


Oil conundrum

India’s energy imports from Russia seem T
l
!

driven by confusion, not strategy
U nion Ministry of Commerce and Industry

(MCI) data on India’s May crude imports
show that receipts from Russia had

g o
e
reached the pre-sanction levels of more than

40%, which is also the highest in two years. °

Though India has defended this as commercially -— —
prudent, its yuan-based payments give China an . c..
edge to internationalise its currency at India’s ex- ! ’

pense, even if it has no bearing on the domestic
strength of the Indian rupee due to strict capital
controls. Oil import concentration from a single l
source, and paying a premium, is risky for India, |
which has long pursued a diversified energy stra- |
tegy. Moreover, sourcing fuel from the Gulf spot {
market amid evolving sanctions has its own risks. !
Secondary sanctions could hit trade channels, ex- !

JARR H &) ?
°
posing Indian refiners to severe supply shocks. . o
ind'srudeimporsfom Rosiasuednne, |y G0N Qa JAPT HAGT (MCI) & SR
b

while UAE shipments were at record levels as re-

finers sought to secure supplies after the Strait of A

Hormuz reopened. However, renewed Iran-U.S. Iré‘ ﬁ‘ w %‘ em m aa-
hostilities have put those flows at risk. And even 2026 a;r

as Venezuela has emerged as a key supplier, in-

creasing and unsustainably high one-country : 3T|'ma' W mm o a' %
concentration could weaken India’s bargaining : r 40 A’ W )
power, reduce flexibility, and erode its credibility ~ * >
as an independent balancing power. ] @’ ﬁ@é’ a‘ aﬁ $r ga%r\ W %

MCI data highlight the price impact: Russian aa; '

imports carried a $46-per-ton premium. Import
value surged 83% amid a 2% fall in volume, likely k

diminishing Indian refiners’ margins on refined ) * ag —1& w ( Pre - $anct|on level ) %
products using Russian crude. While spot pur-

chases have enabled refiners to capture dis- -

counts of up to $10 per barrel on Russian Urals k W qga w l

crude relative to Brent during some periods, after i

February this year, narrowing discounts, weaker '\I
product cracks, and geopolitical risks have mod-
erated gross refining margins. India must strike a
balance between having long-term stable con-
tracts with multiple producers, and selectively
using the spot-market to mitigate the procure-
ment risks. Until the Russia-Ukraine conflict,
nearly 70% of India’s crude imports came
through long-term contracts, particularly from
West Asia. True, India cannot overlook the diplo-
matic costs as Russian energy dependence risks
sanctions. When Russian crude was cheap be-
cause of discounts on account of the Ukraine war,
India reduced imports under U.S. pressure; now
when it is being sold at a premium because of the

Iran war, India is moving back to Russian crude.
India must expand its strategic petroleum re-
serves to cushion temporary disruptions. Wheth-

er it increases or cuts down Russian oil imports,
India seems to make decisions that are far re-
moved from any sense of strategic autonomy.
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Insular incentive
Ethanol-blended fuel should not be
forced on consumers irrationally
T he Indian government’s policy to conti-

nue producing E20 petrol at a cost higher
than that of pure petrol when oil prices
dip under $70 a barrel to “compensate farmers
adequately” is a deceptively well-formulated pro-
position. Most feedstock for the fuel-blending
programme is from sugarcane, one of India’s
most water- and fertilizer-intensive crops, mainly
grown in water-stressed Maharashtra and Karna-
taka. Whether the policy’s net economic benefit
remains positive will depend on the gains from
lower crude imports, environmental improve-
ments, and higher rural incomes outweighing
these additional costs. Efficiency also remains a
concern. Consumers — including people who are
poorer than sugarcane farmers — pay more at the
pump, oil marketing companies procure ethanol
at the administered price, distilleries buy feed-
stock, and only then do farmers receive higher
prices. Higher feedstock prices also do not ad-
dress most reasons farmers have lower incomes,
such as post-harvest losses and limited market ac-
cess. Crucially, if the government rewards every
unit of ethanol irrespective of feedstock, the pol-
icy will favour whichever feedstock has the lar-
gest installed base: sugarcane. Instead, the objec-
tives should include resource efficiency and food
security. The state could invest in irrigation and
logistics and institute revenue-sharing arrange-
ments with ethanol producers and cooperatives.
India has encouraged maize and grain-based
distillation capacity has expanded rapidly, pe-
riodically allowed ethanol to be produced from
the Food Corporation’s surplus or damaged rice
holdings, and has supported commercial plants
using agricultural residues such as rice straw un-
der Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas
schemes. Maize and millets are less thirsty but
maize still demands significant fertilizer inputs
while millets produce less fermentable starch per
hectare. Sweet sorghum is less water-intensive
and has a shorter growing season than sugar-
cane. Lignocellulosic biomass such as rice and
wheat straw, maize stover and groundnut shells
can also support second-generation (2G) ethanol.
2G ethanol from agricultural residues can avoid
using cropland for fuel, reducing competition
with food crops and addressing stubble burning.
It is more expensive and technologically de-
manding but that is a better problem to solve,
with proactive policymaking. The government
could pay a premium for ethanol produced from
residues, subsidise equipment and infrastructure
to collect and store crop residue, facilitate con-
tracts between aggregators and distilleries, and
provide viability-gap funding and offtake agree-
ments. Ultimately, ethanol policy should not be
independent of agricultural policy. And import
substitution is no excuse for consumers being
forced to pay more for lower-mileage fuel than
pure petrol.

— JARIR H & ?
HRAd IR 20% wsiter fAfda

IS (E20) &1 dgar & EF ¢ |
e 9T TE & & = 3yshian

Lq?ﬂs'mzzo&aae?rwaﬁa%?




@Mﬁrmfj
sfaRe arer

o E20 YT FEM YgT ¢

o F3 argell H Aol
FH BT Tl 2|

o YN 3Hfelh BT

eFR HA g ag P!

B4

| §geR fwey : Rda A (26) vérma}\

gsﬁaaa\eﬁ%@mam
° @Il?l’ﬂgm

f“rwa?rwmar%tf?

o PN 3@ e Tl Hr Ferar < |

o 2G TATA FIA H fAAY e |

o P @AY FAEVr g AW fAHRIT W |

o TR vd RfReRt & e ey sgazar
Hotgd @ |

o UdATr AMa B FY Ay F T FAT
Folt Ay F w7 F GHlia & |
wﬁﬂaﬁwaﬁﬁﬁa’maqﬁ g

o




APRIHD T&T

ﬁ

X E20 & Hf¥& &g

X e X foolRar

X S JHhe

X @rel YT | g

X Iusirarat @3 sifaRe
afdfes &g

r‘g@mﬁ ~ JHRIHD 987
% E20 : 20% Udfer + 80% AgeA v dd Ia H FH

* 1G uddle : T vd FrEme & fafdfa | vV feaet @ s # gfg

* 2G Udder : Y Ay vd HMAd HuX V FEd Icdold A Ft

* Cddie ior Fdwma (EBP) : Woie A uddid v T srdferaTer @ aw
e dd 3T FH FRA T4 WGEUr

| wR A e G | (%]

e upsc/uppcs * foe 7@y fig |

> E20 AAfd > 2G TdtE > AT dAE > M > Ivhe Ra

L-—):rz’fwﬁﬁzr—rr > FY sEdy > Fol JET > I G > Jad RERT




Five crore Indians wait when the courts take a break

he Supreme Court of India and the
major High Courts are on a summer
holiday break, i.e., shut down with
some vacation Benches functioning to
hear urgent matters. However, shops, markets,
eating places, government and private offices,
hospitals and police stations do not cease to work
even though their staff enjoy personal leave. On
the other hand, somewhere in an Indian jail
tonight, a man who has been convicted of
nothing is finishing another year behind bars, his
trial still ongoing and perhaps years away from
ending. He is one of the roughly three in four
prisoners in this country who are undertrials:
unconvicted, presumed innocent, yet serving
time anyway — often longer than the sentence
they would have received had they pleaded
guilty. And as you read this, the courts, the public
institutions that hold the fate of the poor in their
hands, are functioning at only a fraction of their

strength.

A three-century backlog

From June 1 to July 12, the Supreme Court is on its
summer break, sitting with three or four Benches
a week instead of a full court and resuming in
earnest on July 13. The doors are not bolted;
urgent pleas are still heard. But for six weeks, the
most powerful court in the world’s most
populous democracy idles.

Now hold that against the number it is meant
to be fighting. As of the last day of 2025, more
than 5.39 crore cases were pending in Indian
courts: over 4.76 crore in the district courts, 63.6
lakh in the High Courts, and more than 92,000 in
the Supreme Court itself, its heaviest load in over
30 years. A government study once calculated
that, at the present pace, clearing the pile could
take three centuries.

Three centuries. And the Court takes the
summer and winter vacations off.

To be fair, the judges deserve it. The recess is
when reserved judgments finally get written,
when the brutal daily cause-list eases enough to
think.

Vijay L. Kelkar

Vice-Chairman of
the Pune
International Centre

Pradeep S. Mehta

Secretary-General of
CUTS International
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When courts
rest together
for vacations,
crores of
litigants across
the country
wait longer
for justice

Last year the Chief Justice of India and his four
senior-most colleagues worked clean through the
first week of the break. Indian judges are among
the most overworked in the world. This is not an
accusation of laziness; no one who has seen a
judge’s docket could make one.

Because that is precisely the point. When the
people doing the work are exhausted and the
backlog is biblical, what conceivable logic shuts
the whole shop at once? Not that judges rest —
which they should — but that almost all of them
rest together, so the institution goes quiet for
six-plus weeks every year. And the habit is a
colonial hand-me-down: the calendar was built
for English judges who could not stand the Indian
heat and retreated to cooler climes each summer,
then enjoyed long Christmas holidays in the
winter.

In 2024, the Court announced a fix: it renamed
the “summer vacation” as “partial court working
days”. That was it. The number of days it actually
sits — about 190 days in a a year — did not change.
You cannot rebrand your way out of a backlog; a
litigant whose case is stuck does not care what
the recess is called, only whether his matter is
heard and disposed of.

Justice needs court continuity

So what would actually help? The first answer is
one the judiciary’s own watchdogs have urged for
years: do not abolish judicial rest; stagger it. A
parliamentary standing committee in 2023
objected to “the entire court going on vacation en
masse”, and proposed the obvious: rotate the
leave, keep the Benches full, and never let the
court run thin. A hospital does not empty its
wards because its doctors are owed time off; it
builds a roster. The Law Commission and the
Justice Malimath Committee said the same, long
ago. They were not enemies of the courts; they
were trying to save them from themselves.

The standard objection is that all this is a
sideshow: the real disease is vacancies, not
vacations. It is true that courts are starved of
judges, with up to a third of High Court seats

lying empty. But the objection boomerangs. If the
Bench is already running at half strength,
thinning it further for six weeks every summer is
not a defence of the recess; it is the strongest case
against it. And while filling those seats depends
on the government and the collegium and will
drag on for years, the calendar is the judiciary’s
to fix. One reform needs permission; the other
needs only will.

Beyond courts, towards solutions

Staggering the leave, though, only treats the
symptom. The deeper fix is to keep disputes out
of the courtroom in the first place; it was never
meant to be the first stop for every quarrel, but
the last. India already has the tools. Lok Adalats
settled more than 2.59 crore cases in a single
national sitting last December, and over 23.5
crore in three years. The Mediation Act of 2023
now nudges parties to attempt settlement before
going to court, and arbitration can take
commercial disputes entirely out of judges’
hands; yet these routes remain badly underused.
But none of this happens on its own.

The country has a reservoir of experience it
scarcely draws on: its retired judges, who spent
their careers mastering this very machinery and
step down, still in full command of it, at 62 or 65.
Their expertise need not retire with them. Albeit
many of them do function as heads of
quasi-judicial bodies and tribunals. Freed from
any daily docket, a dedicated corps of former
judges could be invited to take up a single
targeted charge: identify where cases pile up, set
public targets for their disposal, and account for
progress openly. Reform that belongs to everyone
belongs to no one.

The judges will keep working through the heat,
as they always do. The honest demand is not that
they stop resting, but that the courts stop closing
ranks and falling silent at the same moment,
because justice, for five crore Indians, is not on
vacation. It is overdue.

With contributions from Anushka Kewlani of CUTS
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The making of Israel’s retreat into isolation

Israel was that Europeans of Jewish origin

persecuted and ghettoised, deserve their
own state where they can live like other “normal”
nations. For much of its history, Israel sought to
escape the isolation that marked Jewish existence
in Europe before the creation of the Jewish state.
One of its goals was to transform Israel from a
besieged regional outlier into an increasingly
accepted member of the West Asian political
order, a goal made very difficult if not impossible
because of the expulsion of almost two-thirds of
the Palestinian population from the territory that
became Israel. However, through peace treaties
with Egypt and Jordan, quiet understandings with
Gulf monarchies, and ultimately the Abraham
Accords, Israel appeared to have broken out of its
strategic ghetto.

T he primary justification for the creation of

A war’s global fallout

Now, Israel seems determined to reverse that
achievement. Through the unrestrained exercise
of military power in Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, and
Iran, and through its relentless expansion of
settlements in the West Bank, it is steadily
recreating the very isolation from which it once
sought to escape. The result is a country that is
militarily stronger than ever but politically more
isolated than at any time in recent decades.

The principal cause of this growing isolation is
the belief among Israel’s current leadership that
military superiority can substitute for political
strategy. The devastation of Gaza has become the
defining symbol of this approach. What began as
a response to the Hamas attacks of October 7,
2023, evolved into a campaign that much of the
world views as collective punishment on a
massive scale. Images of destroyed
neighbourhoods, displaced populations, and
mounting civilian casualties have profoundly
altered global perceptions of Israel.

Israel’s actions in Iran and Lebanon have
reinforced this trend. The repeated resort to
military force beyond its borders reflects a

Mohammed
Ayoob
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the author most
recently of ‘From
Regional Security to
Global IR’ (2024)

Israel’s isolation
is no longer
imposed; it is
increasingly
self-inflicted

doctrine that prioritises immediate tactical gains
over long-term strategic consequences. While
Israel has demonstrated impressive military
capabilities, its attacks have also intensified
regional instability and generated resentment
among states that are forced to absorb the
political and economic consequences of
escalating conflict.

This is particularly evident in the Gulf. The
Abraham Accords were founded on a
convergence of interests among Israel and several
Arab states. Economic cooperation, technological
exchange and a shared security concern about
Iran created a basis for normalisation. But the
success of the Accords depended on an implicit
assumption that Israel would act with sufficient
restraint to make continued cooperation
politically sustainable for Arab governments.

That assumption has been severely
undermined. The destruction of Gaza and the
ethnic cleansing of much of its population has
generated enormous anger across Arab societies.
Israel’s attacks on Iran have further complicated
matters by exposing Gulf states to risks that they
never sought. These states may share concerns
about Iranian influence, but they do not wish to
become collateral victims of Israeli military
adventures. The result is a growing gap between
the strategic calculations of Gulf rulers and Israeli
priorities.

An alliance under strain

The deterioration of Israel’s relationship with the
United States is even more significant.
Washington increasingly finds itself paying the
diplomatic and economic costs of Israeli actions
while exercising limited influence over Israeli
decision-making.

Recent tensions surrounding the U.S.-Iran
memorandum illustrate this dynamic. Reports of
sharp exchanges between Washington and
Jerusalem over the agreement culminated in
United States Vice-President J.D. Vance’s
unusually blunt rebuke of Israeli criticism.

“Donald J. Trump is the only head of state in the
entire world who is sympathetic to the nation of
Israel at this moment in time,” Mr. Vance
declared, adding that if he were a member of the
Israeli cabinet, he might not be attacking “the
only powerful ally that I have anywhere left in the
entire world”.

The significance of the remark lay not merely
in its criticism of the Benjamin Netanyahu
government but in its clear acknowledgment of
Israel’s international isolation. The dispute is not
merely about Iran. It reflects a deeper concern
within the U.S. administration that Israeli policies
are complicating broader American strategic
objectives in West Asia. The widening daylight
between the two allies does not mean that the
partnership is ending, but it does indicate that
unconditional American support can no longer
be taken for granted.

The return of isolation

Perhaps the most self-defeating aspect of Israel’s
current trajectory is its policy in the West Bank.
Settlement expansion has accelerated to the point
where the territorial basis for a viable Palestinian
state has disappeared. Simultaneously, attacks by
Jewish settlers against Palestinian communities
have become increasingly frequent. Reports that
such actions often occur with the protection or
acquiescence of elements within the Israeli
security forces have further eroded Israel’s
international legitimacy.

By making a two-state solution impossible,
Israel is replacing a political problem with a
permanent system of domination that much of
the world finds morally and politically
reprehensible.

History offers a striking irony. Zionism sought
to ensure that the Jewish people would never
again live isolated behind walls of fear and
hostility as they did in Europe. But contemporary
Israeli policies risk producing a modern version
of that condition. The difference is that this
isolation is no longer imposed; it is self-inflicted.
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Why has China banned helium exports?

Why is helium emerging as a strategic resource? How vulnerable is the world to a helium supply shock? Why is it considered a critical input for future
technologies? Why is storing and transporting helium so expensive? What makes it so hard to replace?

EXPLAINER

Vasudevan Mukunth

he story so far:
On July 10, the Ministry of

Commerce and General

Administration of Customs,
China, has temporarily but immediately
banned helium exports from the country.
As of 4.30 pm IST on July 10, Beijing had
not published any other information as to
why it took this step now or its scope.

Is China a major helium producer?
China imports more than 80% of its
helium needs but produces only around
1.6% of the world’s helium. The export
ban follows an extended period of supply
strained by Russia’s export restrictions —
where the Prime Minister needs to sign off
on shipments through 2027 — and supply
risks tied to heightened tensions in West
Asia.

The world’s major helium producers
are the U.S. (meeting 43% of total supply),
followed by Qatar, Russia, Canada, and
Algeria. In 2024, the U.S. privatised its
Federal Helium Reserve and, selling its
assets to the Messer Group and no longer
buffering shocks such as those due to the
U.S.-Iran conflict.

The next year, the U.S. House
Committee on Oversight and Government
Reform launched an investigation into
Messer’s Chinese interests, stoking the
risk of tit-for-tat measures. Which China’s
latest export ban could be.

After the U.S., Qatar has been meeting
33% of the demand, especially in Asia.
After the conflict with Iran escalated, as
medical chemist and Science columnist
Derek Lowe put it, “one-third of global
helium production is now literally bottled
up behind the Strait of Hormuz, a much
higher percentage than world oil
production [where the situation is bad
enough already)].”

In this light, China’s new export
restriction could preserve the country’s
helium supply for its domestic chip

by a few companies worldwide. GETTY IMAGES

manufacturers and its medical sector.

How is helium obtained?

Helium is the second-lightest element,
after hydrogen, and is not manufactured.
It is a non-renewable resource generated
deep in the earth’s crust, where the
radioactive decay of uranium and
thorium atoms emits alpha particles,
which capture electrons to form helium
atoms.

Over millions of years, this helium
migrates into the same reservoirs of
natural gas, and they are extracted
together. This said, natural gas is not
processed to isolate the helium from it
until the latter makes up at least 0.3% by
volume.

But once it does, the gas is isolated
using the fact that it has a different boiling
point.

Some operators also recover helium
from LNG plants and from the air but
these quantities are too low to matter to
the global demand. Helium for
commercial use is usually at least 99.997%
pure.

Helium can only be transported in vacuum-jacketed stainless steel vessels that are manufactured only

What is helium used for?

Helium has an extremely low boiling
point - negative 269°C — and does not
participate easily in chemical reactions.
These are good properties for a coolant
that needs to cool the magnets in MRI
machines, the silicon wafers in the
semiconductor fabricating industry, and,
increasingly, some of the devices used in
quantum computers. Its small atoms
mean the gas escapes easily through gaps
that might be too small for oxygen or
nitrogen atoms — so engineers use helium
as a leak-detector.

Helium is also used in the process of
drawing optical fibres to rapidly and
uniformly cool molten glass and to
displace oxygen or nitrogen from forming
bubbles inside the material. Spaceflight
organisations like ISRO, NASA, and
SpaceX use helium to pressurise fuel
tanks in rockets. Research and the
tourism sector in many parts of the world
also use helium to inflate balloons and
airships.

According to the U.S. Geological
Survey, laboratory use-cases account for

22% of the demand for helium, followed
by controlled atmospheres and
semiconductors (17%), lifting gas (17%),
MRI scanners (15%), aerospace (9%), and
detecting leaks (5%).

How much does helium cost?

In June 2026, the spot price for highly
pure helium in Northeast Asia had
reportedly spiked to $150-205 per
thousand cubic feet, almost double what
it was in late 2025. At least one major
supplier, the U.S.-based industrial
supplier Airgas, has invoked force
majeure and tacked on surcharges of
$13.50 per hundred cubic feet to existing
contracts. Liquid helium is by default
expensive to store and transport because
helium only liquefies at -269°C.

In fact, the helium supply chainasa
whole is cost-intensive because
purification, storage, and transport are
each expensive and technically
sophisticated. A mid- to large-scale
purification and liquefaction facility will
require more than $100 million while
smaller ones can cost around $10 million,
thanks to the need for corrosion-resistant
alloys that can withstand ultra-low
temperatures.

The gas can be stored in underground
salt caverns, which reduce leaks
significantly — but these formations are
rare and developing a new one can cost
more than $200 million. It can also be
stored as compressed gas or cryogenic
liquid. The former typically costs up to
$10 million to build while bulk cryogenic
liquid storage systems generally need
between $0.5 million and $20 million
depending on capacity. Then there are
the operational expenses.

Finally, helium can only be transported
in vacuum-jacketed stainless steel vessels
— which are manufactured by relatively
few companies worldwide, including
several Chinese ones.

Finally, the contractor transporting the
containers must also ensure they are
delivered before the holding time expires,
after which the helium will start boiling
off into the atmosphere.

THE GIST

The export ban follows an
extended period of supply
strained by Russia’s export
restrictions — where the Prime
Minister needs to sign off on
shipments through 2027 — and
supply risks tied to heightened
tensions in West Asia.

]

Helium is an important coolant
in the semiconductor
fabricating industry, where it
removes heat from silicon
wafers.

b, 4

The helium supply chain as a
whole is cost-intensive because
purification, storage, and
transport are each expensive
and technically sophisticated.
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How DDCs changed local

governance in J&K?

What is at stake in the debate over local democracy in Jammu and Kashmir?

Tikender Singh Panwar

The story so far:
he restructuring of Jammu and
Kashmir’s political and
administrative framework
through the constitution of
District Development Councils (DDCs) has
remained the subject of legal and
constitutional debate. Formed in 2021, the
DDCs completed their five-year term on
February 24, 2026. With no fresh
elections held and local government
institutions remaining largely inactive in
recent years, questions have resurfaced
about the relevance of the DDC model.
Introduced as a mechanism for direct
local democracy, the DDCs are viewed by
supporters as a step towards grassroots
governance, while critics argue they have
impeded rather than strengthened
democratic decentralisation in the region.

What do the 73rd and 74th
Amendments provide for?
One of the core arguments presented for

the abrogation of Article 370 was the need
to fully integrate J&K with the
constitutional framework applicable to
the rest of India.

A central element of this argument was
the introduction of the 73rd and 74th
Constitutional Amendment Acts, which
provide for elected rural and urban
bodies. This integration was intended to
ensure regular, mandatory elections and
empower grassroots democracy.

How is local governance structured?
The standard constitutional framework
operates on a clearly defined multi-tier
electoral system where citizens directly
elect their local representatives:

Urban areas: Municipal Corporations,
Municipal Councils, and Nagar
Panchayats.

Rural areas: A three-tier structure
comprising Gram Panchayats (Village
Pradhans), Block Development Councils
(BDCs), and District-level bodies (Zila
Parishads).

Mandated under Article 243ZD of the

Constitution, the District Planning
Committee (DPC) is envisaged as a
coordinating body that brings together
development plans prepared by
panchayats and municipalities and
integrates them into a comprehensive
district-level plan.

Unlike an independent executive
authority, the DPC is intended to function
as an institutional mechanism that reflects
priorities generated by elected local
bodies and facilitates bottom-up
planning. In this sense, it is designed to
strengthen democratic decentralisation
by aggregating local mandates rather than
exercising authority over them.

However, while the constitutional
framework assigns a key role to DPCs in
district-level planning, their functioning
has been uneven across the country, with
many remaining largely inactive, barring
a few exceptions such as Kerala.

How do DDCs differ from DPCs?
The DDCs were established in J&K
through an executive order rather than a

legislative process. While the government
presents DDCs as directly elected bodies
that strengthen grassroots democracy, it
is contended that the model contains
major contradictions within the
governance framework.

Critics argue that the DDC structure
bypasses existing institutions such as Zila
Panchayats and urban local bodies.
Unlike the DPC, which is intended to
aggregate development priorities
emerging from lower tiers of government,
the DDC functions as a parallel
administrative authority with executive
and developmental powers. This blurs the
relationship between the electorate and
the actual exercise of power.

The key distinction is that the DPC
seeks to strengthen local democracy by
consolidating mandates generated from
the ground up, whereas the DDC operates
from above, competing with lower tiers of
governance and functioning as an
instrument of centralised bureaucratic
control rather than democratic
decentralisation.

The DDC structure raises concerns
about unequal representation. The
allocation of seats across districts does
not adequately reflect variations in
population, thereby diluting the principle
of uniform political weight.

For instance, Srinagar, with a
population of roughly 12 lakh, and
Kishtwar, with around 2.5 lakh residents,
are allocated the same number of DDC
members. This creates an imbalance
where the political voice per capita is
drastically skewed.

The DDCs are being compared to the
“special purpose vehicles” used in Smart
City projects. They create an illusion of
decentralisation, but act as capital-driven,
bureaucratically managed structures.
Since DDCs can easily jettison legislatively
approved local initiatives, they function as
a governance substitute rather than a
governance supplement.

The creation of 280 DDC members
across J&K has established a form of
parallel ‘parliament’ in disguise.
Historically, in politically fragile regions,
central authorities have often sought to
weaken provincial or State-level
assemblies by backing district-level
entities.

With the J&K State Assembly absent or
weakened for years, the DDC framework
has allowed key functions and financial
powers that would ordinarily rest with
elected legislators and local panchayats to
remain concentrated under Union
administration control.

What is the way forward for local
democracy in J&K?

Genuine local democracy cannot be
reduced to an administrative or legal
exercise; it is fundamentally a political
question. True decentralisation requires
the restoration of the DPC model
envisaged under the 73th and 74th
Constitutional Amendments, ensuring
financially empowered and grounded
local governments accountable to the
State’s electorate, rather than an
administrative architecture serving
centralised union control.
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