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Invisible epidemic: why air pollution
is India’s largest health threat?

ble:

air quality crisis is both widespread and deeply entrenched: the scientific evidence is overwhelming, and the health impacts are undeni
country must now recognise clean air as a fundamental right essential to equitable growth and a non-negotiable national priority

Sudheer Kumar Shukla

ir pollution in India is no longer
a winter irritant confined to the
northern plains. It has become
a persistent, nationwide public
health emergency that affects every
demographic group and nearly every
organ system. Across the Indo-Gangetic
plain, and increasingly in fast-growing
urban centres elsewhere, dangerous
concentrations of particulate matter are
shaping disease patterns, slowing
childhood development and silently
reducing life expectancy.
India’s air quality crisis is
widespread and um»plv l‘nlr(‘m m d. Of
the 256 cities monitored in 2025, 150
exceeded the national PM 2.5 standard as
per a report by the Centre for Research
on Energy and Clean Air. For most urban
tesidents, breathing unhealthy or
hazardous air is now a routine part of the
year, The Indo-Gangetic plain remains the
worst affected. In 2025, Delhi recorded
Tevels of 107 -130 pg/m*
's 24-hour limit of 60 ug/m®
and the World Health Organization
guideline of 15 pg/m.

Flawed index, outdated ceiling

India’s official Air Quality Index (AQD)
continues to cap values at 500, although
real-time pollution levels in Delhi and
other cities often exceed this threshold.
‘The cap — introduced over a decade ago —
was intended to avoid public alarm and
was based on the belief that health

-yond 500 would be uniformly

Gasping for ai

Air pollution in India s no longer a winter iritant confined to the northern plains, it has become a persistent, nationwy

platforms mlLlp&e all extreme pollution
into one “severe” category, even as
international trackers such as IQAir
routinely show values above 600 and
occasionally beyond 1,000. Experts have
repeatedly pointed out that India’s AQI
relies on outdated thresholds and
instruments, and that the scale requires
recalibration, removal of the upper cap
ised monitoriny

gency

Respiratory illness: Respiratory
illnesses remain the most visible
consequence of toxic air. Nearly 6% of
Indian children now suffer from asthma.
Clinical data from AIIMS reveals that
modest 10 pg/m? increase in PM 2.5 can
cause a 20-40% spike in paediatric
emen.enqv visits for respiratory distress.

d to high pollution levels

‘The health burden of toxic air is stark.
According to the Air Quality Life Index
(AQLD of the University of Chicago’s
Energy Policy Institute, nearly 46% of
Indians live i regions where air pollution
cantly reduces life expecl:mL) In
Delhi, current PM 2.

3Imw 210-15% reduction in

SyStem. SUSHIL KUMAR VERIA

Air pollution contributed to
nearly two million deaths in
2023, as per the latest State of
Global Air Report, primarily from
cardiovascular disease,
stroke, COPD and diabetes

— a deficit that may persist into
adulthood. Among adults, COPD, chronic
bronchitis and recurrent respiratory
infections are increasingly common,
especially for those iving near roads,

intoa loss of more than eight
when measured against WHO s
Across northern mu |Iw lo«m range
between 3.5 ven ye:

"The mortaliy toll s aqually wor Tying.
In 2023, air poliution contributed to
nearly two million deaths nationwide, as
per the State of Global Air Report, 2025,
primarily from cardiovascular diseasc,
stroke, COPD and diabetes.
Pollution-linked mortality has risen by
43%since 2000, the

l\eurolog:xcal impacts: ]‘mcrg\ng

ific evidence shows that

pollution affects the brain as wmu»ly as
itaffects the lungs and heart. PM 2.5

can cross the blood-brain
barrier, triggering neuroinflammation and
oxidative stress. Studies from Indian cities
link pollution exposure to poorer
academic performance, impaire

‘memory and slower cognitive

cumulative effects of long-term exposure.

What PM 2.5 does inside the body
Cardiovascular harm: PM 2.5 particles
penetrate deep into the lungs, c
the bloodstream and provoke

studies in India show an 8% increase in
annual mortality for every 10 ug/m rise in
longterm PM 2.5 exposure. Elevated

arthythmias and ischemic stroke. Ina
country already struggling with high

ar dis es, polluted air
acts as a potent, invisible accelerant.

]

among children.
alprysisrd

e public health

now essential, which should include the
following aspects:

Transport transformatior
Large scale electrification of buses, taxis,
auto-rickshaws and two-wheelers; shifting
freight from diesel trucks to rail and
electric fleets; real-world emissions
monitoring; and the introduction of
low-emission zones and congestion
pricing.

Air pollution in India ti

ial I Strict
luti 1 (s anda

social and economic i

Lower-income communities often live

damx o emission hotspots — major
roads, i

of p
phased transition from coal-based
processes.

Tones and andhs. Chien m et
neighbourhoods spend more time
outdoors and are therefore more
exposed. Poor housing, limited access to
clean fuels and inadequate healthcare
exacerbate vulnerabilities. During winter,
States such as Delhi, Punjab, Haryana,
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar frequently record
“severe” or “hazardous” AQI levels
(CREA, 2025), where the poorest bear the
heaviest bure

Public discussions often focus on
stubble burning or Divalifreworks.

va
35-49% higher risk of dementia for every
10 yg/m* increase in PM 2.5. Reviews in
Environmental Health Perspectives (2024)
suggest that polluted air accelerates brain
ageing through vascular injury and toxic
metal deposition.

Maternal and neonatal health: High
PM 2.5 exposure is associated with
preterm births, low birth weight,
stillbirths, and heightened neonatal
‘mortality. Women living nea
roads, industrial sites or waste-burning
hotepotsareespectally winerable These
arly pacts have longter
consequences, deepening health

intensify pollution,
they are not the root cause.
Source-apportionment studies
consistently show that year-round
structural contributors — vehicular
emissions, industrial processes, dust from
construction and demolition, informal
waste burning, and hmr chold biamass
use — drive’ line
Seasonal factors |n||)ly worsen an
already dangerous situation.

‘The National Clean Air Programme
(NCAP) has initiated

landatory
dml suppression protocols, mn Iosum
norms and mechanised sweeping.

Waste-management reform:
Segregation at source, decentralised
treatment, biomethanation and scientific
landfill remediation to eliminate open
burning.

Health-system integration:
health-centred fr amew\)rk should

on real-time AQI, lungfunction testing
within schookhealth programmes, and
screening for COPD and cognitive decline.

A fundamental right
India must recognise clean air as
fundamental right essential to npumhlp
growth. The scientific eviden
overwhelming, and the Ile:lllh lmpatn
are undeniable. Protecting clean air must
now become a non-negotiable national
priority - anchored in science, driven by
public health, and executed with urgency.
(Dr. Sudheer Kumar Shukla is an
scientist and

but its targets remain modest and
enforcement weak. Therefore, a
health-centred, multi-sectoral strategy is

expert. He currently serves as head think
tank at Mobius Foundation, New Delhi.
sudheerkrshukla@gmail.com)

THE G

India's air quality criss is both
videspread and deeply
entrenched. Of 1h: 25
monitored i
exceeded the naunmﬂ PM25
standard s per 2 report by the
Centre for Research on Energy
and Clean Air.India's official Air
Quality Index (AQi} continues
10 cap values at 500, although
real-time pollution levelsin
Delhi and other cities often
exceed this threshold.

v

The health burden of toxic air
is stark. According to the Air
Qualiy Life Index {AQU) of the
University of Chicago's Energy
Policy Institute, nearty 46% of
Indians live in regions where air
pollution significantly reduces
Ife expectancy

“The National Clean Air
Programme (NCAP) has
initated some improvements,
butts targets remain modest
and enforcement weak.
Therefore, a health-centred,
mult-sectoral strategy is now
essential

91 WU YRd & fore aad iR warea @av &l 3
1. TS 3R TEXTS A WST §3IT APhe

o 2025, 256 FRF! fory MU =ERI B F 150 7 AT PM2.5 AFHI 1 IR FR ferm
o faeht &1 AH PM2.5 (107-130 pg/m?) HRA &1 HIL SIHT &1 8-9 THT 3R WHO & fe=mfa=r &1
T 9 TR
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o AQI 500 TR BT arafaes TR &I gurdt g, 37 &1 &) JuIdit | STet arafdsd T9g T 600-1,000
D IR IR A &I
2. YR W= 9
Sita=T year=m |
o fawett: > 8 el weiig g1 M|
o IRl YRd: 3.5-7 el Wl Y|
g &¥: 2023 & Y 2 FAfera Aid arg Uguur 4 JE1 § - 2000 & §IE ¥ 43% &1 Iig |
T e gag v, AredieSt, sreyd), Kids, AYHg, JRIStored f[ddR |
3. YUTTRIRTa &ffd &1 agif=ies waTor
Teg gadt yura

o PM2.5 3T , TRIGRIY, TH3ME — UM Yo — Iaq9are & U exal g |
o HRAH WER & LTl § Udl Iadl ¢ [ Ufd 10 A /et Mex & gfa R aife gog e # 8%

&l Jf ge o

T GUTT
o 6% T AT Y UifSd
o TR Icr S ffdredn SuTdabTat= sl & 10 ug/m?® &t 3G — 20-40% &1 g

o oS JHY dh TUH H 3§ J 91 § Bhs! B &HdT 10-15% db HH G I g |

RAITed TUTT
o PM2.5 "RIZUAHHE, FHHS RTGC — Iad-ARKTSH F18T 6 UR BT 7 |
o df¥® SFHM: URA 10 ug/m? IS & 35-49% SHfAH AU SifaH|

AT 3R TeTd YT

o YUY Y Ugd oI, 9 & YUY HH Io, d S, 3= UgHUT dTdl &3 § Faeild G & 3aTdaed ¥4
T 3 B

o 4. YATaRUIg SRHEFA

o Y A I TS Uy fRyd

o I YA dlell G5
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o dsfra

o Ao glewie

o R THHTT 3R WS WHT UHH & 34 d TG Ugd Hadl I deTdl g

5. TFERE FIFAR (M T F W)
o Aol SgY AR fearel Sffa=raTs!t a7 TRIeH SIAM WR o %d Bid g, Qo 1 HR ATGHand! grat
A B
o dTgl A B aTel Ao
o SN ufshary
o fAmiu/fasy ya
o SFIUTIRG HTRT Ml
o ORI BT STINT
o gl feome fawean
o HgH uRkfRufeat aw MURYd Ydhe b asl Bl

PTG a1 PRIPHH (TTHIEd)
o R 3R IR & HE Aomell § 8 JuUR|
o dfd:
o &I UM (20-30% UIH & &) |
o HHGIR FaaH|
o YA SfR-IHT TG |

IR AQl rHaTS

o 500 TR TS o5aT T, TR HeAsi & fyur

o SMYMHH WRA-ATUIRT RIS BT IUANT HReh T: SHTeh B! HaqHhdl 5 |
TP WIRA-$Hied, 95-8 it & war e gFn afee?
1. URkag Fqe

o &I, o, aifel, qrafgan arg-i &l faggdie<ur | deit |

VISHV UMIYA FOUNDATION INSTITUTE FOR CIVIL SERVICES (VUFICS)

C/0. RADIANT SCHOOL OF SCIENCE , KH - 0, STHAPAN - 2 FLAT, KH ROAD, GANDHINAGAR - 382421, GUJARAT.



DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS sl | ©® r.a;nm]

| unva | Q5o seces

o S ¢l U AT gals ®I Xa/3daed s A IR B |
o HH Ido &, Higurs e Ryl
o TRAAE g1 & I BT FRMT

2. 3ifenfre 3iik Suit TspHuT
o UguU-fd=0T Tefiifeal &1 v UacH |
o SN ufssarell # HIad ¥ TRUMEG U I TpHUT|

3. fAtor ok =e S e gurR
o 3IFar Yd-gH YuTe |
o fHafu wetl & fow a18 & AFdS |
o TRIHIFHd TETs SR fawy yd & Al

4. JURTY-YS§Y= FUR
o A HIR DI TAMT GG B
o TJYFHRUI
o fadbdipd Ul
o SRARIN/ARIMAYARM

o dFA® defhd SUAR

5. FTdoI-1p T YUTTFerdl § aRg I[UTaIT Bt TDIpd HIAT

o TRAGH THT THRGSTS & YR W R WRia Wy qag |
o PR & bhe-ThaRH WhiHT|

o Traftra WelidiEt 3R IFMTET® FRTae Whif|

o 3 U I & H Uil Ty Ad1 hl Toled BT

VISHV UMIYA FOUNDATION INSTITUTE FOR CIVIL SERVICES (VUFICS)

C/0. RADIANT SCHOOL OF SCIENCE , KH - 0, STHAPAN - 2 FLAT, KH ROAD, GANDHINAGAR - 382421, GUJARAT.



DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS mm e .Nsr.m]

IIIIIIII CES

AT

YR 1 a1g UGWUT Hehe dael TaaRUNg HeT 8 &; I8 o= & - Fad 9971 3R Had A1ush Hraold
TR WRT 2 | T TV §: UET g1 Siia Umen &1 H o I8! §, A7 &b Ue &l 947 PR ¢ @l 8, 3R
HHGR GG BT A FU F THUM Ugdl X! ¢ | WD 8al B 34 T Hiferd ISR IR I famm™
YT al & =0 § A1 ST 911e T, forads fog ufvaes, S, Ffur, safRy vee ok grawi-ie Wy &3
o depTd, fagm-Tanferd SiR THfad HRals &t SMawadhdl §| Had Uh WRG-dhisd, g-8319 VB &l
fawTeRT SNRIA & <rsh 1 IS Thdl & SR YR & foT U QRfard, sifies g Hidsy Rigd X gl
gl

Uy: FUfaRad ¥ ¥ & A1 YR & aig UgWUl Tahe & Ay | "IgiaRulid SHHar [sg DI Joxl !

RS HAT 62
(a) ITHTTT & X & Bt g H 31w TgNUT BT T HRd & |
(b) TRIE JHET! Y IOl gicdle B! IR U J HTaTIHdT Bldl 8 3R I I= W SRaH} b

SIHA] aorAl Yodl %l
(c) 3R GRER PM2.5 & TR H 34fieh N1 od B
(d) UGHUT Had gl Bl THIfAd el § 7 [ aa%! o

31X b)

UY: YR DI g T[UTad Gabidh (TRISHTR) UGHUI &l ardided THRAT &l Udh e H fatha gdl
TR IR D HHSIR BT g | MAIATHD 91d B | (150 o)
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HHlcd gc W 3R 3¢ HI5H RIHUT™) fadge®, 2025 T IT goNT-URd HIN0T 3R goT, ST a1 &
DI HSHH & 3539 Y [T 7T ST B! SURTY FFT 5| STafdh ZR0aT AR THg! & AP d6d Jarig,
TAd YT 3R Al a1 W 9 Fidrsif o =i 8, vRaifad S Tad U, FauTd s, aRearad
AR 3R AT & Hfa® B! TomRy & IR H 1R Jare I g1 Jurgea § ad four m g &
e, AHditd RIF &1 & I & Told, T HI I & faar iR ifiaafad & fre T=ied e

3T HHSIR P Jhdl gl

=1 g1 T ¢ g foe Rarereug

1. Y® 3R 3RYY TRYTITE

o fadme avg &) fpaft off eiftyeufdd & w0 & gy P=ar & &
"SGR TIe, SR, T, ol a1 gHiaAT &1 SR §-dT |
o WaTd, YUT, R, GHiaH, 1 gl ao o "gaiusyul fga" S Meg ST

o 3RUY IR HfRIIRP AT bl AHET BT 8, 9T 770 &7 3

2. 1Y T RT GEUANT HT S EH
o 3IHT Y Ul I g [ TRBIR SRR oI ST Bl e o forg T

O

O

@)

04 gde e B

g & fore SIg sl ]

BT BT ITART HR & |

ufaeft <= Afed ®s Aidba |, Jifagul fhfersd=t THd® fariy el &t
Tget faRreh & =u # e % | ffyd fear mn R

o HRA ¥, IWEIE, gUUIY, URT 66 T (MR SN I &1 3HclTd BT gouanT
< § P omue wfeaal o $9 sRR s9 R o g&ar gl

3. Hie[aT ST o Ued @ & vafw @

2T 3R IPUA b WR! A e & ot YRd & g T g1 Bs UaUH &
SMSURI &1 ¢RT 153T, 295T, 505(1), 505(2)

SHufafAfa sifefaas

Playing to the gallery
Karnatakas hate crimes Bill is
a threat to free speech

ood intentions do not necessarily lead to
G good outcomes, and it is important to re-

call this lesson of history in the context of
the Karnataka Hate Speech and Hate Crimes (Pre-
vention) Bill, 2025. Its pious objectives are more
likely to lead to unintended horrors against free
speech and individual liberty, and blatant misus-
es of state power. The intent of the proposed law
is to define and penalise hate speech and hate-
motivated acts that incite disharmony, hatred or
violence against individuals or groups based on
various protected characteristics. The corrosion
of public spaces in free societies is indeed trou-
bling, and governments, policymakers and the ci-
tizenry are justifiably concerned about this. Indi-
viduals and communities are targeted for their
religion, race, sexual orientation, caste and gen-
der through public platforms, particularly social
media. There is a certain impunity from law that
purveyors of hatred are guaranteed. They are of-
ten rewarded with political power and social in-
fluence. Starting with prejudice against fellow hu-
mans, hate speech is fuelled by misinformation
and fake news oftentimes. Speech, prejudice and
hatred create a vicious cycle, sometimes leading
to violence against groups and individuals. Kar-
nataka has more than its share of all these, and
the State government must have thought that a
specific law is the way to tackle this.

Such attempts around the world are creating
more problems than they resolve. Restriction of
speech on any ground is a bad idea, and when an
agent of the state is authorised to determine what
is allowed and what is not, it is a slippery slope. A
case in point is how law enforcement in several
western countries cracks down on peaceful pro-
Palestinian speech as anti-Semitic. Most of the at-
tributes that such laws, including the proposed
one in Karnataka, are trying to define are indefin-
able concepts such as harmony, hate, enmity and
ill will. All agree in principle that no one should
spread hate or prejudice, and they go on to ac-
cuse opponents of doing it. Considering the ines-
capable subjectivity in this determination, the
powerful prevail. The Bill defines hate speech as
any expression (spoken, written, visual, electron-
ic) made in public view to deliberately cause inju-
ry, disharmony, enmity, hatred, or ill will against
a person or group with a prejudicial interest,
which is so sweeping and totalitarian that the risk
of misuse will be manifold compared to any so-
cial good that can be achieved through this. The
only reason why speech ought to be controlled in
a free society is the imminent threat of violence,
and existing laws are more than enough to tackle
such situations. The Karnataka government is
playing to the gallery. And it is playing with fire.

3sct AT & WaY: 39 UHR, U Y3} dRe ¥ 741, 0% BT S99 ¢ |
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o SITEE 19(1)(a) fNfEd Pt TadAdT B TMRCT &l g1 3D 19(2) & dgd Ifad ufdee Mg § -
AferT Had T WY 3R T Tk BT SURYTT T, "gHITT" BT SRAY JHGAT g1 | JUeHd § Th

Al diae® Rigid UR YBTR STl T §:

o & & 31 Ty & fomT U0 DY UfAaEId H1 Sgaare & HHSR Sl § SR JArdra! ygrad o
AoTgd BT 7

5. fael THId & TOITY AT P a1 IHdT &

o Fifds "THRA" 98 & SITdl! § Sl Iod 34| ARHT Rl §, BT 8l Tobdl o

o PR b AAraD] DI U PRI ¢

o ISIfcr ot DY ey

o 3MeUIBHD ATl bl e Y

o B faaRY BT SURTER ST : U8 SN YHTE ANbdiAD Faa- Bl HHAR Bl 6|

ISP fidrd: afye T8
o Y TR W, vz v ! [T F1 & TaN R Il Us 9id §:

o J UG 989 P! HEY §1d g

o J B Udad B AP fFapreh= 2fed 3 &

o T Sfaffed WRaTHS NeHTd I T IR R & hisd Hd ¢ | SUTGs 1 | Hel 1 ¢ fob ardidd
T - 311 THanal & YAd HRA & Tog HUT B At e § Ufaed aRome gt Iad
gl

T Hferd RS0 T 8 Wb 22
o S ANl & T, HRd B! AMBT:
o Tt ®T I FIR fhT T HFH Had dHt AR SN & ST HTS0T o1 g & e, Rig ey gran g
o HRGR! AU & T WA A e
o Ud-YTYUT T B Holgd BT, qd-uiid, Hifear werd|
o SRUY ST B AN HRA & Folrd HIS[Gl B! BT SgaR HaaH|
o WA o G HRUN DI FITAd HAT: SHHT, Tld a1, ASHiddb Yol
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HTeed gun uRTY fadas, grerifes Iy fiarsh § ORd @, A g 1 sifoes ok Haure wu 4 Wi
fYSIfGT & GHA &1 U FIYH §- 1 SIIAH & | TP SRTY sgTact!, IS GIART 3R HfIuRe RS
R YR R 38 gouaT & fa sifaRide=id St § | didhaal ®l dhad 39 UVl &I FRIfT &1 a1feq
S fe&n &1 Wy, oMad WaRT Ul Rl g1 Afdddr iR faaR & S 991 &1 TN &b, [a8ad 34
TS BT HHSIR PR Ahdl ¢ oD & B BT ] a1 1 51 39 312 H, I "TIert & forg @a 3@

2" - JoHIfae =0 I HTHYS AfbT AP Y T WP - 3R 0FT B H, "3 I "ol g Jbdl gl

Y : Hlch YUl IRIY fG8T®, 2025 BT ST AHE HTH R AP T &, Al 59 Sy, 3ifd-
TRTEHHRTT 3R FRABRT Sk & SIRGH & TR A 1S F¢71 <1 81 3ig=de 19(1)(a) 3R 3Tg 19(2) &
dgd 30y Ufdeel o HeH § 31 ggi W a9 $1|
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Is the falling rupee a cause for alarm?

Gl
Madan

Sabnavis

Chief Economist
at the Bank of

[ PARLEY |

ver the last few days, the rupee
exchange rate has fallen below 90 a
dollar and has largely stayed at that
level. Now, with Parliament running,
alot of the discourse on this has been political.
However, from a policy level, it is critical to
understand the economics behind the fall. Why

ee

1don't think we are in asituation where we
need to be alarmed. We are the worst
performing currency in the last three
months, maybe. But if we take a two-year
horizon, then I think other than the Korean
currency, all other emerging market

large importer. And therefore, during any rupee
weakness, we have to shell out more rupees.
And there could be some additional expenses
that need to be done by companies that are
importing. And if the demand holds, then to a
very small extent, there could be some bit of
imported inflation too, but it may not be very
large. So we can't really say whether it is
benefiting India or not because different
segments of the economy get impacted

Baroda is the rupee falling? Is it falling worse than other currencies have possibly depreciated against | differently.

currencies? Does the fall hurt or help the Indian the dollar much more than the rupee.

economy? And finally, is this a cause for alarm? RANEN BANERJEE 1s the falling rupee alarming and should the

Madan Sabnavis and Ranen Banerjee answer RBI step in or let it fall?

these in a conversation moderated by TCA

3 Sharad Raghavan. Edited excerpts: MS: Every time the rupee reaches a new low,
Do you feel that there is any benefit to India there is a tendency for a certain amount of
Ranen = Why is the rupee falling? from a falling rupee? g]aym. .f\nd ifthe rupee is going down and there
Banerjee o 7 . 7 is little interference from the RB, there would
Banerjee Madan Sabnavis: It is falling for a variety of GETTY IMAGES MS: The only benefit which we would be getting  be a natural tendency for this to become
Partner and reasons. The first is that the fundamentals are on account of the falling rupee is more self-fulfilling and the rupee will fall further. But
Economic definitely negative. When I talk of fundamentals, may influence some sentiment of the portfolio theoretical in nature. When I say theoretical, in terms of internal dynamics, the currency
:‘”‘SS‘E’TH':ZUW I am talking in terms of a higher trade deficit, investors, who may be withdrawing from the economic theory says that when the rupee should not be a major worry. From the point of
wC Indi

possibly a higher current account deficit, and
the movement of FPIs (foreign portfolio
investments), which have tended to be negative
rather than positive. These are the fundamental
factors and these also get reflected in terms of
our forex reserves coming down

But I think the factor which has been driving
the rupee down is more on the tariff front,
where there were expectations that there would
be a deal between India and the United States.
That seems to be on the anvil, but still has not
quite taken place. I think that is the reason why
the sentiment has turned in the other direction.

In this entire business of the rupee
depreciating, a critical factor which sort of
maoderates the level of fall of the rupee has been
the intervention of the RBI (Reserve Bank of
India). Now, we have seen that the intervention
of the RBI in the forex market has tended to be
limited. It does look like the fall of the rupee is
within the acceptable limits of the RBI, though
we should say upfront that the RBI maintains it
is not defending any rate, but is out there to
check any excess volatility in the market. These
are the reasons why we have seen the rupee
crossing from ¥87 to ¥88 to ¥89 and now T90.

Ranen Banerjee: The rupee is falling for two or
three reasons. The primary one is ongoing
portfolio outflows, which are increasing the
demand for dollars. Second, our import growth
has been higher than the export growth. And
that also boosts the demand for the dollar. The
current account deficit has been higher. So
think it’s the demand and supply of dollars and
how much the RBI releases from its reserves to
meet the demand. The uncertainty on the tariff
agreement creates a forward-looking challenge.
And it may impact the economy also. So that
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Indian market. But I don’t think that is the key
reason why portfolio investors are withdrawing.
I think the key view that the investors are taking
is that the valuations are higher and that they
could have a higher return in other economies
by deploying that capital in the immediate term.
So, that is influencing portfolio flows. And of
course, the uncertainty on the trade front adds
to that sentiment.

Does a falling rupee indicate a weakness in
the economy?

MS: Definitely not. Because if you are looking at
the overall state of the economy, if you go by the
performance on the GDP front, it has been fairly
remarkable, the kind of growth rates we have
seen in the first half of the year. So, 1 don’t think
it has anything to do with the real economy. The
balance of payments is fairly robust. The RBI
Governor had also pointed out that affordance
reserves are covering 11 months of imports. So, 1
don’t see any problem out there. It is more of
the sentiment that has been driving the rupee
downwards.

RB: [ don't think that there has been any
structural change in the economy that is
influencing the rupee. The fundamentals are
very strong. We are having robust growth.

. The monetary policy is quite
The rate cuts have been done.
lidation is in place. Capital
expenditure is going on. The government is
adhering to the fiscal roadmap that it had laid
down. So I don’t think structurally anything
major has changed. It is my belief that it is more
transient factors that are impacting this (fall of
the rupee), rather than structural factors.

depreciates, your exports gain a competitive
advantage over the other countries. From the
point of view of exports, if other currencies are
not depreciating, but the rupee is depreciating,
maybe around 4-5%, which we have seen in the
current calendar year, this is an advantage for
our exporters. The higher tariffs that have been
imposed by the U.S. could be negated to a
certain extent by the price competitiveness that
we get on account of the rupee depreciation.

Imports will become more expensive. Every
commodity which we are importing is going to
become more expensive by 4-5%. But purely
from the point of view of inflation, if you look at
the components of the CPI (Consumer Price
Index) and what really gets affected on account
of imports, our calculation shows that 5%
depreciation on a sustained basis could push up
inflation by something like 0.3-0.4%, which is
not really very high. And given the fact that
inflation is at an all-time low in India, this should
not be a major worry for us.

RB: The exporters may be happy that they are
having a better realisation. And also, they may
be happy that given some of the tariff
headwinds, our products may become a little bit
more competitive. If you look at, say, services,
services exports is a very large segment of our
economy and it has been doing very well,
growing very fast. So companies that are
exporting services are going to have better
bottom lin rupee terms. Who knows, they
may be willing to share some of those benefits
with their employees as higher bonuses. And
then that may lead to further support for
consumption. So, there are various channels
through which benefits could come.

But then there are downsides also. We are a

view of exports, no alarm. From the point of
view of inflation, no alarm.

But I think what is a worry is that when we
have such a volatile currency, it becomes a bit
difficult for both exporters and importers to do
business, because normally we expect the rupee
to be stable. The rupee should actually be
appreciating, given the fact that the dollar is
weakening. So, to that extent, I think it is
definitely a disruption for us, especially for
those who are in the business of importing
inputs. But it is not going to rock the overall
economic performance of the economy.

There may also be some pressure on the fiscal
balance, but we will have to wait for the revised
budget figures to understand the extent of the
impact. There would definitely be some
problem even in terms of fertilizer imports. But
we don't expect that to actually upset the fiscal
arithmetic too much.

RB: [ don't think we are in a situation where we
need to be alarmed. We are the worst
performing currency in the last three months,
maybe. But if we take a two-year horizon, then 1
think other than the Korean currency, all other
emerging market currencies have possibly
depreciated against the dollar much more than
the rupee. So, we must not forget that we almost
had a flat exchange rate for over 12 months prior
to the last six months. So I don't think that there
is need for alarm.

'g To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com
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At COP30, China’s tea-infused
fabric and India’s austerity

Pavilions are where countries set up cultural displays that tout their
commitment to sustainable development and clean energy

Jacob Koshy

‘ ‘ aybe it is just the magic
of the panda,” Lian-
tong Zhou told me in a
paroxysm of laughter,
seriousness, and bemusement.

Something strange was happening at
the Chinese pavilion in the Hangar Con-
vention and Fair Centre, the venue of the
COP30 climate talks in Belem, Brazil.
These pavilions at the annual United Na-
tions conference are where countries set
up cultural displays that tout their com-
mitment to sustainable development and
clean energy. They are also venues for pa-
nel discussions and seminars, and pro-
vide opportunities for bureaucrats, mi-
nisters, and businessmen to network.
They are like temporary embassies
where all the countries mark their pre-
sence over the fortnight of talks.

What marked the Chinese pavilion
were the queues. On all days, Ms. Zhou
told me, people had been lining up for an
hour, sometimes two or three times a
day, for ‘gifts’. These freebies included
baubles, pens, caps, panda figurines,
candles and soft toys — every day tourist
ware — and were outwardly unexception-
al. There were bigger panda soft toys and
coffee mugs as well, but these were not
free and had to be bought. And those
were not exactly flying off the shelves.

I asked Ms. Zhou if she would endure a
two-hour wait for similar stuff back home
in Beijing. She gave me a diplomatic
chuckle — she worked at the Environ-
ment Ministry and was only volunteering
at the pavilion — and did not let her offi-
cial mask slip. “Most of these are metal
but some of them are made of tea,” she
explained. “Bags?” I asked. “No, they are
dissolvable, tea-infused fabric and recy-
clable. Once you are done with them, you
can drink them.”

Other pavilions too had their draw:
there was free Colombian coffee and Aus-
tralian cakes, but no long lines. Here, in a
microcosm, was geopolitics at play. China
was the manufacturing powerhouse of

the world and everyone at its pavilion
was lining up for a piece of whatever the
Chinese were giving away. This was no
longer the country that, once in the pop-
ular imagination, was linked to plastic ar-
ticles and toxic paints. ‘Metal, ‘recycla-
ble; and ‘eminently desirable’ was the
aesthetic the pavilion exuded.

At COP30, the U.S. was absent. It was
where countries such as China, India,
Iran, Saudi Arabia — or the Like-Minded
Developing Countries, as they are called
— steered the conversation away from
ending fossil fuel to concerns such as
adaptation and the money needed to bet-
ter fortify against a heating globe. From
the European perspective, these coun-
tries, with their refusal to set hard dea-
dlines on phasing out fossil fuels. are
stalling progress, though it is also com-
mon knowledge that without China’s rare
earths, solar cells, and batteries, an oil-
and-coal-free planet is an opium dream.

In contrast to the Chinese pavilion, the
Indian pavilion was austere. ‘In-
dia@COP30’ was displayed amid the red,
orange, and green. India may be the third
largest solar producer in the world, but a
little over 70% of its actual electricity
comes from coal. There were no queues
because there was nothing to give away. It
was nearly always empty except for visits
by members of the Indian delegation.

“See these chairs?” Ms. Zhou conti-
nued, pointing to elegantly crafted woo-
den ones. “Tomorrow evening, when the
pavilions close, we are going to give them
all away. We shipped these in from China.
We have committed them to a local NGO
but anybody who wants them can take
them away for free, if they line up.”

However, the next day, shrieks rent the
pavilion. “Fire! Fire! Everyone clear out,”
UN marshals bellowed, herding us all
through the exits. A short circuit in the vi-
cinity of the Africa pavilion had razed
large portions. The venue was sealed.
and shut for the day. I wondered if some-
body had grabbed those chairs.

Jjacob.koshy@thehindu.co.in
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avings shift reshapes India’s markets

Domestic savings are replacing foreign institutional money, boosting stability but exposing new investors to uneven participation and higher risks; booming
markets mask access and performance problems, underscoring the need to fix asymmetry and strengthen investor protection

ECONOMIC NOTES

Saumitra Bhaduri
Shubham Anand

significant transformation is

under way in India’s capital

markets. Domestic household

savings are now replacing
foreign institutional money. This is not
just a change in numbers — it is a shift in
market power. Indian equities are less
exposed to the unpredictable swings of
global capital, which is positive for
stability. However, there is a challenge:
millions of new retail investors are
stepping in, and not all of them are
prepared for the complexities ahead. As
India aims for “Viksit Bharat 2047,” the
question is whether stability built on
unequal participation and limited returns
supports inclusive growth.

The rise of domestic money

The latest NSE Market Pulse report shows
Foreign Portfolio Investor (FPI) ownership
of Indian equities at a 15-month low of
16.9% and 24.1% in the NIFTY 50.
Meanwhile, domestic Mutual Funds (MFs)
are hitting new highs quarter after
quarter. Systematic Investment Plans
(SIPs) are bringing in record inflows, and
individual investors, through direct
holdings and MFs, now own nearly 19% of
the market, the highest in over two
decades. Domestic savers are now the
market’s anchor. They are helping reduce
volatility and giving institutions a
“flight-to-stability” option, as seen in the
NIFTY 50’s surge in October.

This market ownership shift has a
corresponding impact on the policy
landscape. The Reserve Bank of India
now enjoys greater flexibility, thanks to
domestic inflows and record-low inflation
— CPI inflation eased to 0.3% year-on-year
in October. With less reliance on FPI
flows, the central bank can prioritise
stimulating bank credit growth and
managing the growth-inflation trade-off,
rather than defending the rupee from
capital flight. Yet, this policy space is not

guaranteed; it could quickly evaporate if
household confidence falters or if market
downturns disproportionately impact the
most vulnerable. Without careful
management, this shift risks becoming a
source of future instability.

Boom in primary markets
Further reflecting the confidence in
domestic capital, the primary market is
booming. Seventy-one mainboard listings
this fiscal year have raised over 31 lakh
crore. This surge is supported by a strong
appetite for capital formation: in the first
nine months of FY25, Indian companies
announced investments exceeding ¥32
lakh crore, a 39% increase over the same
period last year. Notably, the share of
private participation in these
announcements has risen to around 70%.
However, beneath this growth lies a
more complex reality. The celebratory
narrative around MFs and retail
participation often skips a key point: the
quality of financial advice and how wealth
is distributed. A concerning trend can be
observed in the IPO market. Companies
like Lenskart are commanding sky-high
price-to-earnings multiples. Mamaearth
and Nykaa have seen similar trends.
These examples raise questions about
whether market exuberance is outpacing
fundamentals and whether retail
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investors are being exposed to excessive
risk.

Financial literature provides some
answers — investing doesn’t guarantee
better returns. This dynamic is
highlighted in the so-called “performance
problem” in finance, where most active
fund managers struggle to consistently
beat the market after accounting for risk
and fees.

Unequal outcomes
The consequences of this structural
inefficiency are direct, impacting how
wealth is distributed across society. When
new equity wealth is concentrated among
upper-income groups — as seen in higher
MF participation in areas with formal
financial access — market stability may
inadvertently accelerate wealth
inequality. The recent decline in
household equity wealth by %2.6 lakh
crore in the last quarter is particularly
concerning. If these losses are
concentrated among new, vulnerable
investors, the promise of inclusive growth
rings hollow. Moreover, concentrated
benefits dampen aggregate demand, as
high wealth concentration often leads to a
lower marginal propensity to consume.
One can argue that increased retail
participation is a sign of democratisation
and will naturally lead to better outcomes

as markets mature. But without
appropriate safeguards and education,
new investors may face higher risks and
losses. Market corrections are a normal
part of investing, but when losses are
concentrated among inexperienced
investors, long-term trust in markets can
be damaged.

Fixing asymmetry

Addressing these challenges requires
more than just increasing the volume of
savings. The current financial system
must confront the “access asymmetry
problem.” This means shifting the focus
from simply disclosing information to
actively protecting everyday investors.
Key steps include incentivising lower fees
and promoting passive, low-cost
investment vehicles.

With active schemes holding 9% of the
market and low-cost passive funds only
1%, lowering expense ratios and educating
investors on indexing are crucial steps
toward solving the “performance
problem.”

Deeper structural issues also demand
attention. As promoter holdings in the
NIFTY 50 reach a 23-year low of 40%, it is
vital to ensure this reflects healthy capital
raising, not opportunistic disinvestment.
Strengthening corporate governance and
transparency is necessary to safeguard
long-term value for domestic savers.

Equally important are data-driven
interventions. Using gender- and
location-specific data can help identify
gaps in access and outcomes, enabling
targeted policies that bring more women
and underrepresented investors into the
financial mainstream.

The market’s new foundation is
promising, but the imperative now is to
shift from simply attracting funds to
proactively deepening institutional
integrity and broadening financial
literacy. Navigating the asymmetries
inherent in financial deepening is no
longer a peripheral concern; itisa
fiduciary imperative.

Saumitra Bhaduri is a Professor, Madras
School of Economics, Chennai; Shubham
Anand is a PhD Scholar
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Domestic household savings
replace foreign institutional
money, giving Indian markets
stability but raising concerns
about unequal participation
and limited returns for new
retail investors.

v

Access asymmetry and unequal
outcomes emerge as key
challenges, making investor
protection, lower fees, passive
investing, and stronger
governance crucial.
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The stark reality of educational costs in India

rticle 21A (86th Amendment, 2002) of

the Constitution of India provides the

Right to Free and Compulsory

Education for children of ages six to 14
years. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
expands this vision to cover children from ages
three to 18 years, thereby extending the goal of
universal education from pre-primary to higher
secondary (Class 12). The NEP aims to achieve this
universalisation of school education up to the
secondary level by 2030. Although education is
meant to be free, many students still attend
private schools, where substantial fees are
charged. In addition, due to several reasons,
many students also go for private coaching,
which adds to the financial burden.

Given the constitutional guarantee of free
education, how expensive is basic schooling in
India? How much do parents actually spend to
send their children to school — an obligation that,
in principle, lies with the government as
mentioned in the Constitution? The NSS 80th
Round (April-June 2025) survey, on
“Comprehensive Modular Survey: Education”,
offers the latest data to explore these questions.

Enrolment trends in schools

At the national level, 55.9% of students are
enrolled in government schools, 11.3% in private
aided schools, and 31.9% in private unaided
schools. Enrolment in private schools is much
higher in the urban sector than in the rural
sector. Among the total schoolchildren in urban
areas, 51.4% are enrolled in private school, while
this share is 24.3% in rural areas. However, the
gender gap in private school enrolment is
relatively small — 34% of boys and 29.5% of girls.

In the rural sector, children are enrolled more
in government schools than in private schools.
Private school enrolment is 28.1% in pre-primary,
25.9% in primary, 21% in middle and secondary,
and 25.8% in higher secondary. In contrast, in the
urban sector, the share of children enrolled in
private schools is much higher — 62.9% in
pre-primary, 55.3% in primary, 49.8% in middle,
44% in secondary, and 42.3% in higher
secondary. As education levels increase, private
school enrolment declines in urban areas.

When compared with the earlier round of the
NSS Survey on Education (75th round; July
2017-June 2018), we observe an increased share of
children enrolled in private schools. In rural
areas, the share of children enrolled in private
schools increased from 20.9% to 25.9% in
primary level, from 16.7% to 21% in middle level,
and from 17.3% to 21.1% in secondary level. In
urban areas, the share of children enrolled in
private schools increased from 50.5% to 55.3% at
the primary level, and from 41.8% to 49.8% at the
middle level. This rising enrolment in private
schools is leading to the increasing costs of
education.

Enrolment in government and private schools
is closely linked with educational expenditure.
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The survey asked whether students had to pay
any course fee. In rural areas, 25.3% of
government school students and 98.2% of private
school students reported paying course fees. In
urban areas, 34.7% of government school
students and 98% of private school students
reported paying course fees.

The survey reveals that for fees per academic
year in government schools, rural fees range from
¥823 (pre-primary) to ¥7,308 (higher secondary),
while urban fees range from 31,630 (pre-primary)
to ¥7,704 (higher secondary). In private schools,
rural fees start at ¥17,988 (pre-primary) and go up
to ¥33,567 (higher secondary), while urban fees
range from 326,188 (pre-primary) to 349,075
(higher secondary).

When these figures are converted into monthly
terms, the financial burden of private schooling
becomes even more apparent. [n rural areas,
monthly expenditure on private schooling ranges
from 1,499 for pre-primary to 32,797 for higher
secondary. In urban areas, these figures rise
significantly, from 2,182 to ¥4,089. When
compared to the Monthly Per Capita Expenditure
(MPCE) from the Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey (HCES) 2023-24 survey, it is
evident that the cost of private schooling at the
pre-primary level is roughly equivalent to the
monthly income of the poorest 5% of households,
while the cost at the higher secondary level aligns
with the MPCE of households in the third income
decile. This stark contrast underscores the
financial strain that many families face in
accessing quality education.

Incidence and cost of private tuition

The survey collected information on whether a
student was taking or had taken private coaching
during the current academic year. In this survey,
information on private coaching was collected
separately and not as a component of
expenditure on school education. The survey
found that 25.5% of children in rural areas and
30.7% in urban areas take private coaching. In the
rural and urban sectors, the proportion of
students taking private tuition increases as we
move from lower to higher levels of education. In
rural areas, it is 10.7% at pre-primary, 21.6% at
primary, 29.1% at middle, 36.7% at secondary,
and 33.1% at higher secondary. In urban areas, it
is 13.6% at pre-primary, 26.6% at primary, 31% at
middle, 40.2% at secondary, and 44.6% at higher
secondary.

The average expenditure on private coaching
per reported student during the current
academic year is higher in the urban sector than
in the rural sector. It is 313,026 in urban areas and
¥7,066 in rural areas. The average expenditure on
private coaching increases as we move from
lower to higher levels of education. In rural areas,
it is 3,980 for pre-primary, ¥4,825 for primary,
6,043 for middle, 38,616 for secondary, and
13,803 for higher secondary. In urban areas, it is
5,815 for pre-primary, ¥7,947 for primary,

210,765 for middle, 316,415 for secondary, and
322,394 for higher secondary.

Research shows that higher household
income, better educated parents, and urban
residence are strongly correlated with a greater
demand for private tuition. Studies also observe a
positive and significant effect of private tutoring
on students’ learning outcomes.

Consequently, parents who place a high value
on education and possess the financial resources
are more likely to invest in private tutoring for
their children. Thus, the tendency to seek private
tuition is particularly higher among students
enrolled in private schools. Although private
schooling charges relatively high fees, many
teachers in private schools are underpaid and
often underqualified, which leads students to rely
on private tutoring for academic support.
Further, some scholars argue that private tuition
has also become a symbol of prestige among
families.

Strengthen publicly funded schools

The findings of the NSS 80th Round Survey
highlight the stark reality of educational costs in
India. Despite the constitutional guarantee of free
education, a significant proportion of students,
(24.3% in rural and 51.4% in urban), attend
private schools that require substantial fees. With
private tuition further burdening household
finances, education is becoming increasingly
unaffordable for many families, particularly those
from lower-income backgrounds.

This trend is not only exacerbating inequalities
in access to quality education but also
threatening the very principle of basic and
universal education. As government schools face
declining enrolment, children from economically
disadvantaged families are being pushed into the
private education system, often at the cost of
significant financial strain.

Additionally, the growing private tuition
phenomenon contributes to widening learning
inequalities, where the wealthy have an
undeniable advantage over disadvantaged
households. Thus, strengthening the quality of
learning in publicly funded schools can arrest this
trend.

Addressing these challenges requires urgent
reforms. Strengthening the quality and
accessibility of government schools is paramount
to ensuring that education remains a right, not a
privilege. A 2024 study by economists Ankush
Agrawal, Parul Gupta, and Debasis Mondal
published in The Journal of Development Studies
finds that private tuition is negatively associated
with school quality indicators. This implies that
students at ‘better’ schools rely less on tutoring.
Thus, strengthening the quality of learning would
help bridge the widening gap between students
from different socio-economic backgrounds. It is
only through these efforts that we can move
toward achieving truly equitable and inclusive
education for all children in India.
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