
Fast probe required 
Crash investigation should be quick and credible 

The tragic crash of Air India Flight 171 shortly after it took off from Ahmedabad has 

brought attention back to the airline, the regulators, and the broader state of civil 

aviation in India. Very little is known for certain about what caused the aircraft’s fail-

ure to achieve the required thrust and the eventual crash into a medical hostel 2 km 

from the runway. It would be wise to wait for the crash-investigation report rather 

than indulging in speculation. It is also important that this investigation be trans-

parently conducted by the relevant authorities and its report released in a timely 

fashion. The nodal agency for this investigation will be the Aircraft Accident Inves-

tigation Bureau (AAIB), which is a branch of the Union Ministry of Civil Aviation. 

India set up a separate investigation agency in 2012; the only major investigation it 

has conducted so far is the probe of Air India Express Flight 1344’s crash while land-

ing at Kozhikode Airport in 2020. Most investigations worldwide are carried out with 

the assistance of global experts, often including assistance from the country where 

the flight was heading. In this case, given the plane was due to land at Gatwick Air-

port in London, and that more than 50 of those on board were British citizens, the 

AAIB’s counterpart in the United Kingdom has already deputed four people to assist. 

Boeing, the manufacturer of the aircraft in question, has also sent personnel. 

The very fact that this is only the second large-scale crash that requires inves-

tigation by the AAIB is a testimony to how much safer flying has become in India, 

even as the aviation market in the country has consistently been the fastest-grow-

ing in the world. The 1970s and 1980s saw a spate of crashes and other incidents, 

including terrorist attacks on Indian aviation. But the 21st century has seen,  

simultaneously, a proliferation of private airlines, vast growth in passenger 

numbers, and a sharp reduction in the number of high-profile incidents and fatal-

ities. The good reputation of Indian aviation has been hard-earned, and will be 

maintained only if the investigation into this crash is swift and credible, and that 

any recommendations to the airlines and authorities are accepted and  

speedily implemented. 

It should be noted that Air India itself, while troubled on several dimensions, 

has not had a major fatality due to a crash (as distinct from terrorist action) since 

a Boeing 707 crash-landed in Mumbai in 1982. This record compares favourably 

with many of its global rivals. But its low-cost subsidiary, Air India Express, has 

done considerably worse. Meanwhile, in 30 years of private civil aviation in India, 

the major private-sector airlines have never suffered a major crash. Questions can 

and will be asked about whether in the internal restructuring of Air India’s oper-

ations since privatisation, safety has been retained as the top priority. These ques-

tions will hopefully be answered by the investigation, and so it is in the airline’s 

interests to cooperate fully. After some incidents in other countries — such as 

EgyptAir Flight 804 in 2016 — investigations suffered delays, disputes, and restric-

tions that might have been political in nature. India cannot afford such problems 

with this probe. The government has set the ambitious target of doubling domestic 

traic by 2030, alongside 50 more airports. For these ambitions to be achieved, 

safety procedures must be paramount, and be seen to be paramount. The AAIB’s 

work will, therefore, be carefully scrutinised, and it must produce a comprehen-

sive and accurate report as quickly as possible. 

 

War clouds over West Asia 
The risks of economic fallout are high 

Israel’s attack on Iran signals an ominous widening of the war in West Asia, 

threatening a global economy that is struggling to come to terms with the havoc of 

American President Donald Trump’s tariff wars. The barrage of air strikes that the 

two nations have exchanged so far has heightened the chances of an escalation into 

a proxy war between Israel, supported by the United States (US), and Iran-spon-

sored groupings in the region, the Houthi and the Hamas, with the potential of dis-

rupting critical trade routes and air space on both sides of the Arabian Peninsula. 

East of Saudi Arabia, Iran’s position at the northern end of the Strait of Hormuz 

could become a potential choke point should Tehran choose to block the waterway 

in retaliation for sustained Israeli attacks, given that Oman and the United Arab 

Emirates at the southern end are allies of the US with military bases and listening 

posts. The Strait of Hormuz accounts for the transport of almost a quarter of global 

oil supplies and a significant portion of the world’s liquefied natural gas. On the 

western end, Iran’s clients, the Houthis of Yemen, could intensify their attacks on 

international shipping via the Red Sea and Suez Canal. This area accounts for about 

15 per cent of global maritime trade and is crucial for links between Asia and Europe. 

Added to this are rising prices of crude oil and gas. Prices of crude oil jumped 7 per 

cent and gas 5 per cent after hostilities broke out. The consequences of the 1991 Gulf 

War remain a cautionary tale in this respect. 

The fact that Israel initiated these hostilities while US-Iran nuclear talks were 

on has raised suspicions that the attacks were coordinated to put pressure on 

Tehran over its uranium-enrichment programme. Tel Aviv deployed as an alibi the 

fears that Iran has the capability to produce multiple nuclear weapons within a year, 

whereas Iran insists its enrichment programme is for peaceful purposes. But given 

that Israel is widely believed to possess nuclear weapons — which it denies —

heightens the possibility of an arms race in a confrontation fraught with extreme 

peril. Since Israel has inflicted real harm on Iran — killing several generals and 

nuclear scientists and damaging its nuclear facilities — neither leadership can 

afford to back down. For Iran’s Shia Islamic regime, war with Israel imparts legit-

imacy to its increasingly unpopular authoritarian rule. Israel’s Benjamin Netany-

ahu rightly fears losing power if he ends hostilities on both frontiers and calls 

elections. Meanwhile, even as Israel seeks to annihilate Gaza, it is by no means cer-

tain that its destruction of the top echelons of Iranian client Hamas has decimated 

this grouping. The security risks for Israel remain as potent as ever. 

Given the studied indifference of the Western powers to Israel’s systematic 

destruction of the Palestinians in Gaza, the strong statement by the Shanghai Coop-

eration Organisation (SCO), comprising nine Eurasian member-states condemning 

Israel’s attacks on Iran on June 13, is a salutary, if symbolic, message. Since India 

has relations with both combatants and its economy stands to lose more than any 

other SCO member from this conflict, it has chosen to carve out an independent 

position calling for dialogue and diplomacy. As with its stance on the Ukraine-

Russia conflict, this can be seen as an unexceptionable position in line with its per-

ceived national interests.
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The Indian Parliament in 2016 enacted the Insolvency 
and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) to address the country’s 
persistent challenges of financial stress and manag-
ing bad debts, with the overarching objective of 
driving economic growth. In its initial years, the IBC 
benefited from rare institutional alignment. The 
legislature amended the code six times in the first five 
years to address implementation challenges and 
respond to the evolving economic environment. With 
alacrity, the executive issued the rules and regula-
tions, established the Insolvency 
and Bankruptcy Board of India 
(IBBI) and National Company Law 
Tribunal (NCLT), accredited insol-
vency professionals, and built the 
supporting ecosystem. The  
judiciary reinforced the code’s  
commercial and time-bound char-
acter through purposive and prag-
matic interpretations. 

This concerted effort, reinforced 
by stakeholder support, initially 
yielded remarkable outcomes: 
Faster resolutions, behavioural shifts among debtors, 
and improved credit discipline. India’s global ranking 
for resolving insolvency improved from 136th to 52nd 
in the first three years of the IBC’s implementation. 
However, this momentum appears to have waned. 
While shortcomings are visible across the insolvency 
ecosystem, this piece focuses on two sources of grow-
ing concern: The judiciary and the executive, whose 
recent actions seem to undermine the IBC’s core 
objective of insolvency resolution. 

Recent rulings of the Supreme Court have some-
what modified the foundational premise of the code, 
diluting the legislative vision and mandate. A recent 
unsettling instance is the verdict in the Bhushan Steel 
and Power Ltd, where the court set aside a resolution 
plan implemented years ago. The inordinate delay 
adds to the disquiet: It took five years to decide a 
matter under a law that explicitly mandates  
time-bound resolution. This judgment signals that 
any commercial transaction, no matter how long it 
has been implemented or how many layers of state 

approval it has received, can be unravelled years later. 
There was a jolt from the Rainbow Papers Ltd case, 

where the Supreme Court accorded the government 
a first charge over the assets of a company. This was 
despite the IBC’s long title explicitly providing “alter-
ation in the order of priority of payment of Government 
dues”, and the priority rule placing government dues 
below unsecured debts. Unsurprisingly, a Coordinate 
Bench in the Pachimanchal observed that this statu-
tory priority rule “was either not brought to the notice 

of the court in Rainbow or was 
missed altogether”, acknowledging 
the legislative intent to subordi-
nate government dues to claims of 
creditors. 

The legislature decided to use 
default as the trigger for initiating 
proceedings to ease the burden on 
the NCLT and enable the swift 
admission of cases. The notes on 
clauses appended to the Bill rein-
forced this rationale, emphasising 
quick admission as essential to 

achieving faster and better outcomes. However, in 
Vidarbha Industries Power Ltd, the court departed 
from this intent by requiring the NCLT to assess the 
company’s viability and overall financial health, a 
task it is neither mandated nor equipped to perform. 
It further held that the NCLT may “keep the admission 
of the application of the Financial Creditor in abey-
ance, unless there is good reason not to do so”. 

Now the executive. Timeliness is what makes the 
IBC valuable. A stressed company must be admitted 
to the process swiftly before it turns unviable.  
A resolution plan must be approved and  
implemented expeditiously before it runs out of 
money. Resources locked in unviable companies 
must be released quickly before the value dissipates. 
Likewise, the value lost through avoidance transac-
tions must be clawed back promptly before recovery 
becomes impractical. 

Unfortunately, the NCLT often takes years to 
admit applications, approve resolution plans, or rule 
on avoidance matters. Meanwhile, resolution appli-

cants remain bound to plans even when prolonged 
delays in approval render them unviable. Worse still, 
resolution plans may be unravelled years after imple-
mentation. These delays and uncertainties have 
eroded confidence in the IBC and dampened the 
market for distressed assets. 

The root cause lies in the NCLT’s limited capacity, 
whether in terms of Bench strength, expertise, infra-
structure, technology, institutional culture, or case 
management, relative to its workload. Originally con-
stituted with 63 members to administer company 
law, the NCLT now carries the burden of adjudicating 
complex IBC matters, without any addition to its 
capacity. Addressing the issue of expertise, a full 
Bench of the Supreme Court observed in a ruling in 
November last year: “The Members often lack the 
domain knowledge required to appreciate the 
nuanced complexities involved ... Filling such 
vacancies with experts having adequate domain 
knowledge in the field must be prioritised.” The 
NCLT urgently needs a structural and functional 
overhaul, primarily within the executive’s domain. 

Stress resolution is like an orchestra: Every stake-
holder must play in harmony. Yet, revenue and 
enforcement authorities often act out of tune. While 
stakeholders are collaboratively shaping a resolution 
plan, the tax department may proceed to auction the 
company’s assets for unpaid dues, or an investi-
gative agency may freeze its bank accounts or prop-
erties, effectively stalling the process. The 
insolvency professional, the key sutradhar of the 
process, requires the cooperation of all concerned, 
including the police, to keep the company as a going 
concern. Yet, in at least one case, the professional 
was arrested. 

The law explicitly states that a resolution plan 
approved by the NCLT is binding on all stakeholders, 
including the government. Any claim not dealt with 
in the resolution plan stands extinguished. This 
enables the resolution applicant to start afresh on a 
clean slate. Some tax authorities nonetheless fail to 
file their claims within the timeline. Subsequently, 
they attempt to submit their claims even after appro-
val of the resolution plan, and pursue litigation up to 
the Supreme Court. They even raise fresh demands, 
contending that the approved plan did not fully sat-
isfy their claims. 

Public laws aim to keep the crime proceeds 
beyond the reach of criminals while punishing the 
criminals. Although these proceeds were never the 
state’s property, the state benefits from their confis-
cation. At the same time, creditors may have 
extended loans secured against assets that are for-
mally owned by the company but were created using 
the crime proceeds. The company’s revival, utilisa-
tion of resources, and the recovery for secured credi-
tors hinge on access to these assets. Acknowledging 
this, the legislature amended the IBC to allow resol-
ution, without impairing the state’s ability to  
prosecute offenders. However, enforcement 
agencies and courts do not seem to be on the same 
page. Unless the judiciary and the executive 
promptly reairm their commitment to the code’s 
core principles, the IBC risks slipping beyond the 
point of redemption.    
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Rate cuts can’t shift growth gear 
On June 6, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) surprised 
the markets — it sliced the repo rate by 50 basis points 
(bps) to 5.5 per cent and cut the cash reserve ratio 
(CRR) by 100 bps, phased over four 25-bp tranches 
from September to November. The move, expected to 
inject ~2.5 trillion ($30 billion) into the system, briefly 
lifted spirits: The Nifty index climbed 1 per cent that 
day, with a modest gain the day after. 

However, by the end of the week, the index had 
slumped below its pre-cut level. The rate cut is a side-
show. With the RBI shifting its stance to “neutral” 
from “accommodative” there will be no “easing cycle”. 
A mere 100-bp cut will do little to spur 
demand. The RBI’s expected growth in 
gross domestic product (GDP) is projected 
to be the same 6.5 per cent as last year, and 
consumer price inflation slightly lower. 
This means overall growth expectations 
are modest. The reason: The four main 
economic drivers of the economy are 
stuck in low gear. 

Consider consumption first. Private 
final consumption expenditure (PFCE), 
which makes up nearly 60 per cent of 
India’s GDP, fell from a growth rate of 6.8 
per cent in the pre-Covid years to 4.1 per 
cent in 2019-20 (FY20). After a brief post-
pandemic recovery, it fell again: To 5.6 per 
cent in FY24, according to the RBI, and an even 
weaker 4.4 per cent, according to the National Stat-
istics Oice. The consumption rebound was short-
lived because it was led by debt and higher welfare 
spending by the government. After all, average 
income growth in most sectors (engineering, finan-
cial services, retail, information technology, logistics 
and consumer goods) was outpaced by inflation. But 
debt-funded consumption has its limits. Since mid-
2023, growth in personal loans has fallen off the cliff 
— from 22 per cent then or 10 per cent or so now — 
reducing consumption. 

The second element in GDP growth is net exports 
(exports minus imports). Indian exports are a disaster. 
Large headline stories, like growing cell phone 
exports, mask a poor overall performance in mer-
chandise exports, which fell 12.8 per cent in FY24 and 
are expected to grow by only 2 per cent in FY25. Year 
after year, India’s net exports are negative. It has no 
control over imports — fossil fuel and gold imports are 
inelastic — and benefits only when the prices of these 
commodities are down. It cannot boost exports either, 
because enormous costs of doing business sap the 
productivity and competitiveness of Indian 

exporters. India’s services exports and 
enormous remittances partly reduce the 
impact of poor net exports. 

The third driver of growth is private 
capital expenditure (capex). There is a lot 
of bullish anecdotal evidence about 
shiny new factories coming up, but the 
most comprehensive and authentic set 
of data is not so rosy. According to the 
Forward-Looking Survey of the Ministry 
of Statistics and Programme Implemen-
tation, actual intended private-sector 
capex will fall from ~6.56 trillion in FY25 
to ~4.9 trillion in FY26, a fall of 26 per 
cent. This survey was confined to large 
enterprises, and the mood is worse 

among small and medium ones. The reason for slug-
gish spending is sluggish demand — this can be 
traced back to the state, which comes in the way of  
creating a thriving, competitive, and innovative busi-
ness climate. 

This leads us to the fourth engine of growth: Gov-
ernment capex, probably the most important one in 
the current climate. India is continuing with the old 
“dominant state” model, extorting a lot of money 
from businesses and citizens even in a period of stag-
nant growth. Notice that the growth of manufacturing 
and exports is miserably low, and even large com-

panies are struggling to increase their revenues 
beyond single digits. But the government’s take from 
goods and services tax (GST) between FY20 and FY25 
expanded by an astonishing annual rate of 19.46 per 
cent. In FY23 and FY24, capitalising on GST collec-
tions and adding massive borrowings to its pot, the 
government massively increased spending. The 
Union Budget of FY24 announced a huge capital 
outlay of ~10 trillion, which was increased to ~11 tril-
lion in FY25, to be spent on railways, roads, urban 
transport, waterworks, energy transformation, and 
defence production. This boosted growth for two 
years. However, despite large allocations, actual gov-
ernment capex was surprisingly sluggish in FY25. 
There was no growth that year, while revenue  
expenditure went up, leading to a 22 per cent revenue 
deficit. In a society where the rule of law is weak, cor-
ruption is rampant, and red tape is entrenched, the 
limitations of government capex as a driver of growth 
are obvious. Also, if tax-and-spend was expected to 
trickle down, it has failed: India’s rural wages and job 
growth are stagnant, and this has wrecked consump-
tion growth.  

Clearly, it is not for the RBI and its monetary policy 
committee (MPC) to fix any of these deep structural 
issues and magically create growth. If any evidence is 
needed that the current economic strategy is not 
working, payroll growth is a definitive one. According 
to the government data, net payroll addition under 
the Employee Provident Fund was -5.1 per cent in 
FY24 and -1.3 per cent in FY25. The Naukri Jobseek 
Index of white collar jobs has flattened since FY23. 
Weak job creation reflects how ineffective the head-
line 6.5 per cent GDP growth really is; it also hobbles 
consumption, the economy’s lifeblood. There is no 
escape for policymakers to face facts: What we have is 
a structural, not cyclical, issue. 
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The world of DIY submarine builders 

PETER SAGAL 

Matthew Gavin Frank begins Sub-
mersed, his book about the amateur sub-
mersible community, with a confession: 
“For as long as I can remember, I’ve been 
afraid of the ocean.” 

The fear of drowning may be one of 
those inherited atavistic survival 
instincts — all other primates sink like 
stones. Perhaps that’s why the world’s 
attention was seized by the disappear-
ance of the private submersible Titan 
while it was touring the wreck of the 
Titanic in June 2023. We imagined the 

final moments of the five passengers, 
shuddered and tried to think about 
something else. 

Frank, an accomplished author of 
narrative nonfiction, uses his terror as 
inspiration for this exploration of per-
sonal submersibles — or “p-subs” — and 
the eccentrics that make, descend and 
sometimes die in them. The result, 
though, is not the tale of how he 
triumphed over his nightmare, although 
he does eventually submerge in one of 
these tiny homemade metal air bubbles. 
Nor is it solely a portrait of the mostly 
self-taught engineers who spend their 
days in garages or backyards  
welding steel and fiddling with  
control panels. 

It is in large part the story, told  
in excruciating detail, of one particular 
death on a submarine: The 2017 murder 
of the Swedish journalist Kim Wall by  
the Danish amateur submariner  
Peter Madsen. 

Madsen was a world-famous private 
sub-builder, sometimes compared to 
Elon Musk, whose mini-sub Nautilus 
was a legend before it became a crime 
scene. In his preface, Frank asks: Could 
there be a link between the kind of 
obsessive drive and egotism necessary to 
devote one’s life to building a submarine 
by hand and the dark compulsion to take 
a stranger’s life? 

There are hints along these lines: 
Almost all the amateur submariners are 
men, most have trouble forging lasting 
connections, and there is a dark strain of 
bigotry and hatred among some of them; 
admiration for Nazi eiciency seems 
uncomfortably common. 

(Madsen, as Frank documents, had 
his own history of sexual paraphilia and 
a kind of braying self-regard that could 
have easily masked psychopathology.) 

The two strands — a survey of a com-
munity of quirky obsessives and a true-
crime horror story — don’t quite mesh. 

Frank’s painstaking research 
(he likens it to a kind of OCD) 
yields evocative mini-por-
traits, whatever his subject. It 
is not enough for him to know 
that a person walked some-
where on a particular night 
years ago; he has to know 
everything that person 
experienced — the signage, 
the lights, the band that was 
playing the music coming 
from a bar on the corner. This 
can become almost self-par-
odic: Kim Wall’s last wave to 
her boyfriend, before she 
turned and walked to her 
death on the submarine, is 
followed by two solid pages of 
exegesis of the gesture, 
including on the biomech-
anics of a human hand, the 
significance of hand-waving 
in Greek myth and the wave’s 
meaning in different cultures. 

But almost all such quibbles can be 
forgiven because of, well, the sheer 
depth of Frank’s skill. We can smell the 

damp wood and tequila in 
the Alaskan cabin where one 
Nazi-obsessed submariner 
builds his vessels, and we 
instantly admire the end-
lessly energetic Shanee Stop-
nitzky, “one of the few 
‘non-dudes’ in the p-sub 
community,” as she lays out 
her pie-in-the-water plans to 
build, and then inhabit, a 
human-friendly underwater 
habitat. 

And Frank is right: It does 
make a difference to the 
reader to be able to picture 
Kim Wall’s last moments 
with loved ones.  

His book is a success if 
only for its ability to conjure 
so vividly Wall’s character 
and the tragedy of her death 
by someone who did not 
know her at all. 

The one real misstep comes toward 
the end, as the diligent author, who 
seems to have spoken to everyone 
involved in Wall’s murder but the con-

victed killer himself, drives to a Danish 
prison for that climactic interview. 
Again, we are given a description of the 
place in minute detail — Frank tells us 
he’s researched every aspect of the 
prison’s interior, leading to a detailed 
imagined encounter with Madsen as 
lucid as the nightmares of drowning that 
open the book. But then, standing in the 
parking lot, Frank aborts the mission.  
He never speaks to the central subject of 
his book. 

Frank’s starting thesis — that there 
must be something connecting the  
urge to risk one’s own life by building 
submarines and the urge to take 
another — remains not only unproven, 
but frustratingly unprovable.  

We are left only with the terror he 
invokes and never quite conquers, and 
the strange kind of reckless bravery 
required to risk everything by building 
your own  submarine, or walking aboard 
somebody else’s. 
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IRRATIONAL 
CHOICE 
debashis basu

m s sahoo & ashish makhija

IBC in stress
Its survival depends on the judiciary and executive staying 
committed to its core principles

illustration: ajaya mohanty


