Families who have chicken once or twice a week also don’t realise the importance of eggs in daily diet. So, the inclusion of eggs in MDM is vital for a student’s growth.” Telangana offers eggs thrice a week, along with millet-based supplements such as ragi java. The problem there is not religion but price and supply. Egg delivery gets disrupted when market prices exceed state-provided rates or when supplier bills are pending. In both Andhra and Telangana, governments currently spend around Rs 6 per egg.
Karnataka, though, has shown how nutrition trumps all else. In 2021-22, the Bommai government introduced eggs twice a week in the Kalyana Karnataka districts as Supplementary Nutrition Food, with peanut chikki (now discontinued) or banana for children who did not eat eggs. Religious groups objected. But a study commissioned by the government found that children receiving eggs or bananas in Yadgir showed healthy weight gains over children in Gadag, where the scheme was not available. The BJP government scaled the scheme statewide in July 2022. In 2024, the Siddaramaiah government signed a memorandum of understanding with the Azim Premji Foundation, which pledged Rs 1,500 crore over three years to provide eggs to students from LKG to Class X across all 31 districts. The frequency rose from two days to all six school days. Today, about 4.7 million students in 52,425 schools are covered under PM POSHAN in Karnataka.
Jharkhand follows an egg policy that sees the food item as a practical supplement in a state where tribal, Dalit and rural communities traditionally consume eggs. At Balika Shiksha Bhawan High School in Ranchi’s Lalpur, 13-year-old Payal Kumari looks forward to Mondays and Fridays because those are egg days. “My father is a poor man. At home, we can afford egg curry only on Sundays,” she says. “But in school, I get eggs twice a week. They taste really good.”
Bihar is more cautious: one boiled egg every Friday, with 100 grams of seasonal fruit for children who do not eat eggs. The state has not seen a major political confrontation over eggs, but nutritionists and child-rights activists argue that one egg a week is too little for a state with high malnutrition. Child-rights activist K.D. Mishra calls eggs “one of the most affordable and complete sources of protein available to children”.
Uttarakhand is another exception among BJP-ruled states. The Chardham circuit here makes religion big in the state, but it does not stop it from providing eggs or fruits once a week and skimmed milk twice a week from its own resources. Acknowledgment that the egg binary hardly overlaps cleanly with religion, and observances and dietary practices vary widely across the Indian landmass.
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ADDRESSING CONCERNS
The real issue arises when centralised vegetarian suppliers become central to the debate. ISKCON and its related charitable arms do not cook meat, fish or eggs because their food is first offered as prasadam in the Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition. Akshaya Patra, established by ISKCON devotees, retains a ‘lacto-vegetarian’ regimen that excludes eggs. It says its meals meet government PM POSHAN norms through cereals, pulses, soy, paneer and local vegetarian recipes. It designs menus for each state: rice, sambhar and bisi bele bath in Karnataka; dalma in Odisha; sukhadi in Gujarat; dal, chawal, khichdi and vegetable curries in northern states. It argues that whether children get eggs depends on the contract governments choose, not on the service provider.
The poultry industry, too, sees the debate as larger than its commercial interests. As more Indians become aware of nutrient deficiencies, particularly of protein, egg consumption has been rising steadily. Average annual per capita egg consumption has increased from 84 eggs before the COVID-19 pandemic to 104 today. Midday meals are a significant part of this ecosystem. Around 30 million eggs are served through school meals every day across the country, nearly 8 per cent of India’s total egg production. “Not even 50 per cent of the policy on providing eggs through midday meals is being implemented,” says Uday Singh Bayas, president of Poultry India/IPEMA, pointing to the number of states that either do not offer eggs at all or serve them only once or twice a week.
For the poultry industry, however, state-level bans or withdrawals have only a limited and temporary effect. The bigger annual challenges for the sector, Bayas says, are bird mortality, disease outbreaks and fluctuating feed costs. “Banning eggs in midday meals is not a major issue for the industry. However, from a nutrition perspective, after mother’s milk, eggs are among the purest forms of food, and should be encouraged,” he says. One argument egg opponents often raise is the alleged use of antibiotics in poultry, something that, Bayas says, is being used to keep eggs out of school meals. He says the industry uses only government-approved antibiotics and follows prescribed permissible limits. Most poultry farmers, he adds, are small-scale producers who do not have the financial capacity to use antibiotics excessively. These medicines are expensive and are used only when necessary.
He also points to the recent controversy involving Eggoz, where allegations were made about prohibited antibiotic residues in eggs. The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) later clarified that eggs available in the country are safe for human consumption and that claims linking eggs to cancer risk are misleading and scientifically unsupported. For the industry, the conclusion is simple: if quality control is the concern, regulate better; do not remove one of the most affordable protein foods from the plates of poor children.
THE ‘EGGVANTAGE’
The nutrition argument for eggs remains strong. One egg provides 6-7 grams of high biological-value protein containing all nine essential amino acids, alongside vitamins B12 and D, choline, selenium and fat. Children who do not eat eggs, says Dr B.N. Singh, director of internal medicine at Fortis Hospital Faridabad, can get protein from milk, curd, paneer, lentils, chickpeas, rajma, soybeans, nuts, seeds and cereal-pulse combinations, provided the diet is varied, the quantities adequate and the meals properly planned.
But that caveat is the heart of the matter. A carefully planned household diet is one thing, a government school meal is another. Dr Saurabh Gupta, associate director of internal medicine at Yashoda Medicity, says that replacing eggs is not only about protein; vitamins B12 and D, and choline must also be replaced. “The key is not that every meal must contain all essential amino acids,” he says. “What matters is combining different protein sources across the day.” Public health specialist Dr Srikantia Sridhar puts it more bluntly: “Is egg essential in a child’s diet? No, it is not. But whatever replaces eggs has a much more complicated logistical challenge. Monitoring, maintaining consistency, quantity and quality of that food requires the system to work much harder.” It is not that vegetarian food cannot nourish. It can. It is that a boiled egg is measurable, visible and difficult to fake. Dal can be watery. Soya can be a few token chunks. Paneer can disappear into procurement irregularity. As for milk, it’s idiomatic for dilution—and, in its best form, needs cold chains. Most fruit won’t have enough protein.
The string of controversies in recent years has also done little to bridge the trust deficit in PM POSHAN delivery. These range from an alleged Rs 2,000 crore procurement scam in Rajasthan; a probe into green peas being substituted with lower-quality produce in Maharashtra; children hospitalised after suspected food poisoning in Bihar and Rajasthan; a dead lizard found in a school meal in Delhi; worms reported in foodgrains in Karnataka; and allegations of rotten eggs being served in Jharkhand. The broader learning is not that eggs are unsafe or vegetarian meals are inherently safer. It is that every item on the school plate—eggs, dal, peas, rice or milk—demands transparent procurement, rigorous food-safety checks and regular nutritional audits.
No child should be forced to eat something against family belief. Nor should any child be deprived because of another family’s beliefs. Child rights demand that the State be neutral and enable choice. The trouble arises when the debate in some states moves beyond choice into identity. In UP, food choices have acquired cultural meaning. The state’s One District, One Cuisine initiative promotes vegetarian district dishes while leaving out globally known meat-based traditions such as Lucknow’s Galouti and Kakori kebabs, Rampuri cuisine and Moradabadi biryani. Critics see this as part of a broader projection of vegetarian public culture. Sociologist Amita Baviskar points out that only some sections of certain forward and mid-ranking castes among Hindus traditionally practised lacto-vegetarianism; most Hindus are non-vegetarian. Thus, the Hindu nationalist insistence on vegetarianism does not reflect Hindu practice in its totality—rather, only a Jaina-influenced band within it. Even the word ‘Brahminical’, often laid against it, is a misnomer since Brahmins across several regions are non-vegetarian.
Bengal’s course correction shows nutrition priorities can outweigh ideology. That should be the national principle. India does not need compulsory vegetarianism but compulsory seriousness about child nutrition. The state’s duty is not to impose a menu of faith, caste or convenience, it is to ensure that the poorest child gets the best possible nutrition at the lowest possible cost, with respect for family choice but without surrendering public policy to the loudest dietary veto. PM POSHAN should remain a nutrition programme and not another battlefield in the politics of the plate.
—with bureau reports

- Ends
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The Big Story

The road ahead for CJP

The Cockroach Janta Party is focused on being a 'pressure group' for now, looking to the nation for its next big cause while also putting in place a structure for itself

Avishek G. Dastidar, Dhaval S. Kulkarni DELHI / CHHATRAPATI SAMBHAJINAGAR UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:18:34

 
PATH FINDERS: A core committee meeting of the CJP at Abhijeet Dipke’s residence in Sambhajinagar, Aug. 5.
'Kya bolti public?” Two days of deliberations later, members of the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) have decided to take that question to the streets, fanning out across the nation and listening to what people at the grassroots want. But perhaps the more important message to emerge from the ‘Cockroach Conclave’ in Sambhajinagar at party convenor Abhijeet Dipke’s residence is one of ambition. Come September, those leading the next campaign will no longer be a ragtag collective of Instagrammers rallying in protest. They will represent an organisation whose structure resembles, in all but name, a cadre-based political party.
The party has formalised its structure. Dipke is its founder and national convenor, while Saurav Das of Delhi and Ashutosh Ranka of Jaipur—two of the other most recognisable faces from the Delhi protests—will be co-convenors. Beyond that will be a hierarchical organisation with clearly defined verticals such as Legal Affairs, Policy, Tech, Finance, etc., each with their own backroom squads. Ajinkya Shinde, formerly with the Aam Aadmi Party’s youth wing in Maharashtra and a long-time associate of Dipke, will be something like the COO of a political start-up, managing the entire structure.
Apart from the top four, there is Deepak Baliyan, a farm issues activist in Rajasthan, brought into the outfit by Ranka. Heading the legal affairs team is Delhi-based lawyer and former journalist, Ratna Singh. Her team will provide legal aid to anyone who has a run-in with the law while carrying on the movement’s work (see Who’s Who in the CJP).
Purely at the architecture level, the shape the CJP has agreed on for itself resembles the skeleton of a party, with zonal in-charges, state and Lok Sabha constituency units and a dedicated chain of command—not quite how loose movements usually behave. Whether they contest elections now or later is a choice entirely their own. You don’t build zonal commands and a disciplined cadre if protest is your only endgame.
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CJP’S MANN KI BAAT
Flanked by his two co-convenors, Dipke said after the meeting, “Some 65 per cent of India’s population is under 35, but no one wants to talk about the issues they face in areas like education and unemployment...the government acts as if these issues do not exist. For them, the only issue is Hindu vs Muslim.” Describing the ‘kya bolti’ outreach as a “stakeholder consultation”, Dipke emphasised that the time has come for the government to listen to the “mann ki baat” of the youth. “The core frustration of Gen Z is that they are dismissed, ignored, that no one asks them about their expectations, dreams and hopes for the country,” he added. The pan-India outreach programme, he said, was aimed at “bringing back the culture of public listening”.
Speaking to India Today, Dipke pointed out how the Jantar Mantar protests had received support not just from NEET aspirants upset at the paper leaks, but also from those disillusioned at irregularities in other public examinations. “The reason we are going to Bihar is that most of the people at Jantar Mantar were from there, as well as Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and UP. The youth in these states are dependent on Public Services Commission (PSC) exams for social upliftment and are frustrated. They asked us why we were speaking only about NEET and not the PSC exams,” he says. “This is a massive concern across India.”
Another cause the CJP is keen to take up is that of gig workers of delivery apps. “The concept is fine for western countries as the society there is advanced. In India, gig working is nothing but exploitation of labour,” says Dipke. “They need a safety net, and it’ll require a major policy reform. They are putting their lives at risk for very little reward.” The “long-term goal”, of course, is an optimistic changing of the political discourse of the country. “Empathy and compassion are on the decline in society. As a society, we have started becoming sadists,” Dipke notes.
The broader game plan has been evident over the past few days. The CJP has no intention, at least for now, of joining an existing political party or becoming one itself. Instead, it wants to remain nimble, describing itself variously as a “response group”, a “pressure group” and a “people’s movement” that hopes to expand organically across the country. If that doesn’t sound like a traditional political agenda, it’s because the CJP is not a conventional political organisation built around a single leader.
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A CERTAIN RAWNESS
Two large paintings of B.R. Ambedkar fill the living room of Dipke’s house where the strategy meetings are being held, proclaiming his politics with volume. In real life, however, the CJP leader comes across as a ‘non-leader’: soft-spoken, slight of build, dressed in a cotton tee. But anything he posts on Instagram—reel, live or story—is devoured by millions.
Political content creator Madri Kakoti, better known by her popular Insta handle Dr. Medussa, believes that’s exactly what has worked.
“This generation craves a certain rawness in what they see on their phones,” she says. “He’s not the usual big influencer, always so prim and proper, so made up.” For the Gen Z that experiences much of the world through phones, filters and memes, authenticity has become rare, she argues. “So anything that feels authentic, that feels raw, stands out.”
Kakoti says she was involved in the CJP’s backroom activities in its early days in May, and that this authenticity is no accident. “That’s how we did it the first 14 days of the movement...we only put out uncurated, unedited videos.” The advice clicked. Dipke’s videos usually consist of little more than him picking up the phone and speaking into the camera. There is barely any editing. His colleagues, Saurav Das and Ashutosh Ranka, have much the same style.
If Kakoli deconstructs Dipke’s appeal on social media, political scientist Yogendra Yadav believes in the right place, right time theory—the movement arrived at precisely the right political moment. “The fundamentals were already there, a deep unease among young people, both with education and jobs,” he says. “The young in this country don’t see a future for themselves in the way they could 20 years ago.” The Supreme Court’s “cockroach” remark, he argues, became the spark because it felt deeply personal to many unemployed young people. “So many young people told me, ‘When I heard it, I thought he was speaking about me’,” says Yadav.
Timing alone, however, does not explain why the protests snowballed. “The second was the use of memes,” Yadav says, pointing to what Serbian activist Srdja Popovic describes as the ‘dilemma action theory’—the idea that satire and pranks often put authoritarian governments in positions where every response only hurts them. The third ingredient, he says, was that the movement never visibly wore one political colour. “Those leading it did not carry any colour.” Nor, he cautions, is it truly leaderless. “They have leaders. They have a decision-making structure. But they would like it to be less leader-centric, less hierarchical.”
Behind that deliberately understated image, however, the leadership is hardly accidental. The 30-year-old Dipke is not new to ringside politics. Before the Masters in Public Relations at Boston University, he had interned in AAP’s social media team. Das was already an RTI activist at 18, and has also spent time in the trenches as a journalist. Ranka, the movement’s ‘policy brain’, is a one-time volunteer for the AAP and also a former McKinsey consultant. None is a nave stranger to political discourses. But beyond the three, it’s still a group of random people who came together for a cause. Hence the structure and organisation now.
“It’s a good start...they had to make an organisation structure,” feels social media star/ political activist Meghnad, who has been part of the movement from the start and claims he introduced Dipke to Instagram. “But beyond that, there are things like goals, ideology...and how you go about in decision-making. That’s very important. It will determine whether you are serious, or just trying to cosplay a political party.”
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MANY HANDS MAKE...
It’s a critical time for the CJP, a two-month-old movement that has grown beyond the memes that first made it famous. The first time it called for supporters to go to Jantar Mantar, there were just about 800 people. Much of the eventual mobilisation was done by organisations that had been active on the ground even before, and they included the student wings of Left organisations such as the CPI(ML) Liberation and the All India Students’ Association (AISA).
Indeed, even prior to Dipke’s arrival from Boston, AISA had been protesting outside the education ministry on the exam leak issue. Neha Bora, its president, along with two other activists, were also on hunger strike with Sonam Wangchuk. One of her visitors at Jantar Mantar was the actress and activist Shabana Azmi, who even publicly kissed her hand with affection, an image that again went viral. The CJP’s online following has been praised for its ‘durability’, but that owes a lot to these organised/ mobilised groups.
Bora, who is already in Jharkhand lending her voice to the protests against alleged irregularities in the state PSC and Staff Selection Commission exams, says the government’s response of passing a paper leak law focuses more on punishment than on fixing the system. “If you want to stop paper leaks, then an agency like the NTA (National Testing Agency), which functions in a completely opaque manner, has to be either scrapped or made a statutory body where its accountability is fixed.”
These are views that Ranka, too, shares. “You are discussing everything that happens after a paper leak...fast-track courts, stricter punishment, penalties. But you still haven’t said what you are doing to stop it.”
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CAUSE AND EFFECT
The first-ever ‘Cockroach Conclave’ also marks the moment when it confronts a structural dilemma: can it sustain itself? For pollster Yashwant Deshmukh, that question is bigger than the CJP itself. “In every decade, during every movement, there was always a leader, a face around whom people would rally,” he says, citing Jayaprakash Narayan (Total Revolution), V.P. Singh (Anti-Corruption) and Anna Hazare (India Against Corruption). Without that, he argues, “a crowd just gathers for a cause and then dissipates”.
The CVoter snap poll following the police action against the protesters indicates there is room for such a figure, but the CJP is not going down that route. As far as the most popular leader among the youth is concerned, Prime Minister Narendra Modi still leads with 39.8 per cent, while the Congress’s Rahul Gandhi has 28 per cent support (as for the CJP, close to 50 per cent of the respondents said they would support them on other causes too). The BJP, though, had yet to learn that mere popular appeal is no cover against the wrath of the people. Says Deshmukh, “Our polling showed that 70 per cent of the people were demanding a resignation. That sentiment had built up nearly two months earlier. The government was in its own bubble, thinking it could manage it. They were just being arrogant.”
SO, WHO BENEFITS?
Meanwhile, one question that has arisen is who eventually benefits from the CJP’s emergence. Deshmukh argues that this may prove just as important as what the CJP itself becomes. He refers to the Anna movement which ultimately benefited AAP in Delhi—and the BJP nationally. All political systems eventually tend to find someone to embody the grievance of the people, he says. “Take, for instance, Prashant Kishor’s Jan Suraaj Party being dismissed mere months ago and now suddenly propelled to victory, or actor Vijay in Tamil Nadu representing the aspirations of the youth.”
Rahul Varma of the think-tank Centre for Policy Research, though, notes one significant difference as compared to the Anna movement. IAC was built on an existing ecosystem, comprising NGOs and activists, he says. “Medha Patkar, Arvind Kejriwal, Manish Sisodia, they all had their own organisations. CJP just had an Instagram page.”
Just as well then that fighting elections is not on the agenda yet. “If the people say so, we will have to consider it,” Dipke says. “But we have no such plans as of now.” One has heard this line before. AAP chief Kejriwal, a one-time role model for Dipke, had no plans to join politics either. Watch this space to see whether the ‘pressure group’ stays that way, or takes the plunge.
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The Big Story

Interview with Abhijeet Dipke | 'People have lost faith in all institutions'

Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) founder Abhijeet Dipke talks at length with Dhaval S. Kulkarni on the chances of launching a political party, the Centre's anti-cheating bill and the big takeaways from the Jantar Mantar protest. Excerpts:

Dhaval S. Kulkarni  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:18:30

 
(Photo: Mandar Deodhar)
Q. What are the CJP’s plans for the future?
The issue of unemployment looms before us. The crowd at Jantar Mantar was not just made up of students, but also those from the 25- to 35-year age group. Many protesters had degrees, but lacked jobs.
Most people at Jantar Mantar were from Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh, as the youth there are dependent on the Public Services Commission (PSC) exams for social upliftment. These students are very frustrated. They asked us why we were speaking only about NEET and not the PSC exams. Complaints about irregularities in these exams and government recruitments have come from states across India. There is anger over the quality of education and its unaffordability too.
The CJP will also take up issues related to gig workers. A large number of Swiggy and Zomato workers turned up at the protest. The concept of gig working is good for western countries; in India, gig working is nothing but exploitation of labour. They need a safety net. We will also focus on complaints over E20 blended petrol. First, we will go to every state and district, hold public meetings and understand people’s concerns and expectations from us. While interacting with the youth at Jantar Mantar, I realised that they are not taken seriously and are dismissed as a non-serious generation. They cannot be dismissed because their style of communication and lifestyle are different.
Q. Does the CJP have any political plans?
If the people want us to, we will have to consider it, but we have no such plans as of now. The CJP is a social movement. People have lost faith in all institutions. Public representatives change loyalties soon after being elected. The courts side with the ruling party and people are upset at the Enforcement Directorate (ED), Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) and even the media. India needs a social movement in which people can rise above political affiliations. If we convert the CJP into a political outfit, they may unleash the ED or CBI on us.
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Q. What do you have to say about the charges that Left parties were spearheading the protest?
Student organisations across parties were involved—the National Students Union of India (NSUI), Association of Students for Alternative Politics (ASAP) of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) and those from the Left. Leftist groups are being highlighted intentionally—all Opposition parties like the Congress, DMK, Trinamool Congress, Samajwadi Party, Shiv Sena (UBT), NCP and AAP supported us.
Q. What about the alleged violence by protesters at Jantar Mantar?
Outsiders had infiltrated the protest. Officers and constables from the Delhi Police who sympathised with our cause told us that this was being done to serve as a justification for a crackdown. On July 19, a truck loaded with stones was parked, along with a broken-down van, by Delhi Police to serve as evidence of stone pelting by CJP supporters. The police claimed that 2,100 criminals were at Jantar Mantar. We were frisked while entering; why wasn’t this done for them? This was pre-planned.
Q. How do you see Sonam Wangchuk’s move to withdraw his fast?
We always told Sonam Sir to break his fast while we continued with our agitation. We were happy and relieved when he broke his fast. He was almost kidnapped from Jantar Mantar. Our team was not allowed to meet him. We couldn’t communicate with him.
Q. What education reforms does the CJP want to introduce?
Primary schooling must improve. In the last decade, around 94,000 government-run schools have shut down, which means this was meant to benefit private schools. In the US, I did not see a single coaching class. Here, a nexus between the coaching industry and private schools/ colleges is obvious.
Q. What do you think about the Union government’s Public Examinations (Prevention of Unfair Means) Amendment Bill, 2026?
We are not satisfied. The focus is on what is to be done after a paper leak, which means the government takes a leak for granted. The focus must be on preventing it. Our demand for Rs 1 crore compensation for the kin of students who have died by suicide stands. The government says it will have to check rules before announcing it. The same regime cocks a snook at rules when it pays MPs/ MLAs crores for destabilising governments. We will agitate again if this is not met.
Q. What’s the biggest takeaway from the CJP protest?
The biggest, most significant, achievement was that repressed voices overcame their fear and found the courage to express themselves and started questioning the central government.
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Special Report

Aviation | Udan gets a second wind

A decade after opening the skies to smaller towns and first-time flyers, a revamped Udan scheme sets out to make regional aviation work for the long haul

Avishek G. Dastidar  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:18:24

 
BEYOND THE METRO: Passengers board a flight at Darbhanga Airport, opened under the Udan scheme in 2020
When Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched the Modified Udan, or the Ude Desh ka Aam Naagrik, scheme from the new terminal building at Jodhpur Airport on July 4, he presented it as the next step in India’s regional aviation story. Approved by the Union Cabinet in March, with an outlay of Rs 28,840 crore for FY27 to FY36, the scheme promises more money and more airports. But read closely, and it is clear that this is not merely an expansion, but a redesign shaped by the lessons of the scheme’s first decade.
Launched in 2016, Udan set out to make flying affordable for people who had never boarded an aircraft by connecting India’s smaller towns to the national aviation network. By the end of FY26, 663 routes had been made operational across 95 airports, heliports and water aerodromes, reviving 55 abandoned airstrips. More than 16.3 million passengers had travelled on over 344,000 flights under the scheme.
But the numbers masked several structural weaknesses. Despite about Rs 4,600 crore being disbursed to airlines as viability gap funding (VGF) to offset losses from capped fares, many routes never became commercially viable and airlines exited once government support ended. By the government’s own admission, 15 airports opened or revived under Udan—including Shimla, Pakyong, Pathankot, Ludhiana, Azamgarh, Moradabad, Bhavnagar, Rourkela, Ambikapur, Datia and Kalaburagi—are no longer operational. The Modified Udan scheme is designed to address precisely these shortcomings through three fundamental changes: building airports before airlines are asked to fly, keeping small airports financially viable after they open, and giving regional routes longer to mature.
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AIRPORTS BEFORE ROUTES
The most fundamental shift lies in to whom, and when, public money is channelled. Under the original scheme, airlines first selected aerodromes from an approved list. Infrastructure followed demand. It sounded market-friendly, but rarely worked. For, carriers were expected to build viable networks around airstrips that lacked the infrastructure needed to support reliable operations.
The modified programme turns that sequence around. Instead of waiting for airlines to commit, the government will first identify and develop airports through what it calls a ‘challenge mode’, earmarking Rs 12,159 crore (inflation-adjusted), to build 100 airports on existing ‘unserved’ airstrips. That’s about Rs 100 crore each. Under the new approach, competing proposals will be judged on the speed and quality of execution rather than simply being sanctioned and left to progress at their own pace.
Union civil aviation minister Ram Mohan Naidu tells india today that the modified scheme “has been conceived as an additional enabler for the connectivity of the Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities”. The ‘challenge mode’, he says, will prioritise innovation and sustainability in addition to timely completion and quality. The assumption is that airlines are more likely to stay if the infrastructure is ready before they arrive.
KEEPING SMALL AIRPORTS ALIVE
The second major reform addresses a problem airport operators have pointed to for years—and one the original scheme largely ignored. Constructing a regional airport is a one-time investment; keeping it operational is not.
Staffing, navigation, security and maintenance costs continue whether aircraft arrive full, half-empty or not at all. Under the original Udan, government support largely stopped after construction. Once the airport opened, keeping it functional became somebody else’s responsibility.
The redesigned scheme sets aside Rs 2,577 crore specifically for operations and maintenance (O&M). Airports developed under the scheme will receive annual assistance of up to Rs 3.06 crore for three years, while heliports and water aerodromes will be eligible for support of up to Rs 90 lakh annually over the same period. Around 441 aerodromes are expected to benefit. Compared with the scale of India’s infrastructure spending, the allocation is modest, but it could be the difference between a small airport surviving beyond its first few years—or not.
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MAKING ROUTES SUSTAINABLE
The third pillar of the redesign focuses on improving the economics for airlines. New regional air routes rarely become profitable overnight. They need time to build demand and establish travel habits. Under the original Udan, VGF was available for just three years. Once that support ended, airlines exited sectors that remained financially fragile.
The Modified Udan extends that support window to five years while gradually tapering assistance as routes mature—airlines will receive only 75 per cent of the support in the third year, 50 per cent in the fourth and 25 per cent in the fifth. The government has earmarked Rs 10,043 crore towards VGF over the scheme’s 10-year duration. Route exclusivity, however, remains capped at three years, allowing additional support without creating a prolonged monopoly for any single carrier.
At the same time, eligibility norms have been tightened. Airlines can no longer bid for routes without an air operator’s permit, while routes may be withdrawn and re-auctioned if carriers fail to commence operations within stipulated timelines. States, too, will have a greater say, with their recommended routes receiving priority during allocation.
The scheme, for the first time, also seeks to secure landing and take-off slots at the main metros at “viable timings”. It even raises the threshold for an airport to be considered adequately ‘served’. Previously, that meant more than seven departures a week. Under the revised criteria, an airport must have more than 14 weekly departures, serve more than two city pairs and handle over 40,000 passengers annually.
This is accompanied by other smaller but significant adjustments aimed at closing loopholes. The revised scheme removes the earlier cap that limited subsidised fares to a maximum of 40 seats. On larger planes with more than 80 seats, half the cabin can now be sold at capped fares, preserving Udan’s affordability objective. The government also plans to develop 200 modern helipads, at a cost of Rs 3,661 crore, in hilly and island regions where conventional runways are impractical.
THE BUSINESS REALITY
Industry insiders see the modified scheme as an attempt to nurture more domestic carriers, broadening competition in a market dominated by IndiGo and Air India. Kapil Kaul, CEO of aviation advisory CAPA India & Middle East, however, believes that while the redesign addresses some of the shortcomings of the first phase, it does not alter the underlying commercial reality. As domestic aviation expanded, airlines focused on trunk routes, where aircraft fly fuller and utilisation is higher. Regional operations work differently. Smaller aircraft serving thinner markets generate lower returns, and profitability often disappears once subsidies end. Better airports and longer funding windows can soften those constraints, but they cannot eliminate them. “The core challenge with Udan is that regional aviation remains a difficult business, and subsidies alone can’t change that,” says Kaul.
For Manoj Chacko, MD & CEO of FLY91, one of the regional carriers the scheme is intended to support, the modified scheme does little to change how airlines finance fleet expansion. “Lessors primarily look at an airline’s financial strength, its shareholders and the sustainability of its business model before placing aircraft,” he explains. “What the new scheme does do is strengthen the regional aviation ecosystem, particularly by providing greater support for underserved airports. That’s a welcome step, but access to aircraft will still depend on the fundamentals of the airline.” Where Chacko does see a meaningful shift is in the VGF extension, which, he says, “gives airlines more time to build demand on regional routes”. He also points to tighter eligibility norms for bidders as another significant improvement. “Earlier, even entities with just a no-objection certificate (NOC) could participate, and many awarded routes never became operational because those airlines never took off,” he says.
That, coupled with the broader boom in Indian aviation, underpins the government’s confidence this time. “We have been maintaining the all-time high domestic traffic numbers even during the time of geopolitical tensions,” says Naidu. For the minister, the next phase of aviation growth will not come from already saturated trunk routes, but from smaller towns. The state’s role, he argues, is to create the conditions that allow those markets to emerge rather than expect commercial forces to do so unaided. The test for the redesigned scheme, then, is straightforward: whether it can keep more regional routes commercially viable long after government support tapers off.
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A freebie that frees women | Odisha's Subhadra Yojana

Pioneering studies on Odisha's Subhadra Yojana reveal an encouraging picture: cash in hand is also expanding female autonomy and enterprise

Arkamoy Datta Majumdar Bhubaneswar UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:17:57

 
Bangali Barada, Subhadra SSG group with Badi, pampad, achar-Photo by Arabinda Mahapatra
It is a near-ubiquitous feature of state budgets now: direct cash transfers to women. In state after state, it has won power for parties across the spectrum, swelling the ranks of women voters, even weaning them away from the default political choices of their class. Arguments for and against it are conducted largely at the fiscal level. “Can states afford it?” Or, “is this welfare or just a freebie?” Nobody bothered to ask the women, to map what the crores of budgetary outgo is doing at the level of individuals and families. Till now.
Odisha is filling that blank with pioneering micro-studies of its Subhadra Yojana. The results contain enough data points to make sceptical policymakers think again. Caveats do exist, but not of a sort that negate the premise—instead, they serve as signposts that every state could benefit from.
Launched in September 2024, Subhadra Yojana provides eligible women aged between 21 and 60 with Rs 10,000 every year for five years—to help create livelihoods and financial autonomy. It covers a majority of eligible women across Odisha: a staggering 10.2 million, to whom over Rs 20,648 crore has gone out since the launch.
So, what’s the experiential record? Two impact assessments—one by the Indian Institute of Management (IIM) Sambalpur, one by SBI Research—offer clear evidence on what the scheme is achieving, where it is falling short and what needs to happen next. A ground visit by india today showed just how much the scheme has empowered many women.
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On the outskirts of Bhubaneswar, Namita Mishra, 43, had left a private sector job upon maternity a decade ago. Her husband teaches at a private school; money was often tight. After Subhadra, she bought a sewing machine, a wet grinder and started producing homemade spices. “My daughter studies in an English-medium school now. She will have to quit if I don’t earn,” Namita says. Bangali Barda, featured in the accompanying case study, likewise, had Subhadra fund her dreams.
The two studies broadly endorse this sense of change. The IIM study, Subhadra Samikhya, commissioned by the state women and child development (WCD) department, surveyed 22,000 beneficiaries across Odisha to see where they spend the money, and whether it’s enhancing their role within the household and the wider economy. Its findings: Subhadra is beginning to reshape financial behaviour at a primary node.
An overwhelming majority of 64 per cent say they take financial decisions independently. Another 31 per cent make their decisions jointly with family members. Close to six in ten women say they feel more confident managing money after joining the programme; almost 87 per cent describe Subhadra as “very useful”, indicating remarkably high public acceptance.
ENTREPRENEURIAL FUEL
Perhaps the most striking finding concerns entrepreneurship. Contrary to the criticism that day-to-day expenses largely consume unconditional cash transfers, the survey found 25.52 per cent of all Subhadra spending goes into setting up businesses, making enterprise-creation a key effect. Dalit beneficiaries are seen to be ahead of the rest here, with nearly one-third directing the money towards income-generating activities.
The IIM report, however, stops well short of presenting a triumphalist picture. For many households, Subhadra is primarily a financial cushion. Over 35 per cent of the money is spent on household needs; another 14 per cent goes towards repaying loans. The study suggests it’s not about women being decision-empowered or not. They increasingly control the funds, but their spending decisions are often shaped by family compulsions rather than personal aspirations. The report calls this the “empowerment paradox”. Formal financial agency need not translate into genuine economic independence.
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The study reveals interesting patterns. Those between 31 and 40 were the most entrepreneurial. The younger ones evinced a stronger leaning towards investing in skills. Education tracked financial behaviour: better-educated women were likelier to save and build long-term assets. The rest prioritised immediate family needs, also a function of those needs being more acute than the women being less enlightened.
A key caveat: only 6.62 per cent of Subhadra funds went into skill development. The report cautions that unless enterprise is backed by training, mentoring and market access, many of the fledgling businesses it spawned may struggle to survive. It proposes that the scheme be made smarter by weaving in digital literacy, skill development, zero-interest loans, financial counselling and stronger peer mentoring so that its effects evolve and spread over time.
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THE BANKING EVIDENCE
The SBI Research study, based on the banking data of over 160,000 women, appears to validate the IIM Sambalpur findings. Comparing the transactions of 75,750 beneficiaries with 85,588 non-beneficiaries from like income groups, it found evidence of Subhadra setting off a virtuous cycle—often going well beyond the initial transfer.
Beneficiaries recorded an average increase of Rs 6,887 in month-end account balances, translating into a 45 per cent rise over comparable non-beneficiaries. The annual Rs 10,000 Subhadra cash transfer supplements their incomes, helping them maintain higher average bank balances. Consumption, too, increased by nearly 28 per cent. These gains remained visible for months before gradually tapering off as households utilised the funds. The benefits were spread across age groups but were most pronounced among women between 30 and 44, who logged the most savings and consumption. Interestingly, women with little or no formal schooling registered the sharpest increase in savings—nearly 73 per cent. Better educated women displayed a greater rise in consumption, reflecting income baselines. As women’s savings increased, the bank balances of husbands, fathers and sons also improved—the latter’s expenditure showed a marginal decline, suggesting women were assuminhg a greater share of household expenses, allowing other members to save more.
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Like the IIM study, SBI concluded the scheme performs a dual role. For some, it’s a bare social safety net. For others, it’s working capital for micro-enterprises. If it continues to generate local demand and small businesses, it reckons the scheme could produce an economic impact of nearly Rs 1.5 lakh crore over five years. This study also suggests future expansion should prioritise better targeting—not just larger coverage. Cash transfers, it says, can become a mode to deliver sustainable livelihoods, not just be an end in themselves, if they link beneficiaries with self-help groups (SHG), skilling, markets and formal credit.
A STUDY IN EFFICIENCY
The recommendations are shaping Odisha’s plans. Deputy chief minister and WCD minister Pravati Parida says the government chose to study how women used the first instalments before redesigning the scheme. What surprised policymakers, she says, was the ingenuity with which women deployed relatively modest sums. “Many invested in tailoring, fish farming, goat rearing et al. Those in SHGs pooled their grants together to start collective businesses,” she says. Her field visits across Koraput, Malkangiri, Rayagada and Deogarh convinced her that anecdotal stories needed to be backed by evidence, leading to the commissioning of the studies.
The findings have prompted the state to integrate Subhadra with skill training, Mission Shakti, MSMEs, agriculture and credit schemes under the Subhadranku Mudra initiative. Says Parida: “We want every village, every panchayat to have women-led enterprises marketing products under the Subhadra Shakti brand.” Mentorship from IIM Sambalpur, XIM University as well as Odia entrepreneurs is being planned, customised for age groups.
If a woman can build a business on her own with such small money, “imagine what she can achieve” with capacity-building, says Mrinalini Darswal, commissioner-cum-secretary, WCD. “We simply want to hold her hand until she becomes a successful entrepreneur.”
“A role in decision-making doesn’t come overnight,” says Monisha Banerjee, director, social welfare. “It comes when women repeatedly demonstrate their capability.” Empowering women without changing male attitudes can often create resistance rather than equality, so the government has begun engaging adolescent boys through its Advika platform and encouraging fathers to participate more actively in childcare. That Rs 833 in a month is clearly travelling a long way. n

CASE STUDY
“I can give my children a better quality of life”
Bangali Barada, 42, with fellow Jai Siya Ram SHG members, near Bhubaneswar
Abandoned by her husband, Barada worked for years as a domestic cook to support her two children: a daughter studying pharmacy and a son pursuing cricket dreams in Ranchi. There was little room for her own dreams. The Subhadra scheme changed that. With its financial support, she began making and selling food products through her self-help group. “I was earning before too. But with Subhadra, I can give my children a better quality of life,” she says.
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Bankipur bypoll | Rebirth of Prashant Kishor

The ace election strategist's Jan Suraaj Party comes of age with his fairytale bypoll victory in saffron 'fortress' Bankipur

Amitabh Srivastava  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:29:39

 
WINNING RUN: Prashant Kishor waves at party workers during a victory march in Patna, Aug. 3. (Photo: ANI)
Barely minutes after scripting the biggest upset in Bihar politics in recent times, Prashant Kishor was already looking beyond Bankipur. Celebrating his maiden electoral victory, the Jan Suraaj Party (JSP) chief issued what he called a “humble request” to Prime Minister Narendra Modi: replace the new Bihar chief minister Samrat Choudhary with “an honest, upright leader whom the state could be proud of”. There was no mistaking the message—Kishor, or PK as he is popularly known, was positioning himself as a challenger to Choudhary. More significantly, he was staking a claim to Bihar’s opposition space, offering himself up as an alternative to not just the BJP, but also the state’s other main party, the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD).
The verdict on August 3 was unambiguous. In a constituency regarded for nearly three decades as an impregnable BJP fortification—and one vacated by the party’s new national president Nitin Nabin—Kishor had scripted a fairytale victory. The JSP chief won the Bankipur assembly byelection decisively, defeating the BJP’s Neeraj Kumar Sinha by some 19,324 votes. The RJD’s Rekha Kumari trailed so far behind that she lost her security deposit.
The result, coming just nine months after the BJP-led NDA swept the November 2025 assembly poll, arrives as an early setback for CM Choudhary, who was facing his first election after taking over from Nitish Kumar in April. For the JSP, it provided the breakthrough it has been desperate for since the humiliating whitewash in the assembly poll. Most importantly, it makes the 49-year-old PK not just India’s most celebrated election strategist but also now a politician who can legitimately claim to have translated strategy into votes.
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A STRONGHOLD BREACHED
For Bihar and the BJP, the symbolism is impossible to ignore. Even before the saffron party had become a contender in Bihar, Bankipur had been its ‘fortress’. The party had been winning here since 1995; nine consecutive election wins had made the urban Patna constituency one of the party’s most dependable seats. The bypoll was necessitated by the elevation of Nabin, a five-time MLA from the seat, to the Rajya Sabha. So, this was a contest the ruling party was expecting to sail through.
When a party fails to retain the seat of its national president, questions inevitably arise about organisational discipline, candidate selection and political management. Apart from all that, the defeat also now lends fresh credence to PK’s long-standing argument that a significant section of Bihar’s electorate votes for the NDA less out of ideological conviction than to prevent the RJD from returning to power. Bankipur suggests that when voters perceive a credible third alternative, the tactical support can become fluid. The fact that the BJP deployed virtually its entire political machinery—some 200 leaders, including CM Choudhary, several cabinet ministers, Nabin himself, and star campaigners such as Bhojpuri actor-netas Manoj Tiwari and Pawan Singh—and still failed to retain the seat makes the theory all the more consequential.
The win did not come easy for PK. The BJP used all the resources at its disposal to derail his campaign. Just days after the JSP chief filed his nomination, the BJP moved swiftly on July 15 to induct three of the party’s 2025 assembly poll candidates from Patna district along with several other party functionaries. The timing was deliberate, designed to create an impression that Kishor’s fledgling party was unravelling and leaders were deserting him. In the event, the move counted for little.
For Kishor, the victory represents something more profound. For nearly two years now, critics had been dismissive of his party. In the 2025 assembly poll, the year-old JSP, which he had painstakingly built walking thousands of kilometres across Bihar, failed to win a single assembly seat. The party ended up with 3.4 per cent of the popular vote; only two of its 238 candidates could save their deposits. Many wondered whether his political appeal existed only for TV studios and campaign war rooms. Bankipur has silenced the doubters emphatically.
Several factors explain why Kishor prevailed. The first is credibility. Rather than making extravagant promises, he campaigned on the promise of integrity, accountability and seriousness in public life. That message resonated with an urban electorate weary of conventional political rhetoric. Then there was the concentrated, door-to-door campaign—PK himself commented later that “the BJP’s 30-year-old fortress collapsed in just 30 days”.
After the results, PK had also declared, “This election is not being fought over Bankipur’s drains and lanes. It is about who should lead Bihar. If the BJP wants another Kushwaha (CM Choudhary’s caste) as CM, that’s fine...but it should be someone upright.” Indeed, the JSP chief had mapped out the election as a referendum against CM Choudhary. He argues that the verdict was a message to the BJP leadership to mend its ways.
The timing of the campaign also worked in PK’s favour. The recent wave of Gen Z protests across the country seems to reflect a growing impatience with established political formations. While difficult to quantify electorally, the sentiment appears to have helped the Jan Suraaj, particularly with the younger urban voters.
The BJP, meanwhile, compounded its own difficulties. Its campaign stumbled even before it had properly begun. The party first announced state Bharatiya Janata Yuva Morcha (BJYM) vice-president Abhishek Kumar as its candidate, only for him to withdraw, citing family reasons. Then came another BJYM leader, Neeraj Kumar Sinha, who, despite his organisational credentials, struggled to match Kishor in stature and communication skills.
The unusually low voter turnout, 34.3 per cent—the lowest in Bankipur in recent electoral history—also shaped the outcome. Byelections are often won not by the largest coalition but by the most motivated voters. Jan Suraaj succeeded in energising its supporters, while sections of the BJP’s traditional urban base appeared to have either stayed home or quietly crossed over.
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A THIRD ALTERNATIVE
For nearly a decade, Bihar’s politics has revolved around a simple binary—the NDA versus the RJD-led alliance. Bankipur has challenged it for the first time in a meaningful electoral contest. If anti-BJP voters begin to believe that Jan Suraaj can defeat the saffron forces without strengthening the RJD, Bihar’s political math could undergo a transformation. Bankipur has given that possibility electoral expression.
The verdict may also reopen an old debate within the state Congress. For years, sections of the Bihar leadership have privately questioned whether the Congress should remain permanently tethered to the RJD and negotiate from a position of weakness. Kishor’s victory gives fresh ammunition to that argument. By emerging as the principal challenger to the BJP in a constituency where the RJD has been pushed to the margins, PK has demonstrated an electoral appeal that parts of the Congress have long hoped to cultivate.
PK appears uniquely positioned to exploit all these openings. Although he enters a Bihar assembly swarming with NDA legislators (201 MLAs in the 243-seat House), the upset Bankipur win has given him something far more valuable than numbers: political legitimacy. Jan Suraaj is no longer just a political experiment, the victory gives PK the momentum to strengthen the party organisation, attract credible faces and expand. His strategy is likely to remain unchanged: position the JSP as an independent alternative to both the BJP and the RJD, while attracting voters and leaders who once looked to the Janata Dal (United) as Bihar’s natural centrist force.
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Here is this week's Glasshouse

Kaushik Deka  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:29:35

 
(Illustrations by Siddhant Jumde)
CHOPPER TROUBLES
The incessant rains are triggering landslides across Kerala and some of the muck is falling on chief minister V.D. Satheesan too. The Opposition CPI(M) has accused the veteran Congressman of “extravagance”, for allegedly using a state-leased helicopter on August 1 to visit his ailing father-in-law in Kochi. Also doing the rounds are pictures of him enjoying a sumptuous meal at a political leader’s house in Ponnani...not good optics when some 11,000 people are struggling in flood relief camps all over the state. Satheesan has been aggressive in his response, saying the chopper flight was to meet foreign investors who were on a deadline (he refused to name who they were). As for the lunch date, he asked whether there was a rule that a CM should “stop eating food” because there was a crisis. The controversy has also revived Satheesan’s earlier criticism, as Opposition leader, of the Left Front regime’s Rs 80 lakh a month helicopter lease, which he had called extravagant then. Incidentally, as of August 2, the CM had yet to visit the flood-hit areas.

SEVEN YEARS OF ANANDIBEN | LASTING STINT
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Anandiben Patel is now Uttar Pradesh’s longest-serving governor, surpassing Sir Maurice Garnier Hallett, who served for six years when the region was known as the United Provinces (1939-45). Patel, 84, is also the second woman to hold the post in the state after Sarojini Naidu. Since taking office in 2019 (she completed seven years in office on July 29), she has frequently drawn attention for speaking on social issues, including crimes against women, live-in relationships and the serving of non-vegetarian food in medical institutions. A former school principal, she was also Gujarat’s first woman CM. Political observers link her unusually long tenure to the BJP’s OBC outreach and social engineering strategy in UP. Patel is widely expected to remain in office till the 2027 assembly election, further extending her record streak.

HIGH PRAISE
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s “Very good job, (Nara) Lokesh, shabash!” had even the Telugu Desam Party scion and minister blushing even as a visibly pleased father and Andhra Pradesh CM N. Chandrababu Naidu waited nearby. The pat on the back came for the arrangements during the inaugural of the Alluri Sitarama Raju International Airport near Visakhapatnam on August 1. The bonhomie is not new, Modi had similarly praised “Bhai Lokesh” during the record Yogandhra yoga event in Visakhapatnam in June 2025, calling the campaign a model of public participation.

RAIN CHECK

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


Parliament was debating the country’s pressing issues, but Jadavpur MP Saayoni Ghosh had other things on her mind, like the pitter-patter of the rain. She posted a light-hearted reel from the rain-soaked Parliament complex, and social media erupted. The ex-Trinamool Congress MP was already under attack for jumping ship and joining the NDA-led treasury benches (along with 19 of her party colleagues); the video further infuriated her critics. Just goes to show how anything can become partisan fodder if the political climate is inclement.

MEME MACHINE
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For years, Gorakhpur MP Ravi Kishan juggled two careers—as an actor and as a politician. Lately, he seems to have found a third: being full-time meme material. Kishan’s dramatic pout, quirky dance moves and dialogues have all become viral GIFs and remixes. So, when he mistakenly referred to the NEET exam paper as a “newspaper”, social media acquired another clip to share widely. But unlike many politicians, Kishan has decided to go with the joke. “Main viral material hoon,” he admitted. While image consultants work hard to make politicians relatable, Kishan appears to do so entirely by accident.

—with Jeemon Jacob, Ashish Misra, Prasad Nichenametla, Arkamoy Datta Majumdar and Avaneesh Mishra
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Health Watch | Mental health: National hotline to the rescue

Tele-MANAS has handled more than 3.43 million calls since its launch in October 2022

Sonali Acharjee  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:29:31

 

One of India’s most significant mental health developments has come through international recognition rather than a new policy announcement. Recently, The British Journal of Psychiatry published a paper describing Tele-MANAS (Mental Health Assistance and Networking Across States), the Centre’s national tele-mental health helpline, as a model that other low- and middle-income countries could adopt.
Launched in October 2022, Tele-MANAS is a free, round-the-clock telephone service (call 1800-89-14416) that connects people having mental health concerns with trained counsellors. Depending on a caller’s needs, they may receive immediate counselling, be referred to a psychologist or psychiatrist, or be guided towards services available in their area. The service is available in multiple languages and allows people to seek help without visiting a clinic. Privacy, easy access and affordability are the hallmarks of its success.
The programme has handled more than 3.43 million calls, underlining two realities. First, there is a substantial unmet need for mental health support in India, with many people seeking help for anxiety, depression, stress and other emotional difficulties. Second, accessible services can encourage more people to reach out. National studies reveal that 15 per cent of India’s adult population suffer from mental health issues, yet the treatment gap ranges from 70-92 per cent, leaving millions without access to care.
The recognition does not mean India’s mental health challenges have been solved. Rather, it suggests that simple, tech-enabled services such as Tele-MANAS could become an important first point of contact, helping people access support earlier.
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CWG 2026 | A season of firsts

Despite a leaner Games that left out many of India's strongest sports, the contingent excelled across disciplines

Suhani Singh  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:29:27

 
(from left) Tejaswin Shankar, Sakshi Chaudhary, Asmita Dey and Gulveer Singh
Of the 74 nations and territories competing at the Glasgow Commonwealth Games (CWG), India finished fourth, with 39 medals, behind Australia, England and Canada—the same position as in the previous edition in Birmingham, albeit with a considerably smaller haul. Following Victoria’s withdrawal as host over spiralling costs, Glasgow 2026 was staged in a leaner format, with just 10 sports compared to Birmingham’s 19, leaving out several of India’s traditional strengths, including wrestling, squash, cricket and hockey.
Yet the Indian contingent rewrote its own record books across disciplines.Expect that momentum to carry into 2030, when the Games come to Ahmedabad, with more of India’s favoured sports likely to feature—perhaps even helping eclipse the record haul of 101 medals at the 2010 Games in New Delhi.
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Uttar Pradesh | Do ladke script a sequel

As the state nears poll season, the duo of Akhilesh Yadav and Rahul Gandhi plan a rerun around a 'Governance & Gen Z' plank

Avaneesh Mishra  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:43:39

 
A PLAN IN HAND: SP’s Akhilesh Yadav and Congress’s Rahul Gandhi at an INDIA bloc meeting, Jun. 8. (Photo: IANS)
The image of Akhilesh Yadav and Rahul Gandhi riding together in open convoys with a film-like tagline—‘UP ke Do Ladke (Two Boys of UP)’—had created a political brand in the 2017 assembly election campaign. As casting goes, at ages 46 and 43 back then, Rahul and Akhilesh could still pull off their role as “boys”. That particular film sank, so to speak, but the duo survived as a brand, one that spoke directly to the youth as a constituency. That core idea has only fully come to fruition now, a decade later. As the duo sat side by side during the recent students’ protest in Delhi—manifestly on their side—their brand is moving into a political space far more conducive to it, one defined by youth disenchantment.
So, have they already set out one of the defining planks for the Uttar Pradesh assembly election campaign, moving into its home run now ahead of early summer voting in 2027? That needs to be judged against subjective factors like the popular mood, realpolitik within the Opposition, as well as hard numbers. Coming weeks after the INDIA bloc reaffirmed the Samajwadi Party-Congress partnership, the Gen Z moment suggested the two parties are building a common platform around issues that directly question the BJP’s governance. Ideology need not be confronted directly—it is taking care of itself.
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It was an unadulterated espousal of Hindutva that swept Yogi Adityanath to power in 2017—winning the BJP an imperious 312 out of the state’s 402 seats. Five years later, its seat tally fell to 255, but credit that to the vagaries of the first-past-the-post system: its vote share had actually increased from 39.67 per cent to 41.67 per cent. Now, however, the alleged theft at Ayodhya means the saffron fuel that had powered Yogi now comes with a blend of scepticism.
PERFORMANCE AUDIT
That leaves the Opposition free to address pure performance. In recent weeks, a clutch of issues has helped it mount a broad-spectrum attack. Some specific to UP, like at least five incidents in this monsoon where the state’s spanking new highways have caved in, including sections on the flagship Lucknow-Kanpur and Ganga Expressways. The ethanol blending controversy has also received generous space in critiques. But it’s education and student angst that could be causing the BJP its deepest worries.
The Gen Z protests had attracted a massive influx from Delhi’s metropolitan shadow zone—a wide swathe of rural and Tier-2/3 towns around it. UP, where disrupted exams have become recurrent flashpoints, was very much part of it. The state also saw direct aftershocks from Jantar Mantar: hundreds of students, Hindu as well as Muslim, launched an intensive, multi-day sit-in protest at the gates of the Mohammad Ali Jauhar University in Rampur along with alumni and Opposition leaders in late July, after the government ordered 38 of its 40 buildings demolished. An interim court stay has only deferred confrontation.
UP also witnessed a copycat Gen Alpha protest: 1,500-plus students of a government-aided school in Fatehpur district agitated for better amenities. This time, the government saw wisdom in relenting. But UP is not spared the education/jobs hex: it lends over a fourth of the numbers in the NITI Aayog’s estimate of a hundred thousand state schools being shut down in the past decade; central data also puts over 35 per cent of UP’s youth in a different NEET: Not in Education, Employment, or Training.
But does the Opposition have enough internal coherence? The SP’s 37 Lok Sabha seats in 2024 translate to 184 assembly seats, as against the BJP’s 33/162. But this averaged-out extrapolation masks the fact that the SP was six points behind the BJP in vote share.
Also, the jury is still out on how well the SP-Congress partnership works on the ground—one reading is that Rahul’s presence allowed the transfer of Dalit votes to the SP, in the context of the BSP’s collapse. Whether the duo repeat the blunder of keeping Chandrashekhar Azad’s Bhim Army aloof will also be a factor, with Dalits still searching for an anchor. But the sense is gaining ground that UP’s default saffron tilt may have been corrected.
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Madhya Pradesh | Datia, a debacle decoded

The BJP's bypoll loss owes to ambitions in conflict—the CM's play against veteran Mishra setting off revolt

Rahul Noronha  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:28:35

 
MESSY AFFAIR BJP leader Narottam  Mishra (left) and CM Mohan Yadav
Datia is home to a peeth for Shakti, associated with power. Not surprisingly, politicians land up here often. But this monsoon, ‘Mai’ showered her blessings on a homegrown one: Ghanshyam Singh, former royalty. The Congressman defeated the BJP’s Ashutosh Tiwari by 6,016 votes in a byelection to the Datia assembly seat. The result, out on August 3, was subsumed within a larger story where the BJP saw a famous defeat in Bihar’s Bankipur. But there was a local factor here—Narottam Mishra, ex-home minister and No. 2 under ex-CM Shivraj Singh Chouhan.
It was Mishra’s dramatic prequel that single-handedly brought colour to the contest, and crafted its outcome. After an unbroken 15-year run, he had lost Datia to old Congress foe Rajendra Bharti in 2023. But a bypoll was forced after Bharti was convicted in a criminal case. Then came the twist: Mishra was denied the BJP ticket. The beneficiary: a Sangh rookie. All hell broke loose and the BJP-ruled state was treated to the sight of a local unit blocking highways and then resigning en masse.
After a summons by CM Mohan Yadav, Mishra relented and campaigned for the party. But he broke down during a rally, an act interpreted as a signal to voters to avenge the humiliation of their beloved Dada. Analysts ascribe that to the CM’s desire to not have another heavyweight to contend with.
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YADAV'S SELF GOAL
The result has no material effect: the BJP has 164 seats in a 230-member House; the Congress has 65 now. But it was no regular bypoll. Yadav had chosen the candidate, and a victory would have sealed his credentials as a leader in his own right—not someone appointed by Delhi. It must sting. On August 4, BJP state president Hemant Khandelwal dissolved the entire BJP Datia district executive, mostly comprising Mishra loyalists.
The Congress, by contrast, put its best foot forward after a long time. Ghanshyam Singh, first elected as an MLA here in 1993, is non-controversial, soft and affable. It was also tactful and decisive. Ex-MLA Bharti, out on bail, was hobnobbing with the BJP; the party expelled him, but waited till a day before counting. A sulking ex-BJP man in the ranks, Avdhesh Nayak, was softened up by ex-CM Digvijaya Singh apologising for a ticket denial in 2023.
As for the CM’s security perimeter vis-a-vis the old guard—among whom only Kailash Vijayvargiya is in the cabinet—Datia’s defeat holds a message.
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Gujarat | Dropping out? AI to the rescue

A mix of tech and the human touch helps fight the curse of students vanishing from the school roster

Jumana Shah  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:28:24

 
Illustration by NILANJAN DAS / AI
For generations, states have struggled with the same question: how do you stop the exodus of children from the education system after middle school? Gujarat believes Artificial Intelligence can help. No LLM (large language model) is about to wave a wand and make poverty, migration, child labour and family crises vanish. But it can predict the next potential school dropout.
An AI-based early warning system (EWS) has thus been set rolling. It works on data: student attendance, behaviour, primary health, sibling records, parental attitudes. Such data, being collected across government and grant-in-aid schools since 2022 as part of a Child Tracking System (CTS), will now feed ongoing real-time AI forecasts.
Developed by the state, Wadhwani AI and UNICEF India, the EWS, integrated into the CTS, the database sends out alerts with a customised probability for each student. Everyone from bureaucrats in Gandhinagar to district education officers can access this dashboard.
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“Teachers know things first-hand and counsel children. But usually after the child drops out. Now we can move in before,” says Milind Torawane, principal secretary, primary and secondary education. In 2025-26, its first year of deployment, the EWS flagged 167,000 students across Gujarat as being at risk; 55 per cent (92,243) were girls. For 2026–27, it has identified another 118,000 vulnerables.
SYSTEMIC BLOOD LOSS
Gujarat reports zero dropouts at the primary level, better than the national average of 0.3 per cent, but the picture begins to slip around Class 6-8, with a 4.8 per cent dropout, roughly 148,000 children, against an all-India average of 3.6 per cent. Then comes the cliff. In Classes 9-10, dropouts leap to 15.7 per cent, well above the national 9.5 per cent. The headcount doubles to about 275,000 students. Cumulatively, only 54.5 per cent of children who join Class 1 in Gujarat are still in school by Class 12.
Activists read in this the familiar devil: economic precarity. Mittal Solanki, 13, a Grade 8 student from Haradri village in Anand district, typified this. Absent through June 2025, the EWS flagged her, and in July, her class teacher, principal and local education officers won over her mother. “Her father died early, so the family leaned on her for housework while the others earned. We told her mother about Namo Lakshmi, which pays a girl student Rs 10,000 a year for education,” says Varshaben Parmar, her teacher, who is glad Mittal now attends Grade 9 regularly.
Every June, Gujarat organises an enrolment campaign that sees legislators, bureaucrats and teachers fan out to stanch the dropout rates at source. This year, minister of state for education Rivaba Jadeja trekked through the hilly villages of north Gujarat to the homes of dropouts. An activist working with the government believes the efforts are sincere, but says AI alone will not suffice. “The deeper rot is absence of teachers and quality education. It can be done, but political will is needed,” he adds.
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Punjab | Fissures in the Congress camp

Pro-Channi camp raises pitch as ex-MLA gets suspended for warring against Warring

Anilesh S. Mahajan  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:28:18

 
MAKING COMMON CAUSE: Suspended Congress leader Madan Lal Jalalpur (left) and former Punjab CM Charanjit Singh Channi (Photo: ANI)
Over August’s first weekend, from one event to another in Punjab, Congress state in-charge Bhupesh Baghel was shadowed by chants of “Channi, Channi”. The Har Booth, Congress Mazboot campaign had just launched, but the party’s state in-charge had no occasion to complain about hidden subversion. Dissent was in-your-face. Raucous supporters of former CM Charanjit Singh Channi, repeatedly interrupting proceedings, ensured that an organisational campaign turned into an embarrassing display of factional muscle.
Context: on August 1, the state unit suspended ex-Ghanaur MLA Madan Lal Jalalpur for three years, for “anti-party activities”. Judging by the support he got, much of the party here would count as anti-party. Channi arrived first, demanding that the action be revoked, pointedly skipping an event attended by Baghel and state Congress chief Amarinder Singh Raja Warring. Soon, other anti-Warring leaders rallied behind Jalalpur: former ministers Bharat Bhushan Ashu, Pargat Singh and Gurpreet Singh Kangar, several MLAs and others. By night, the suspended leader had become a rallying point for the dissidents
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Insubordination?
Jalalpur’s crime? He had questioned Warring’s ability to lead the party to victory in next year’s assembly election, and issued harsh critiques on general secretary K.C. Venugopal as well as Baghel for ignoring local sentiment and not seeing the writing on the wall. For Warring, that itself became a question of leadership—what weight would his word carry if such indiscipline carried no consequences? So he finally chose to shed the diplomatic route and go hard.
That has ended up creating a pretext for open war. The Channi camp paints Jalalpur as the first casualty of an attempt to squeeze out leaders unwilling to fall in line behind Warring. His suspension has given the critics something they lacked until now: a common cause. For months, unease within the Punjab Congress had been visible but scattered. Several seniors complained privately about concentration of authority. Others worried about who would control candidate selection in 2027.
Channi, meanwhile, is seeking to build up street cred as a leader in his own right. A surprise last-minute choice by Rahul Gandhi as a replacement for Amarinder Singh in September 2021, his six-month tenure as Punjab’s first Dalit CM ended in bruising defeat. As the power roulette spins, he fancies his chances for another go. Anti-Warring sentiment has given his flight some lift, as grievances coalesce. Warring’s attempt to be a stern taskmaster may have ironically strengthened the very challenge he wanted to contain. The toughest job perhaps belongs to the referee, a hapless Baghel.
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Published By: 
Mansi 

Published On: 
Aug 7, 2026 17:28 IST






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/state-scan/story/20260817-punjab-fissures-in-the-congress-camp-2965902-2026-08-07



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 


State Scan

Goa ST quota | Tribal clock ticking

The state's Adivasis want political quota before poll, others say await census

Dhaval S. Kulkarni  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:28:14

 
NOTE OF WARNING: MLA and former tribal minister Govinda Gawade speaks at a UTAA meeting, July 30 (Photo: Kailas Naik)
Goa is racing towards voting season with a key element in its electoral architecture still missing. Assembly polls are due by early 2027, but the Pramod Sawant government is facing a rising tide of anger over the delay in granting political reservations to the state’s Scheduled Tribes (STs). In August 2025, Parliament had approved a bill to grant a 10 per cent electoral quota to tribals in Goa—in line with their 10.23 per cent share in the population. That would have translated into four ST-reserved seats, a crucial bloc in a 40-member assembly historically fraught by razor-thin majorities. However, the notification for implementing the law has not been issued.
The state presently has four tribal MLAs, elected from general seats. Three are from the BJP, including Speaker Ganesh Gaonkar, minister Ramesh Tawadkar and ex-minister Govind Gaude. The Scheduled Castes (SCs) have one reserved seat: Pernem, bordering Maharashtra in North Goa. That’s a favour not extended to tribals yet, though STs and SCs have 12.5 per cent and 2 per cent reservations respectively in jobs and education.
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The United Tribals Associations Alliance (UTAA) has threatened to hit the streets with an Adivasi mahasabha at Panaji on August 13. As a precursor, says UTAA president and ex-MLA and Prakash Velip, they are on an outreach in the state’s 750-odd tribal hamlets. “We are losing time. Tribals have been unable to get quota benefits in four elections (since 2007),” he adds. UTAA convenor Ravindra Velip warns that denying Adivasis once again would cost the BJP in at least six seats. “It seems the government has no political will,” he says. A tribal MLA concedes the community is getting increasingly restive.
Political quotas are an emotional issue for Goa’s tribals. In May 2011, a UTAA protest at Balli had taken a violent turn and led to the death of two tribal youth, and cost the Congress, then in the government. A big chunk of tribal votes went to the BJP in the 2012 election, and it has held on to power ever since. Now, facing anti-incumbency after three straight terms, it, too, confronts a complex set of equations.
An indication of how the BJP could be singed came in 2024: tribal anger is said to have partly led to its trouncing in the South Goa Lok Sabha seat. But granting quotas also upsets the equilibrium. Part of the government’s hesitation owes to opposition by other caste groups like the Kshatriya Marathas and the Bhandaris. They want the notification deferred till population data is updated via a caste census, and then rotational reservation rolled out in line with the new numbers. Govind Shirodkar, UTAA vice-president, warns that this will delay tribal quotas by a decade.
BOTH OPTIONS OPEN
A source says the Centre has yet to issue the notification upon which the Chief Electoral Officer (CEO) can act, and it could go either way. “A fresh delimitation—which will take around three months—is not necessary. Seats can be reserved based on the previous census. However, both options are open,” the source adds. But the question of updated numbers is the crux—and it’s a dynamic field, judging by the problems threatening to leap out of the box.
For instance, the Gouly-Dhangars have sought inclusion in the ST category since the 1980s—they have given the government till August 15 to finally say yes. But the Registrar General of India and the Union ministry for tribal affairs have rejected the demand. At present, they are in the OBC category. Though numbering only around 25,000, they can tip the scales in many seats due to Goa’s micro-sized electorates.
The Gauda, Kunbi and Velip communities—Hindus and Catholics—were added to the ST list in 2003. Smaller groups include the Dubla, Siddi, Naikda, Varli and Dhodia. Quepem, Sangeum, Priol and Nuvem are four seats with a substantial tribal population that may be reserved for STs.
Regarded as Goa’s original inhabitants, tribals numbered 149,275 in 2011—6.92 per cent of North Goa’s population at 56,606, and 14.47 per cent of South Goa at 92,669. Analyst Yugank Naik calls them a “model of social awakening and emancipation”, being politically aware and assertive. “Tribals are the only group in Goa who took to the streets for their rights,” he adds. The state awaits another such moment.
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Kerala | A quick end to the honeymoon

CM Satheesan takes on all comers, ruffling feathers in his own party and causing discontent among allies

Jeemon Jacob  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:27:05

 
COMING ON TOUGH: Kerala chief minister V.D. Satheesan (Photo: Arun Kumar)
Kerala faces a real deluge, a recurring monsoon nightmare since 2017, but both sides of the state’s political binary are drowning in troubles writ by their own actions. Congress chief minister V.D. Satheeshan, who outsmarted everyone to get to his chair, may be bringing his honeymoon period to a quick end by opening up too many fronts. His combative, self-willed decision-making—a contrast to his endearing “Pookie CM” image in the public—risks alienating even segments who back him. The CPI(M), licking its wounds after a bruising defeat in the Left’s sole remaining citadel, finds itself adrift and still groping for ways to win friends and influence people—including its own cadre.
Both may find succour in the other’s predicament. The Left can watch with ironic satisfaction as Satheeshan’s own party leaders revolt against his “authoritarian” style. What brought on such a charge? A string of contentious decisions bearing his imprint. As finance minister, he halved excise duty on low alcohol drinks without consulting his party or the larger United Democratic Front (UDF). He also allocated Rs 100 crore for the Rare Earth and Critical Minerals Corridor, a joint central-state initiative. Then, as law minister, he appointed people of his choice as public prosecutors in the high court and pleaders in district courts—again without consulting the state unit or the UDF. What’s more, his list included many CPI(M), CPI and BJP loyalists.
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MISTAKES TO PONDER OVER: Former Kerala CM Pinarayi Vijayan (Photo: PTI)


RARE EARTH RADIATION
The excise duty cut upset those with a strong anti-liquor stand, like former state unit chief V.M. Sudheeran, who felt it went directly against the party manifesto. On the rare earth corridor, AICC general secretary K.C. Venugopal—VDS’s chief rival in the CM’s race and an MP from littoral Alappuzha—isn’t the only critic. The Latin Catholic Church and the fishing community say they won’t allow mining on Kerala’s coast, but the CM hasn’t yielded to their request to reconsider. And the leadership of the Kerala Student Union (KSU), the Congress student wing, is up in arms over prime legal posts being handed over to “political enemies” while many Congress lawyers stay sidelined.
Dr Aloshious Xavier, KSU chief, openly raised the banner of revolt. The CM went ahead regardless, saying his list was merit-based, drawn up with the advocate-general, and recommended by the state party’s lawyers’ wing. The latter promptly denied this, saying several appointees were not from their list. The CM’s response was pugnacious, unadorned by the usual wheedling. “They (KSU) have no business appointing public prosecutors or pleaders. It’s not their job,” he said. When Xavier sought an appointment with him, he refused. Later, when the KSU chief waited in a crowd of college alumni to meet the CM at a function on July 17, Satheeshan ignored him and walked away.
The CM copped the most cutting slur in Kerala’s secular polity as Congress spokesperson V.R. Anoop, speaking to india today, pointed out that the CM had “found time to meet Hindu United Forum leaders at his office at short notice”. That line of critique deepened when the A-G filed an affidavit supporting petitions—including one from the BJP—that challenged the Kerala Waqf Board as ‘invalid’ since it excluded non-Muslims. On that basis, the high court on July 15 restrained the board’s activities. The Indian Union Muslim League, whose support was key to Satheesan becoming CM, is seething, as are other Muslim wings.
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WHO OPENED THE GATES?
The charge of being soft on the BJP, curiously, has come up against the CPI(M) too—from its own central committee, which met in Delhi on July 11-13 to discuss the Kerala loss. Its report was mostly on expected lines: lapses in candidate selection, a campaign centering Pinarayi Vijayan as the sole leader, a complacent ‘Who Else But LDF’ plank.
But ascribing the dip in the CPI(M)’s vote share to its “lowest in 40 years” to minority angst, it flagged a strange episode: UP CM Yogi Adityanath’s message being read out at the Global Ayyappa Meet in Pampa on September 20, 2025, by a then minister, a state secretariat member at that. “(That) was a major embarrassment to the party’s secular image,” the CC report said. “Such an act sent a wrong message to the people and conveyed an impression that we are soft towards Hindutva communal forces,” it added. That image was further bolstered, it said, with the state leadership’s weak counters to the anti-Muslim utterances of Vellappally Natesan, leader of the influential Ezhava outfit SNDP.
The CC’s intervention is viewed as an attempt to regain the cadre’s confidence. But the central leadership is seen as having remained a mute spectator in the affairs of Kerala, allowing a free run to Pinarayi for three decades—unwilling to intervene and content as long as the state was paying its bills.
“It’s a damage control exercise that may not help the CPI(M) regain its past glory in Kerala,” says former party MP Dr Sebastian Paul. “They have to pin their hopes on blunders by the Congress.” The good part for now, there may be no dearth of that.
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Maharashtra | A living will to die well

Pointless treatment? Here's a legal way that lets patients refuse it in advance

Dhaval S. Kulkarni  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:26:50

 
ADVANCE ACTION: Dr Nikhil Datar, who registered his living will (Photo: Mandar Deodhar)
It’s a situation families dread: a loved one on life support with scant hope for revival. In the mind’s theatre, it’s a war of conflicting emotions—including guilt for thinking of the mounting hospital bill. The one person who would have rushed to help—with judgement or money—is the one suffering mutely on the death bed. Now, Maharashtra has become the first Indian state to offer a way out, allowing the online registration, verification and storage of ‘living wills’. These documents can be registered on the MahaULB portal, an integrated citizen service utility launched by the state government.
In a 2018 judgment, the Supreme Court had said individuals facing a terminal condition have the right to refuse treatment—to determine the nature and extent of medical care they wish to receive. It permitted citizens to draft an advance ‘living will’, to be executed in situations where life can only be artificially prolonged but they are unable to communicate, family members are too stricken to take a call, and hospitals could monetise the impasse. This covers the usual array: ventilator support, tube feeding, dialysis, surgery et al.

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


Dr Nikhil Datar, a Mumbai-based gynaecologist, who was among the first to register his living will, plumps for digitisation of wills so that they could be easily retrieved when needed. In 2023, the lack of administrative infrastructure to act upon the 2018 Supreme Court verdict prompted him to file a Public Interest Litigation in the Bombay High Court. That led to 417 custodians being appointed to handle and execute living wills in Maharashtra, he said.
Citing a case from March 2026, where the Supreme Court allowed the withdrawal of life support for Harish Rana (32), who had been in a permanent vegetative state for 13 years, Dr Datar underlined the need for living wills. “There are many aged people who suffer (like this)their relatives say cure them or free them, but we are unable to do anything either way,” he explains. Everyone suffers in the process—patients, relatives, even doctors who could later be charged with trying to make money.
Mumbai-based Yashwant Kajrolkar, whose elder brother Govind was a proponent of living wills but passed away in May, says he spoke about the need for living wills at his condolence meeting. Kajrolkar, who registered his own living will in 2023—he claims to be the second to do so after Dr Datar—adds that his efforts had led to a few drafting their living wills.
“Hospital expenses are high and there are situations when patients are on life support sans any chances of recovery, with family running out of money,” says Uday Karnik, 80, a resident of Mahim who has made a will, as has his wife Anjana, 76. Karnik has laid down clauses specifying that he should not be put on a ventilator, or be given dialysis or chemotherapy.
A WILL DO SPIRIT
Jatin Popat, founder and CEO of WillJini Succession Services, says living wills are necessary for people at the risk of hospitalisation and high costs of medical treatment. “Hospital bills may soar when a patient is put on life support, and the family is unable to take a decision on emotional grounds for stopping treatment,” he added. Retirees and professionals are also opting for living wills as they do not want to spend their savings on medical treatments beyond the point of revival, and want their families to be able to access this money.
Advocate Vivek Sadhale, co-founder of law firm LegaLogic Consulting, says living wills must have clear, specific instructions regarding medical treatment preferences. It must appoint an agent who will be responsible for overseeing that the wishes are duly honoured and carried out. It must be signed by the will-maker in presence of two witnesses, and may be submitted for registration either through the online portal or by visiting the local municipal office. After its submission, physical verification before the designated custodian appointed by the state government is mandatory. Tiresome, perhaps, but worth doing for the right to die with dignity.
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Rajasthan | The doctor is in...but sans a licence

MBBS graduates from abroad who can't pass the India exam are greasing their way in with forgery

Rohit Parihar  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:26:45

 
DECEIVERS’ GALLERY: From top, Deepak Yadav, Raju Gurjar  and Naresh Gurjar, accused in the fake FMGE certificate scam
Irregularities in medical entrance tests are all over the news. But one kind has attracted far less attention. Medical graduates from foreign institutions seem to be systematically obtaining local registration without clearing the mandatory Foreign Medical Graduate Examination (FMGE) and allegedly beginning practice using fake certificates. The latest arrest, that of a 27-year-old MBBS graduate from Kazakhstan, has added another link to what investigators describe as a large network that offers the specialty of forged FMGE certificates.
The graduate in question, Nitin Kumar, allegedly paid Rs 10 lakh for a fake FMGE certificate after repeatedly failing the mandatory screening exam, says Vishal Bansal, additional director general, Special Operations Group (SOG). Using the forged document, he allegedly secured internship and provisional registration through the Rajasthan Medical Council (RMC). The investigation has resulted in 29 arrests, including that of former RMC registrar Dr Rajesh Sharma, brokers and 24 foreign graduates. Investigators say they have identified over 100 foreign graduates who allegedly got forged FMGE certificates and used them to secure registration in Rajasthan.
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The biannual FMGE exam occupies a unique place in India’s medical system. Every Indian citizen or Overseas Citizen of India who earns an MBBS degree abroad—barring a handful of countries—must clear this step before becoming eligible for registration and practice in India. Conducted by the National Board of Examinations in Medical Sciences, it’s widely regarded as one of India’s toughest professional qualifying tests. In the FMGE held on June 28, only 13.5 per cent of the 37,448 candidates managed to qualify. Low success rates have been quite the trend. The highest pass percentage since June 2023 has been 29.62, the lowest 10.20.
AN ECOSYSTEM OF FRAUD
A tough exam makes sense, but those low pass rates created a lucrative market for middlemen, who allegedly charge Rs 20-30 lakh for arranging forged certificates and facilitating registrations. The question is: how do these forged papers repeatedly clear official scrutiny within state medical councils (SMCs)? The SOG hints at the obvious: collusion.
Rajasthan is not the lone state facing this problem. Beginning December 2022, the CBI had probed the entire system involved in allowing sub-par foreign medical graduates between 2011 and 2022. Conducted across 14 states, the probe was to expose a vital chink in the national health infrastructure. Yet, there’s little public information about whether any systemic reforms followed. Were all registrations granted during that period audited? Was a digital verification system created to authenticate certificates? Were audits conducted to ensure loopholes had been closed?
The recurrence of the problem suggests the cure has fallen to an endemic ailment: laxity, or worse. In March, Chhattisgarh reportedly launched an internal audit to verify 3,000 registrations. Compromised entrance exams rightly provoke outrage. Doctors with forged credentials should too.
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Battle for the skies | Netflix's 'Operation Safed Sagar'

Netflix's 'Operation Safed Sagar' puts the Indian Air Force's daring role in the Kargil War at the centre of a meticulously researched drama

Suhani Singh  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:57

 
AIR WARRIORS: From Right, Siddharth as Sqn Ldr Ajay Ahuja, Jimmy Shergill as Wg Cdr B.S. Dhanoa and K.C. Shankar as Gp Capt. Arvind Oak
War action dramas never get old, but when it comes to real stories of bravery and spirit, the events largely unfold on the ground. Rarely have the other two branches of the Indian military—the air force and the navy—got their moment in the limelight. And when they have, on the big screen, they’ve failed to take off at the box office—like the recent aerial action titles Tejas (2023) and Fighter (2024). Netflix’s Operation Safed Sagar fills the void for the small screen by shining a light on the heroics of the Indian Air Force (IAF) in daunting heights during the 1999 Kargil War. For the platform, the six-episode series is a prestige title much like Heeramandi (2024), not just for its ambitious scale but also for the daring of the creators and the freshness of the narrative.
“Safed Sagar is the IAF’s most significant chapter from the recent past, their landmark win which needs to be narrated,” says Tanya Bami, series head, Netflix India. “It is a special one for us, not just for this year but because it earmarks our tenth year in India.” While it is a big-scale production, the show, assures Bami, “takes you into the lives of the officers and the challenges they face”. Made with the IAF’s cooperation, Bami singles it out as a title that necessitated both “responsibility and respect” in storytelling and “passion”.
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THE FOES: From left, Manu Rishi Chadha as Pervez Musharraf, Vinay Pathak as Nawaz Sharif, Danish Husain as Javed Hassan


These facets came from co-creator and writer Abhijeet Singh Parmar, who, alongside former IAF officer Kushal Srivastava, devoted years to research by meeting nearly 50-60 IAF personnel to grasp the significance of the mission. “Detail and authenticity were front and centre,” adds Bami, “right from the width of the valleys between which the planes had to fly.” It also involved the production design team building photorealistic cockpit shells mounted on hydraulic rigs, with IAF pilots briefing the actors on how to sit and move inside them.
That attention to detail extends to the dialogue, which is peppered with Air Force lingo. “It has to feel immersive and real,” says Parmar. “One has to convey what is being said without losing the specificity of how they talk.” For Parmar, it was equally important that audiences get a peek into the IAF culture and mentality. “It’s the force that has the best sense of humour,” he says.
The IAF didn’t just offer details of the operation, but opened up its stations to the crew for shoots and had its pilots fly MiG-21s for the landing and take-off shots. Director Oni Sen recounts feeling surreal at the access he and cinematographer Setu had to the Nal Air Force Station in Rajasthan, which enabled them to shoot with the aircraft. To get the topography right, Sen and Setu shot at Shinkula and Baralacha in Spiti, Himachal Pradesh, after mapping the heights and distances between peaks in Kargil.
As much as scale and warfare are integral to Operation Safed Sagar, Sen (best known for the series Asur) was keen to emphasise the human stories of the men in uniform. “We tried to be true to the bonding, camaraderie and realism of relationships,” he says.
But was the IAF game for the creative liberties needed to make the show engaging even as it stayed true to the events? “They [IAF] are all savvy in terms of what they watch,” says Parmar, with a smile. “They do understand drama and had some suggestions which were so dramatic that we have not put them in. It would have been stranger than fiction.” Sen notes that the creativity of “the pranks” IAF members pull on each other was such that they “couldn’t use them on the show”.
Operation Safed Sagar doesn’t mince words when it comes to the Kargil War, using the real names of India’s foes across the border and laying bare the betrayal that led to the two-month conflict. It’s a bold move, one that makes the show more hard-hitting. For the makers, it is all in service of presenting an accurate account of the war rooted in facts. “When there are real names being used on the IAF side, it has to be a unifier across the story,” notes Bami. And reality, as they say, bites.
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The return of romance | Vikrant Massey in 'Musafir Cafe'

In the Netflix series 'Musafir Cafe', Vikrant Massey makes a case for being the ideal romantic hero

Suhani Singh  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:54

 
HEART MATTERS: Massey with Mahima Makwana in a still from the show
Long before he achieved nationwide fame and subsequently a National Award for his performance in 12th Fail, Vikrant Massey had a fandom who rooted for his turn as supportive husband in Balika Vadhu and as the vulnerable Veer in the romantic drama Broken But Beautiful. With the Netflix series Musafir Cafe, Massey returns to the genre to do what he loves doing on screen. “I find it endearing to open up your heart and just be,” he says. “We all have a facade, our defence mechanism is so high because of fear of judgement, but life is far simpler than we think it is.”
In Musafir Cafe, he plays Chander, a nerdy US-returned engineer who falls hard for Sudha (Vedika Pinto). Sudha has plans to move to Mumbai while Chander’s dream is to own a cafe in a hill station. The lovers gradually part ways only to meet again years later, this time at his cafe in Mussoorie, which he runs with his girlfriend Preeti (Mahima Makwana). But ‘has Chander moved on from his first love?’ is the question Musafir Cafe poses.
Massey, who co-produced the series with his wife, Sheetal Talwar, calls creator-writer Sharanya Rajgopal’s script one of the “most accomplished” he has read. “I resonated with her take on lifethere was depth in characterisation and world building. It’s important to me that my characters have dignity and integrity, and all the more in romantic stories,” he says.
For Sharanya, it’s viewpoints like these that made Massey the right fit for Chander. “There was a line in the show that didn’t make the cut: ‘He is a green forest,’” says Sharanya of the actor. Mahima concurs. “It’s his sincerity as an actor,”she says. “It’s so refreshing to see men be broken, beautiful partners to their girlfriend. As women, we want to see that on screen as well.”
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A score for the ages | Symphony Orchestra of India @ 20

The Symphony Orchestra of India is celebrating its 20th year with a dynamic autumn concert series

Nikhil Sardana  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:50

 
STRINGS ATTACHED: The SOI, conducted by Martyn Brabbins, performed at the Jamshed Bhabha Theatre at NCPA, Mumbai, in February 2026
The Symphony Orchestra of India (SOI) marks its 20th anniversary this year with its Autumn 2026 Season at Mumbai’s National Centre for the Performing Arts (NCPA), running from August 16 to 30. Featuring four symphonic concerts and two chamber recitals, the season features chief conductor Martyn Brabbins, conductor Alessandro Bonato and soloists Annelien Van Wauwe, Francesca Dego and Bryan Cheng in programmes ranging from Beethoven and Mozart to Richard Strauss, Wagner and Tchaikovsky.
Founded in 2006 by NCPA chairman Khushroo N. Suntook and violinist Marat Bisengaliev, the SOI is India’s only professional orchestra. “When we established the orchestra, there was a remit from our council, and particularly Dr Jamshed J. Bhabha, that our goal should be to have as many Indians as possible in it,” says Suntook. “Though we might still not have a fully Indian orchestra, a significant achievement is that we have several Indian players of international standard.” He believes the orchestra’s artistic growth has been equally significant. “The orchestra is now able to play advanced masterpieces such as Richard Strauss’s tone poems and Mahler symphonies, accompany famous soloists and perform operas staged by the NCPA.”
The anniversary season continues the SOI’s Beethoven symphony cycle, culminating in 2027 to mark the composer’s 200th death anniversary. “The idea came from our chief conductor Martyn Brabbins,” Suntook explains. “Whenever there is a Beethoven work on offer, the house is almost sold out.”
“We try and balance the great classics with less familiar repertoire,” Suntook says, adding that as audiences develop, the orchestra plans to introduce more advanced works. As the SOI enters its third decade, Suntook believes it stands as proof that “a home-grown orchestra of international standard” can flourish in India.

—SOI’s Autumn 2026 season runs at NCPA, Mumbai, from August 16-August 30
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Long story short | Bengaluru International Short Film Festival 2026

The Bengaluru International Short Film Festival returns with AI, dance films and stories that matter

Deepa Natarajan Lobo  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:46

 
SMALL IS BIG: The audience at a previous edition of BISFF in Bengaluru
The 16th edition of the Bengaluru International Short Film Festival (BISFF) will be held this August at venues such as SUCHITRA, Jain Knowledge Academy, Indian Heritage Academy and Alliance Franaise de Bangalore. This year, the Oscar-qualifying festival received more than 3,300 submissions from 100+ countries. “We saw a lot of films dealing with war and its aftermath, stories centred around children, and narratives exploring crime and morality,” says festival director Anand Varadaraj.
Highlights include La Ligne de vie by Hugo Becker, La Hora Escrita by Coke Arijo, Round and Round by Hayato Otogi, Arun Fulra’s Hudke ki Pyaang Pyaang, Dhol ki Ghamaika, Bandini by Deepti Chawla and Aasmani by Sayani Gupta.
The most interesting additions this year are ‘AI–Machine Made Movies’ and ‘Dancing Lens’. “AI is already changing the way films are being made, whether it’s writing, visual design or editing. We felt it was the right time to acknowledge that shift,” says Varadaraj. The new dance film section, he adds, celebrates “films where movement becomes the narrative. Dance can communicate emotion, identity and culture in ways that words often can’t.”
“Independent cinema gives people the freedom to tell deeply personal stories without worrying about commercial expectations,” he says, adding, “Everyone has a story to tell. However, not everyone gets the opportunity to do so, and that’s where festivals like BISFF become important.”

—BISFF 2026 will be held online from August 6- August 16, followed by its on-ground edition from August 14-August 16
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Bend it like a caddie | Kabir Singh Chowdhry's 'Scrap and Soul'

Filmmaker Kabir Singh Chowdhry's documentary, Scrap and Soul, turns the gaze on the overlooked caddies of elite golf

Sukant Deepak  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:44

 
LIFE’S HANDICAP: Kabir Singh Chowdhry and a poster for Scrap and Soul
Enter a perfectly manicured golf course, and chances are you will see through the caddies. But Chandigarh-based filmmaker Kabir Singh Chowdhry did the opposite. Admitting he came to the sport from a place of privilege, he stresses, “It was the time spent alongside the caddies that really shaped me as a player.”
That old account has now been settled with Scrap and Soul: The Rough Cut Classic, his documentary about the men who know golf courses better than anyone who has ever paid to play on them. Chowdhry didn’t train as a filmmaker, but his debut, Mehsampur, took the Grand Jury Prize in the India Gold competition at MAMI 2018, and later won Best Sound Design and Best Editing at MISAAF and the Diorama International Film Festival.
The shoot in Chandigarh, he says, barely felt like direction. “The camera wasn’t always in my hands.” It was built on years of trust, a shared sense of humour—a film made with people, not on them, thanks to the seed money provided by social scientist Dr Pramod Kumar of the Institute for Development and Communication (IDC). Chowdhry is already moving—deep in prep on his next film, written by Akshay Singh.
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The Listicle

What's hot and happening in the world of art this month

India Today Bureau  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:36

 

CALCUTTA 1990-1993
August 8–September 18 | Emami Art, Kolkata
Opening on August 8, Emami Art presents photographer Kushal Ray’s remarkable visual archive of Calcutta from the early 1990s. Drawn from thousands of negatives, many printed for the first time, the exhibition captures the city’s everyday rhythms through streets, ferries, parks and public spaces. Both documentary record and artistic meditation, the photographs preserve a disappearing Calcutta while reaffirming Ray’s place among India’s most important photographers.

TOUCH THE SKY
Till September 12 | Gallerie
Mirchandani + Steinruecke, Mumbai

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


Curated by Shreya Pate, Touch the Sky brings together artists including Abir Karmakar, Arun K.S., Benitha Perciyal, Nicola Durvasula, Shreya Pate, Sunhil Sippy and V.N. Jyothi Basu to explore the hidden lives of objects within the urban landscape—through sculpture, photography and installation.

SPECULATIVE VISTAS
Till August 24 | Galerie Isa, Mumbai

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


Curated by Pujan Gandhi, Speculative Vistas unites 13 international artists whose works reimagine landscape through memory, mythology and imagination. Inspired by the Indian monsoon as a season of transformation, the exhibition spans painting, drawing and mixed media.

ABANDONED
Till September 12 | Gallery
Threshold, New Delhi

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


This is the final body of work by celebrated sculptor Latika Katt (1948-2025). Created between 2023 and 2025, the exhibition centres on her last sculptural series, where bronze forms are embedded within stone to evoke archaeological relics, forgotten architecture and traces of time, reflecting her lifelong fascination with decay and materiality.

INWARD
Till August 21 | Art
Explore, New Delhi

  
      
              [image: ]





      
  


Inward marks Harpreet Narula’s first solo exhibition, presenting abstract paintings inspired by the painted walls of Rajasthan and Punjab, textile design and the meditative power of repetition. Curated by Vikram Singh, the exhibition reflects the artist’s transition from a textile designer to painter.

— Compiled by Nikhil Sardana
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Beyond the image | Dr Bhau Daji Lad Museum & DAG's 'Histories in the Making: Photographing Indian Monuments'

At Mumbai's Dr Bhau Daji Lad Museum, early photographs reveal how India's architectural history and heritage were framed

Prachi Joshi  UPDATED: 2026-08-07 17:16:33

 
The Meenakshi Amman  Temple in Madurai clicked  by Linnaeus Tripe in 1858
In collaboration with DAG, Histories in the Making at Dr Bhau Daji Lad Museum revisits a period when the camera emerged as an instrument of documentation, scholarship and discovery. Curated by Dr Sudeshna Guha, former curatorial manager and research associate of the photo graphic collections at the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, University of Cambridge, the exhibition presents nearly 100 photographs taken between 1855 and 1920. Negatives, prints and archival material also offer a broader view of the evolution of photography in colonial India.
In the mid-1850s, the Bombay Presidency commissioned the photographic documentation of India’s architectural heritage. Thomas Biggs, followed by William Pigou and Andrew Neill, were the first photographers, capturing everything from the Durga Temple in Bijapur and Rani Rupamati’s Mosque in Ahmedabad to the Chamundi Temple in Mysore; the striking Idol car at the temple of Chamondee (1856) is on dis play. War and travel photographer, Felice Beato came to India in 1858 to record the aftermath of the Uprising of 1857. One of his photographs from Lucknow on display: ‘The Place in which General Neil was killed in the China Bazar’ (1858). The exhibition reveals that photography was never a neutral medium, playing a central role in the colonial production of historical knowledge. The exhibition also spotlights Indian photographers, whose work offers perspectives that complicate narratives of colonial visual culture. These include Lala Deen Dayal, the best-known Indian photographer of the 19th century, whose photographs of the Sanchi Stupa, Ajanta Caves and the palaces of Jaipur and Udaipur feature in this exhibition. Also, noteworthy are Narayan Virkar’s compositions of Raigad Fort that convey the sheer force of Maratha architecture.

—The exhibition is on till August 25
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Q & A with Steve McCurry | The long exposure

Internationally renowned Photographer Steve McCurry at Leica Store in Delhi on his enduring love affair with India and the new edition of his photobook Monsoon

Bandeep Singh  UPDATED: 2026-08-10 12:34:06

 
 McCurry was in India to meet photography enthusiasts, courtesy Leica (Photo: Bandeep Singh)
Q. You have come to India time and again over the decades, producing some of your best-known work here. How do you see the country?
India is a place where you’re constantly learning. Every single day, you encounter things you’ve never seen before. The depth of culture is extraordinary. It expands your mind because you’re always discovering, wandering and exploring.
Q. India means different things to different people. Some are drawn to its chaos, others to its spirituality, its colours, or the emotions of its people. What is your personal India connect?
Many of the things you mentioned resonate with me—except perhaps colour. People often assume that because I photograph in colour, I’m constantly searching for it, but that’s actually not the case. What fascinates me much more is the visual structure of India, its extraordinary lanes. Instead of broad open spaces, you have compressed layers of life.
Q. You’ve documented India’s visual landscape so extensively. Looking back to the India you first encountered in 1978 and comparing it with the country today, what are the biggest transformations?
Some of the changes are obvious. The first thing that comes to mind is that everyone is looking at their phones. Beyond that, people dress differently now. There are vastly more scooters and vehicles. But perhaps the biggest change is what I’d call homogenisation. It’s something you see globally, not just in India.
Q. Is there anything in India that you still feel compelled to photograph?
The Northeast remains enormously interesting to me. I would love to photograph it. Currently, I am here to make some more images of the monsoon to add to a new edition of my book on the same subject.
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N A ‘living will’ lets people
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RAM MOHAN NAIDU
Union Civil Aviation Minister

€6 The core challenge is that regional
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subsidies alone can’t change that »»

KAPILKAUL, CEO, CAPA India & Middle East
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A Higher investment: 328,840 cr. outlay
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What Udan achieved, where itfell short, and
how the revamped scheme aims to fix it

THE UDAN INITIATIVE

N Launched in 2016 to connect smaller
towns and make air travel affordable

N Aerodrome development backed by a
fixed 35,500 cr. budget since 2017

N Operationalised 663 routes across 95
airports, heliports, water aerodromes,
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offset losses from capped fares
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THE CJP AGENDA

A A nationwide outreach
programme, ‘Kya bolti
public’, will be launched
next month to gather
feedback onissues
affecting people

3 With over 60% of
Indians under 35, youth
unemployment will be
made a nationwide issue

N Focus on leaks and
malpractices in PSC ex-
ams, especially in states
like Bihar, MP, UP and
Maharashtra, where the
youth pin their hopes on
government jobs

N Remedying the situ-
ation where education
from the primary school
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affordable. Hitting the
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reviving government-
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A Improving the poor
working conditions of
gig workers, getting
them social security

N Work towards its goal
of a developed India as
envisioned by Ambed-
kar, Gandhi and Nehru
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Our demand for
compensation for the
kin of suicide victims

stands. We will agitate
againif thisisnot met
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RATNA SINGH, 31
Lead, Legal Affairs

ROHAN DESHPANDE, 31
Chief Technology Officer

The Delhi-based law-
yer will be building a
nationwide network of
volunteer lawyers to
protect activistrights,
provide legal aid to
the cadre

VAISHNAVIGAUR, 29
Lead, Research & Policy

Architect of
the CJP’'s digital infra-
structure, including
membership portals,
data security and
digital mobilisation
platforms

== >

YOGESH INGLE, 33

Lead, Finance

The public policy pro-

fessional is responsible
for research and public

audits. Will lead the
CJP’'sreformcharters
and vision documents

Tasked with managing
financial operations,
budgeting, expenditure
tracking and compli-
ance frameworks. Also

incharge of west zone
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MILLION
No. of children across
1.04 million schools
who are served under
PM POSHAN, India’s
expansive midday meal
programme

0000000000000 00000000

MILLION
Eggs served through
school meals every day
across the country,
accounting for nearly 8
per cent of India’s total
egg production

12,750

CRORE
Union Budget allocation
for PM POSHAN in FY27.
It covers 60% of cooking
costs in most states and
90% in the Northeast and
designated Himalayan
states. Foodgrains are
supplied free
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THE GREAT EGG DIVIDE

From daily eggs to vegetarian-only meals, India's school lunch programme differs bl
sharply across states. A state-by-state look at what millions of children eat
STATES/UTs NOT SERVING EGGS
Haryana Punjab Ladakh Jammu & Himachal Assam
Flavoured Kashmir Pradesh o1
milk provided .2 o1 .
asan Pradesh o Sfweskin
dditional Provided onlyin target
Py Baramulla and “"a’akha": areas
i Kupwara districts e
nor Chandigay Arunachal
Ll l Bihar | Pradesh
aiand | 01 || @ouwin
anipur—— specificy ot
Delhi | oniform
i Meghalaya
Gujarat — | || Rajasthan ghatye West
Serves ®schools [ gal
cereals, decide ongg
ey frequency o1
vegetables
andsukhadi ”‘“’"‘*‘""; Odisha
state B
breakfast . °2
izoram
el 27 Telangana
Madhya *3
Pradesh Tripura

Chhattisgarh

Dadra &

Nagar

Haveli

and

Daman &

Diu

Goa

Eggs discontinued;

vegetarian
alteratives

Maharashtra
Eggs discontinued;
12 vegetarian recipes
offered inlieu

Note: Under PM POSHAN, meals are served to children from Bal Vatika
government-aided schools. States may supplement the scheme with eggs, m
their own resources, and the frequency and menu vary by state

°2

Puducherry

62

Kerala

Lakshadweep

.2

imary) to Class Villin government and
. fuits or other protein-rich foods from

Andhra
Pradesh

Andaman
&Nicobar
Islands

.3

Tamil Nadu
*6

Karnataka

| PRIMARY SCHOOL | i UPPER-PRIMARYSCHOOL |
NUTR,T’ON PROTEIN INGREDIENTS PROTEIN INGREDIENTS
UNDER PM 450 12 Grain (100 g), pulses 100 20 Grain (150 g), pulses
POSHAN 209) vegetablos (805),vegetables
keal ' gram (s0g)and il (5 g) keal ' gram (75g)and ol (7.59)
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N Long distance runner
and armyman Gulveer
Singh became the first
Indian athlete to win two
medals—silverin10,000
metres and bronze in
5,000 metres—ina
single edition

A While star athlete
Neeraj Chopra had to
settle for silver in javelin,
compatriot Yashvir Singh
ensured a double podium
finish by taking bronze

N India won its first ever
medal in the challenging
decathlon, with Tejaswin
Shankar bagging a
bronze, after having to sit
out high jump with a knee
issue. He also became the
first Indian to win CWG
medals in two different
disciplines (a high jump
bronze in 2022)
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N A third
successive CWG
gold reaffirmed ¥
Mirabai Saikhom N\
Chanu's status
as one of the
G.0.A.T.s (Greatest Of All
Time) of weightlifting
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A The judokas
were the surprise
package this edition, with
sub-inspector Asmita Dey
going down in the history
books as the nation'’s first
gold medallistin the sport
N She was soon joined
by Harsh Singh in the
honour roll
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N India’s boxers delivered
the lion’s share of the

gold haul. Five of the 7
golds came courtesy
wonderwomenin gloves:
Sakshi Chaudhary, Preeti
Pawar, Jaismine Lamboria,
Priya Ghanghas and
Arundhati Choudhary

N Sachin Siwach and
Ankush Panghal won the
top honours in men’s boxing

N This was not only India’s
best showing in the sport,
surpassing its earlier
record of three gold
medals, but the highest
boxing tally of any

nation in a single edition
of the Games
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INDIA’S MEDAL TALLY OVERTHE YEARS

(Glasgow)

Gold:
Silver:
Bronze:

Total

39

13
17

(Birmingham)
Gold: 21
silver: 16
Bronze: 23

Total

60

(Gold Coast)
Gold: 26
silver: 20
Bronze: 20

Total

(Glasgow)
Gold: 15
silver: 30

Bronze: 19

Total

64

(New Delhi)
Gold: 38
silver: 27

Bronze: 36

Total

101

o

1

o

o

o

o
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India had its best showing
ever in a single edition
across para athletics and
para powerlifting.

ran withan

amputated right arm, beating
compatriot

to seta CWGrecord in
the 100-metre T47 category
at10.71seconds (T47 isa
classification referring to
impairmentinanarm)

Sharmila Dhankar, a
polio survivor who suffered
domestic abuse in her first
marriage, and Soman Rana
won gold medals in shot put
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What surprised
policymakers was the
ingenuity with which

women deployed
relatively modest
sums they received

DeprutyVCM and WCD
Minister, Odisha
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The IIM Sambalpur study
found those aged 31-40 to
be the most entrepreneurial.
The younger ones showed
a stronger leaning towards
investing in skills
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The IIM Sambalpur study
found those aged 31-40 to
be the most entrepreneurial.
The younger ones showed
a stronger leaning towards
investing in skills
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10.2mn  [320,648cr 10,000

No. of . Totaloutgo =  Annual
eligible ! since its . payment for
beneficiaries launch i fiveyears

How Women Use the Funds

25.52% 14.15*

Setup Repay
business loans

——15.38*

Household
expenses
[
Other uses* V4
*Assets, savings and other needs Skill

Source: [IM Sambalpur study development
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The Impact

What the
SBI Research

study says

....................................

64"

take financial
decisions
independently

317

take decisions
jointly with family

59"

reportgreater
confidencein
managing money

87"

say theschemeis
“very useful”
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What the Subhadra Yojanais

Launched in September 2024, it provides
eligible women aged 21-60 with annual
financial assistance for five years to support
livelihoods and financial autonomy
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