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Grand ambitions

India’s cooperative sector can serve as a
worker-centric model of development

ypercompetitive business models that
l—l dominate the economic lives of people

have undesirable social consequences.
The cooperative model offers an alternative, al-
beit with its own imperfections. India’s Ministry
of Cooperation, which completed five years on
July 6, is a bold experiment in harnessing the po-
tential of this approach. Traditionally confined
largely to agriculture, cooperatives now have the
opportunity and a requirement to expand into
other sectors, particularly services. Coopera-
tives, by their very character, are relatively small-

scale and fragmented; organising them, and con- ~ o
necting them to the broader economy that dis- ?
proportionately rewards hyper-scalers is a *

. e A . o .

balancing intervention — an economic, political
and social imperative. The Ministry aims to trans- m W _\a. ﬁw 3:”.% -\’T’mﬁia;
form the cooperative landscape by bringing poli- g r\, I

cy coherence across agriculture, dairy, fisheries, ® 6 ﬁaﬁ 202 6 %r m

banking, housing, consumer cooperatives, and 3ﬁ—\’- %a— ﬁ- tﬁ- %— %-Q- m
exports. This requires collaboration with States mﬁa‘

and national federations, capacity building, wise W % 5 a'é: l? g‘g‘ l

use of digital technology, and market linkages. -\Kq -\a' aa'r%a'

Primary Agricultural Credit Societies (PACS) are W !
the foundation of rural cooperatives. Through a 5 A
reformed legal framework, they have been empo- ﬁ- 3@8-;{ ﬁ- jﬁ' m',a'
wered to undertake over 25 business activities, L4 % aﬁ’ﬁ-

transforming them into multifaceted institutions . 2
delivering many economic services in rural India. * L J é%a; m ﬁw-r

The Ministry has facilitated new national-level W Q-a- ﬁﬁﬁ ‘qq- aaf l w L ]
multi-State cooperative societies, expanding mar-
ket access for members and strengthening coop- W qRa_f\faT % m
erative value chains from production to global ® o Q e a l ] s l J

markets. Cooperative enterprises are being en- = \
couraged to grow and compete, and a National
Cooperation Policy is in the making. But there
are challenges amid the opportunities. Corrup-
tion and inefficiency eroded the potential of In-
dia’s cooperative sector, and the fear of local
communities and States losing control of cooper-
atives to a national-level mechanism needs to be
assuaged. The task is in finding the sweet spot of
consolidation and decentralisation; localisation
and nationalisation; technology and human la-
bour, for boosting the sector. Union Home Minis-
ter Amit Shah, who holds the portfolio, is push-
ing the cooperative sector to expand into
production and marketing, beyond agricultural
credit and input facilitation, which could help mi-
tigate the sector’s endemic crisis. A well-coordi-
nated, yet federated, cooperative sector can off-
set the social, environmental and political costs
of global capitalism, which is the default model of
the economy. Government and business leaders
worldwide are viewing cooperatives with re-
newed interest, as the pitfalls of hypercapitalism
become pronounced. India can develop its coop-
erative sector as a global model.
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Deceptive dispute
Courts should not waste their time in
examining figments
l n 2015, a civil suit sought to declare the Taj

Mahal a Hindu temple. This April, after an

Agra trial court refused the petitioners’ re-
quest to appoint an Advocate Commissioner to
survey the monument, the Allahabad High Court
— hearing the petitioners’ challenge — has sought
responses from the Centre and the ASI before de-
ciding whether the lower court’s refusal should
stand. The legal position aside, the matter is both
frivolous and vexatious. The idea today that the
Taj Mahal was ‘originally’ a Hindu temple is asso-
ciated with the late 20th century writings of Pu-
rushottam Nagesh Oak. Professional historians
and archaeologists have repeatedly rejected his
claims because they bank on speculative linguis-
tic arguments and unsupported historical asser-
tions. On the other hand, evidence that Shah Ja-
han built the Taj Mahal is rooted in
contemporary chronicles, administrative re-
cords, European travellers’ accounts, architectu-
ral histories, and archaeology. No archaeological
study has produced evidence of a medieval Hin-
du temple beneath the Taj. Even though the ASI
has previously submitted in affidavits that some
rooms are locked because they are structurally
vulnerable, supporters of the temple idea have
alleged that they conceal Hindu idols. A Bharati-
ya Janata Party leader also unsuccessfully filed a
PIL in 2022 and activists tried to offer ‘gangajal’ in
2024. Given the right historical, political, eco-
nomic, and social conditions, an idea can persist
long after its origins from pseudohistory.

The ongoing case resembles aspects of the
Gyanvapi and Mathura disputes, where requests
for ostensibly objective surveys were also plat-
forms to advance revisionist political narratives.
Courts are empowered to reject pleadings that
disclose no sustainable cause of action — even as
they are not commissions of historical inquiry
and should not treat every speculative historical
hypothesis as sufficient grounds for a supervised
investigation. Equally, civil procedure should not
tolerate re-litigating claims lacking any real evi-
dentiary foundation. All major monuments ac-
cumulate materials of additions and alterations
over time but heritage scholars draw a line bet-
ween studying a monument’s evolution and rede-
fining its identity outright. The Taj Mahal became
a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1983. Repeated
attempts to redefine its identity can also muddle
international perceptions of India’s stewardship
of the monument and disrupt the region’s tou-
rism-based economy. The High Court may ulti-
mately agree with the trial court’s order after due
examination, but the claim deserves not a breath
of air. The petitioners have not advanced any
new evidence, even as heritage institutions conti-
nue to face sustained legal pressure to manufac-
ture controversies from figments.
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India’s economic prospects after the West Asian crisis

he United States and Iran agreed to a

14-point preliminary Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU) towards ending

the West Asian crisis and reopening
the Strait of Hormuz. Although there have been
initial hiccups, it is expected that, with the
reopening of the Strait, global crude oil supply
will stabilise and prices will normalise at a lower
level. Following these developments, India
should adjust its strategies, keeping in mind both
the 2026-27 outlook and medium-term growth
prospects.

The West Asian crisis had resulted in a period
of relatively higher crude prices. The monthly
average price of the Indian crude oil basket was
$114.5 per bbl in April 2026. It declined to $106.2
per bbl in May 2026 and further to $86.3 per bbl
as of June 24, 2026. For the remaining three
quarters of 2026-27, crude oil prices are expected
to remain below this level, provided the truce
continues.

2026-27 growth prospects

The National Statistical Office’s provisional
estimates of GDP growth of 7.7% for 2025-26
confirm India’s strong post-COVID-19 pandemic
recovery. This was preceded by real GDP growth
rates of 7.2% and 7.1%, respectively, in 2023-24
and 2024-25 as per the new GDP series. Real
Gross Value Added (GVA) growth was even more
impressive at 7.9% in 2025-26, with the
manufacturing, trade, transport, and financial
and real estate sectors recording growth rates
exceeding 10%. With nominal GDP growth at
8.9%, the implicit price deflator-based inflation
rate stood at 1.1% in 2025-26.

For 2026-27, growth prospects are likely to be
impacted because of the disruptions in crude
supply and higher prices affecting the first
quarter, and due to a deficiency in rainfall
associated with the onset of El Nifio. The India
Meteorological Department has estimated a 10%
shortfall (as compared with the Long Period
average). Up to June 24, 2026, the estimated
shortfall is nearly 43%.

The combination of El Nifio and fertilizer
shortages pose a potential risk to India’s
agricultural output in 2026-27. In particular, in
the immediate term, the kharif crop is likely to be
affected. There may also be an impact on the rabi
crop which is to follow. Therefore, it is important
to build up fertilizer reserves and address issues
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of potential shortages when it comes to
important crops, which may warrant a
reconsideration of crop-specific import and
export policies. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
has projected real GDP growth of 6.6% for
2026-27.

Fiscal prospects, petroleum economy

One important feature of 2026-27 growth is the
likelihood of relatively higher nominal GDP
growth as compared to 2025-26. This is because
the implicit price deflator (IPD), which depends
on Wholesale Price Index (WPI) and Consumer
Price Index (CPI) inflation, is likely to be higher
than the 2025-26 level of 1.1%. The RBI’s June
2026 Professional Forecasters’ median
projections for WPI and CPI inflation for 202627
are 8% and 4.9%, respectively. With a resolution
of the West Asian crisis, we consider WPI and CPI
inflation rates for the full year to be lower at 6%
and 4.5%; using weights of 60% and 40%,
respectively, we can broadly estimate IPD-based
inflation to be 5.4%. Combining this with a real
GDP growth of 6.6%, we may have a nominal
growth of about 12.4% in 2026-27, higher than the
budgeted growth of 10.1%. This would have a
positive impact on tax revenues. The Government
of India should be able to realise its budgeted
estimate of tax revenues absorbing the adverse
revenue impact of any excise duty cuts. On the
expenditure side, however, subsidies may be
higher than budgeted.

The RBI has given a dividend of ¥2.69 lakh
crore to the Government. This amount covers a
significant portion of the budgeted ‘Dividends
and profits from RBI and Financial Institutions’ in
2026-27 at ¥3.16 lakh crore. Given these
developments, we expect the 2026-27 budgeted
fiscal deficit at 4.3% of GDP to be either realised
or only marginally exceeded.

The evolution of India’s petroleum economy
has been characterised by certain notable
features. First, India’s dependence on imported
crude oil has increased to more than 90% in
2025-26 from 54.9% in 1998-99. Second, the
volume of domestic production of crude oil has
fallen over time to 26 million metric tons (MMT)
in 2025-26 from a peak of 35.9 MMT in 2011-12.
Third, demand for petroleum
products/petroleum, oil, and lubricants (PoL) has
increased, thereby generating the need for larger
imports. Fourth, domestic consumption of PoL

products has increased to 243.2 MMT in 2025-26
from 90.6 MMT in 1998-99. Fifth, India has
developed an impressive capacity for refining
crude to produce various PoL products. This
capacity has improved over time. Sixth, the
energy intensity of India’s output, as well as the
intensity of use of PoL products in GDP, has fallen
over time. This augurs well for sustaining an
energy-efficient growth at a reasonably high level
for a relatively longer period.

India may continue to augment its refining
capacity, which has helped save refining costs
compared to the situation if it had directly
imported refined petroleum products. The trend
towards growing dependence on imported crude
oil needs to be reversed by emphasising the
exploitation of domestic crude resources while
accelerating the transition to greener and
alternative energy sources, including nuclear
power.

Build reserves

With a lowering of global crude prices and
normalisation of supplies, the government should
shore up its fertilizer reserves and reserves for
other critical primary commodities including
crude. There is a need to further diversify sources
of imported crude and also reduce reliance on
imports through the Strait of Hormuz. A policy
for building strategic reserves of key primary
commodities, along with estimates of the
required volumes and needed infrastructure,
should be put in place.

The current account deficit was 0.6% of GDP in
2025-26, with the fourth quarter showing a
surplus of 0.7% of GDP. Prospects for 2026-27
indicate a deterioration in this magnitude. The
RBI’s June 2026 Survey of Professional
Forecasters had estimated a current account
deficit of 2.1% of GDP for 2026-27, as per their
median estimate. With normalisation of the
global oil market and the opening of the Hormuz
strait, we expect this to be lower at about 1.5% of
GDP.

The prospects of the Indian economy outlined
above is on the assumption that peace will prevail
in West Asia from now on. If this assumption
turns out to be incorrect and if the war continues,
India along with many other countries will face
an extremely difficult situation.

The views expressed are personal
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Beyond three Cs, the new lexicon of India-Australia ties

uring his visit to Australia in May 2023,
l) when the Comprehensive Strategic

Partnership between India and Australia
was almost three years old, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had characterised India-Australia
ties as having entered T-20 mode. He also
stressed that the relationship had gone beyond
the conventional three Cs — of Commonwealth,
Cricket and Curry — and the subsequent three Ds
— Democracy, Diaspora and Dosti. As Mr. Modi
undertakes his third visit to Australia this week, it
would be instructive to look at some of the recent
progress in two other important dimensions, the
Ds of Development and Defence.

Expanding trade and investment

Growing bilateral economic cooperation has
brought dividends like never before for both
countries. All Indian exports to Australia now
have duty free access under the Economic
Cooperation and Trade Agreement (ECTA),
benefitting textiles, pharmaceuticals, chemicals,
engineering goods, gems and jewellery.
Preferential access to 90% of Australia’s trade
value has facilitated Australian exports of critical
minerals, resources, wool, avocados, and
macadamia. There is the shared ambition to raise
bilateral trade from $33 billion in 2025 towards
$100 bn by 2030.

The two-way cumulative investment is
approaching $50 billion. Australia’s AirTrunk
recently announced plans to invest $30 billion by
2030 to develop digital infrastructure and
Artificial Intelligence (Al)-ready data centre.
Australian funds are increasingly active in India.
At the same time, India is an important source of
investment and technology. Indian investment in
Australia’s resources sector is well known.
According to reports, Perdaman Chemicals &
Fertilizers, founded by an Indian, is establishing
Australia’s largest urea plant in western Australia,
with $4.5 billion. This largest ever investment in
Australia’s fertilizer industry has also created
millions of man hours of work in India where
over 98% of the plant’s modules are
manufactured.

Defence represents perhaps the fastest
growing sector of bilateral cooperation. In a clear
signal of the importance of India as a reliable
partner, Australia’s Deputy Prime Minister and
Defence Minister Richard Marles visited India in
his first foreign tours in both the terms of the
Albanese government. Before his most recent
visit for the Annual Defence Ministers’ Dialogue
last month, Mr. Marles had hosted Defence
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Minister Rajnath Singh in Australia last year,
marking the first visit by an Indian Defence
Minister to the country in 12 years. Regular
leadership and other senior level exchanges
involving all the three Services and participation
in bilateral and multilateral military exercises
such as AUSINDEX, Malabar and Talisman Sabre
foster operational understanding and
coordination, significant especially in the
maritime domain.

There are growing opportunities for defence
industry cooperation in cyber, Al, drone, and in
view of India’s expanding ship-building
capabilities.

The ‘E’ factor

Beyond the Cs and the Ds, there are also
enriching Es: Energy and Education.
India-Australia Renewable Energy Partnership is
implemented through a Solar Taskforce and a
Green Hydrogen Task Force, and guided at the
ministerial level.

India’s unprecedented renewable energy
targets present immense potential for clean
energy cooperation across critical minerals and
materials, manufacturing, laboratory research,
commercial-scale deployment, industrial use,
and solar rooftops.

Very recently, Australian media mentioned
that arrangements for future Australian uranium
exports to India might be finalised shortly. Were
that to happen, India’s ambitious civil nuclear
programme will receive a significant boost, as
would Australia’s uranium exports.

The India-Australia education and skills
partnership is steadily contributing to creation of
an enduring base for future-ready youth,
innovators and entrepreneurs. While more than
one lakh Indian students are enrolled in
Australia, world class and affordable education is
now available in India itself through Indian
campuses of a growing number of Australian
universities. Joint research in priority areas such
as advanced computing, energy, health care,
space and defence promises to create both
intellectual assets and networks. Specific visa
programmes have created new avenues for
educated Indian youth seeking employment
opportunities in Australia and await better
utilisation.

Australia’s global leadership in imparting
vocational skills is being tapped in areas such as
solar rooftop and mining, including in Gujarat,
Uttar Pradesh and Odisha. Practical solutions can
pave way for meeting Australia’s huge workforce

shortfall and spur its economy with Indian
workers temporarily assigned to Australia.

Sport has emerged as a new priority. Focused
and broad based strategy can propel cooperation
in sport education, training, medicine, goods,
infrastructure and organisation of large-scale
events, such as Commonwealth Games 2030 and
Brisbane Olympics in 2032. With the growing
Indian diaspora in Australia, now over ten lakh
and rightly called the living bridge, Indian
traditional sports such as kabaddi and kho kho
are gaining popularity, even beyond the diaspora
community.

Building multilateral partnerships

The upward trajectory of the bilateral
relationship owes itself to a high degree of mutual
trust, understanding and respect. Broad
convergence of values and interests expands the
format of cooperation to trilateral, such as
India-Indonesia-Australia and
India-France-Australia. The
Australia-Canada-India Technology and
Innovation Partnership, launched in November
2025, the India-Japan-Australia Supply Chain
Resilience Initiative and a possible triad with the
United Arab Emirates could play important roles
in countering supply chain disruptions and
market dominance and distortions in crucial
areas such as critical minerals, rare earths,
semiconductors and new technologies.

The shared vision of India and Australia for a
free, open, safe, peaceful and prosperous
Indo-Pacific manifests in their work through fora
such as the Quad and the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA). The foreign visits this week by
Mr. Modi and Australian Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese bring out the geopolitical logic for
ever-growing cooperation between India and
Australia at regional and global levels. Their
existing ties with Pacific Island Countries provide
a good basis for leveraging their respective
strengths to the benefit of the region in areas
such as education, health, technology, fintech,
capacity building and disaster relief.

Mr. Albanese never tires of mentioning his
connection with India as a young backpacker. His
understanding of the significance of a
consequential relationship with today’s India and
the close chemistry between the two leaders have
set the perfect stage to progress bilateral ties in
T20 mode but in the long format, and to multiple
win-win outcomes for both.

The views expressed are personal
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Linking women’s incomes and healthcare

ndia is experiencing two

revolutions at once. The

first is economic. Female

labour force participation
has risen sharply over the past few
years, supported by greater
formalisation, digital payments,
and government efforts to
increase women’s participation in
the workforce.

The second is epidemiological.
India is no longer fighting only
infectious diseases. Diabetes,
hypertension, cardiovascular
disease, obesity and mental health
disorders are now becoming
defining public health challenges.
These chronic conditions already
account for most deaths in the
country and place increasing
pressure on both households and
public finances.

Most policy discussions assume
that these two are unrelated.
However, new research,
forthcoming in the Oxford Open
Economics journal, suggests that
they may be deeply connected.

Looking beyond hospitals
India has traditionally measured
progress in healthcare through
familiar indicators such as more
hospitals, more doctors, more
insurance coverage, and higher
healthcare expenditure. These
investments remain indispensable;
schemes such as the Ayushman
Bharat have expanded financial
protection for millions of
households, while improvements
in primary healthcare
infrastructure continue to save
lives. But healthcare expenditure
is only one way of producing
health. Many of the biggest
determinants of health lie outside
hospitals — better nutrition,
healthier lifestyles, timely
preventive care, education,
sanitation, and informed
household decision-making. If
households began investing more
in these activities, healthcare
expenditure may fall, not because
health deteriorates, but because
health improves.

In the forthcoming research, a
natural experiment created by
India’s 2018 reform of the

Chirantan
Chatterjee
Professor of
Development
Economics,
Innovation and Global
Health at U-Sussex

Women may be
using their
additional
income to
reorganise
household
priorities in
ways that
reduce future
dependence on
healthcare

Employees’ Provident Fund was
examined. The reform reduced
the mandatory provident fund
contributions for newly employed
women in the formal sector from
12% to 8% during their first three
years of employment. In effect,
women experienced an
unexpected increase in take-home
salary without any change in their
gross wages. This created an
unusually clean opportunity to
study how women allocate
additional income.

Using nationally representative
household panel data, it was
observed that female-led
households that benefited from
the policy reduced overall
healthcare expenditure by roughly
11.6%. Spending on medicines and
doctors’ consultations declined,
while expenditure on activities
associated with improving health
(including nutrition and physical
fitness) increased.

The research also analysed
electronic medical records from
one of India’s largest eye hospital
systems. Even after accounting for
women who were already
accessing healthcare, expenditure
remained lower among women
receiving the income shock.

This does not imply that
women value healthcare less.
Instead, it suggests that women
may be using their additional
income to reorganise household
priorities in ways that reduce
future dependence on healthcare.

Economists have long
recognised that it matters who
brings in the income. Research by
Esther Duflo and Abhijit Banerjee
has repeatedly shown that
directing resources towards
women changes household
spending patterns. Transfers to
women often generate greater
investments in education,
nutrition, and children’s
wellbeing. Banerjee and Niehaus
have similarly shown that the
identity of the income recipient
influences how households
allocate resources.

The new findings extend this
insight into healthcare. Women
appear to think about health over

a longer horizon. Rather than
waiting until illness occurs, they
seem more likely to invest in
reducing health risks before they
become expensive medical
problems. That behavioural shift
has important implications for a
country where out-of-pocket
expenditure still accounts for a
substantial share of total
healthcare financing,

‘Why this matters for India
India’s demographic dividend
depends not only on creating jobs
for women but also on ensuring
that greater economic
participation translates into
healthier families. If increasing
women's incomes changes
household investments in
nutrition, preventive care and
healthier lifestyles, then
employment policy becomes
health policy. Policies that
improve women's economic
agency may generate benefits that
extend well beyond labour
markets. They may also reduce
pressure on India’s already
stretched healthcare system.

For decades, economists have
debated whether healthcare isa
necessity or a luxury. Perhaps, a
more relevant question is whether
households are investing in
creating health rather than merely
purchasing healthcare. That
separation matters because
healthcare expenditure is an
imperfect measure of health.
Lower spending on medicines or
consultations is not automatically
a sign of neglect. Sometimes it
reflects fewer illnesses requiring
treatment. Other times it reflects
better prevention.

India’s development strategy
emphasises preventive healthcare
and healthier lifestyles. This new
evidence suggests another
ingredient belongs in that
conversation: the economic
empowerment of women. When
women earn more, they may not
simply spend more; they spend
differently. And those different
decisions could quietly become
one of India’s most important
investments in public health.
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On the method for caste enumeration

After decades of debate, caste will be counted as part of the 2027 Census. It is significant to look at the ongoing ‘pre-test’ and questionnaire design, as well as past

anomalies during 2011 Socio-Economic Caste Census, as Independent India prepares to enumerate caste for the first time as part of the Census exercise

EXPLAINER

Vijaita Singh

The story so far:
he rehearsal or the “pre-test”
of the second phase of Census,
which started in 16 States and
Union Territories on July 6,
2026, has an “open column” for
respondents to record their castes,
several officials involved in the exercise
told The Hindu. The pre-test is on till July
20, 2026, and the outcome will decide
how Independent India enumerates caste
for the first time as part of the Census.
Other than the Scheduled Castes (SC) and
Scheduled Tribes (ST), caste-wise
population has not been enumerated in
Independent India; the last time such
data was collected was in 1931.

Background of caste Census

After repeatedly opposing caste
enumeration, the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) finally announced on April 30,
2025 that caste would be counted during
Population Census 2027. Before this, the
Opposition parties, particularly Congress
leader Rahul Gandhi, had consistently
demanded that the caste of all people be
counted in India.

A few alliance partners of the BJP too
made the demand. Unlike the 2011
Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC),
which was done outside the purview of
the Census, this time, caste will be
enumerated with the second and final
phase of the Census, giving it a statutory
backing.

Significance of the ongoing pre-test
Though the ongoing rehearsal gives an
indication of how caste is likely to be
enumerated in the coming days, Census
officials said the final methodology would
be prepared based on the feedback
received during the exercise. The pre-test
exercise also allowed self-enumeration

The Opposition seeks wider consultations before the caste Census is conducted.c. VENKATACHALAPATHY

and the portal was accessible from July 1-5
only in the specific area where the
rehearsal is being done.

The discourse on the methodology of
caste enumeration has largely swung
between either leaving an open column
for caste, just as the 2011 SECC did, or
preparing a list of castes for people to
pick from — as the Bihar government did
in its 2022-23 caste-based survey. The
results of theSECC were neither released
by the United Progressive Alliance (UPA)
government nor by the NDA government
after it came to power in 2014.

The open-column methodology had
resulted in the 2011 SECC returning over
46 lakh different “caste names”, largely
owing to the difference in what people
understand by caste. The total number of
castes during the 1931 Census conducted
by the British was 4,147. In 2021, the
Union government informed the Supreme
Court in an affidavit, “Assuming that some
castes may bifurcate into sub-castes, the
total number cannot be exponentially
high to this extent,” adding that the data
cannot be relied on for reservation in
education, employment or elections to

local authorities.

Anomalies reported during 2011 SECC
Officials said the SECC threw up lakhs of
caste names as it was kept open-ended.
Respondents were asked to name their
castes. For example, people wrote Gupta,
Agarwal and so on for the Baniya caste,
which increased the numbers
exponentially. Though the method is not
final, the pre-test is providing the same
open-ended column for respondents to
record their castes.

According to the latest government
data, there are about 2,650 Other
Backward Classes (OBCs) on the Central
List, 1,170 in the Scheduled Castes
category, and 890 in the Scheduled Tribes
(ST) list. The State governments maintain
their own OBC list.

Concerns about the methodology

The Opposition parties have demanded
wider consultation with all stakeholders
before the caste Census is undertaken. On
December 2, 2025, Mr. Gandhi asked in
the Lok Sabha if the government has any
proposal to publish the draft Census

questions and seek inputs from the
general public or people’s representatives
and whether it will consider best
practices such as caste surveys done in
other States.

Responding to this, Minister of State for
Home Nityanand Rai said, “The draft
Census questionnaires are pre-tested in
the field to assess their feasibility before
finalisation of the same. Census has a
history of more than 150 years. Learnings
from previous Census are taken into
consideration for conducting next
Census. Before each Census, the inputs
are also taken from stakeholders.”
Throughout 2025, the government
repeatedly stated that the final caste
questionnaire had not been settled.
Parliament was informed in February
2026 that questions relating to caste
would be notified before the
commencement of the second phase of
Census operations. The Union Home
Ministry said representations had been
received from various organisations and
State governments regarding caste
enumeration, and that the final
questionnaire would be prepared
according to established procedures.

Reason for delay in Census exercise
The Population Census exercise is done in
two phases — the Housing and House
Listing Operations (HLO) and Population
Enumeration, spanning over 11 months.
The last Census was completed in 2011.
The next exercise , Population Census
2021, was initially delayed owing to the
COVID pandemic that surfaced in India
around March 2020, coinciding with the
first phase enumeration that was to begin
from April 1, 2020. While the restrictions
related to the pandemic were over by
2022, government did not specify the
reasons to delay the exercise till now. On
June 4, 2025, the government announced
that the population Census along with the
enumeration of castes will be conducted
in two phases by February 28, 2027. The
reference date of the people’s headcount
will be 12 a.m., March 1, 2027.
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The BJP-led NDA government
announced on April 30, 2025
that caste would be counted
during Population Census
2027.
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The discourse on the
methodology of caste
enumeration has largely swung
between either leaving an open
column for caste, just as the
2011 SECC did, or preparing a
list of castes for people to pick
from — as the Bihar
government did in its 2022-23
caste-based survey.
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What does the lifting of
gas curbs mean?

What led to the lifting of restrictions on energy supply imposed following the West Asia crisis?

Debayan Tewari

The story so far:
n July 4, 2026, the government
lifted emergency curbs it had
imposed on the supply of
natural gas during the West
Asia crisis in March. It cited “ceasefire and
negotiations” and the resumption of “sea
traffic through the Strait of Hormuz" to
restore gas supplies to fertilizer plants,
refineries, distributors and industrial
users. The Petroleum and Natural Gas
Ministry, in a notification, amended the
Natural Gas (Supply Regulation) Order,
2026, and omitted provisions that had
prioritised sale of domestically produced
natural gas and imported Liquefied
Natural Gas (LNG) as per a priority list
released by the government during the
U.S.-Israel war on Iran.

On March 12, Union Minister for
Petroleum and Natural Gas Hardeep Singh
Puri told Parliament about the
“immediate priority sequence”.

“Domestic piped gas to homes and CNG
for vehicles receive 100% supply with no
cuts. Industrial and manufacturing
consumers will receive up to 80% of their
previous six-month average. Fertilizer
plants will receive up to 70%, protecting
the agricultural input chain ahead of the
sowing season. Refineries and
petrochemical units absorb a managed
reduction, with that gas redirected to
higher-priority sectors,” he had said.

Which sectors will benefit?

The latest measure follows a series of
steps the government has taken to ease
the supply of gas in the wake of an
improved supply situation. On June 25, it
restored the supply of industrial and
commercial LPG to the pre-West Asia
crisis levels.

The move is expected to benefit the
refineries, city gas distributors, and
industries such as ceramic. These sectors
need reliable supply of natural gas at
affordable rates.

According to Prashant Vasisht, senior
vice-president at ratings agency ICRA, the
biggest beneficiaries of this move will be
the industrial and commercial users of
natural gas. He said the supplies to
fertilizer units and domestic users were
all but normalised.

“The emergency measures had
affected supplies of city gas distributors to
their industrial and commercial clients.
There were industries which did not get
even alternate fuel to carry out
operations. Hotels, for instance, had to
stop making items that consumed more
fuel,” he said.

Gas supplies to ceramic, power, sponge
iron and petrochem sectors were
curtailed. “So, factories that were
operating in reduced capacity can now
ramp up their capacities as and when the
fuel supplies come in,” he said.

When the West Asia crisis peaked in
March, ceramic manufacturing units
based in Gujarat’s Morbi bore the brunt
with reports indicating that 600 factories

and 4 lakh workers were affected amid a
shortage of propane and natural gas, both
used in the production of ceramic.

Which sector uses LNG the most?
Fertilizer plants are known to consume a
bulk of India’s LNG. In an earlier
interaction with The Hindu in March, Mr.
Vasisht had said, “A little less than 30% of
natural gas use goes into making
fertilizers, while power plants account for
13% and city gas distribution 21%.”

Urea, which has around 46% of
nitrogen, is the most common nitrogen
fertilizer. It is produced by converting
natural gas (methane) into ammonia and
then combining it with carbon dioxide.
The energy-dependent process, hence,
makes LNG a crucial ingredient of the
product.

What should be the next step?

India has been diversifying its energy
sources. As Mr. Puri put it in a recent blog
post, “The widening of our crude basket
from 27 countries to 41, the doubling of
our import terminals, and the pipelines
and reserves built across a decade under
Prime Minister Modi were not
abstractions when the Strait finally
closed; they were the very reason the
lights stayed on.”

The road ahead now is one of capacity
building. As Mr. Puri wrote, “Learning
from this experience, we will build
additional capabilities to strengthen our
energy resilience...”
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On July 4, 2026, the
government lifted emergency
curbs it had imposed on the
supply of natural gas during
the West Asia crisis, citing
“ceasefire and negotiations”
and the resumption of “sea
traffic through the Strait of
Hormuz”.
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The move is expected to
benefit refineries, city gas
distributors and industries
such as ceramics, which need a
reliable supply of natural gas at
affordable rates.
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