
Withering heights

High levels of dust pollution and a rapidly depleting water table are two of the prin-
cipal ecological threats facing Delhi and the sprawling National Capital Region 
(NCR). The Supreme Court’s recent verdict could indirectly accelerate these hazards 
and lead to ecological disaster. It has accepted a definition submitted by the Minis-
try of Environment, Forest, and Climate Change (MoEFCC) of the Aravalli hills and 
ranges and it could extend mining and construction activities in larger parts of one 
of the world’s oldest mountain ranges. This could hasten the degradation and deser-
tification of large parts of Gujarat, Rajasthan, Haryana, and Delhi. The ministry’s 
criterion, accepted by the Supreme Court, defines the Aravallis as landforms 100 
metres or higher above the local relief. The implication is that mining and construc-
tion will be permitted in areas below this height. The problem with this definition 
is that it is disingenuously illusory because the bulk of this mountain range lies 
below the 100-metre cutoff. 

This much is clear from an internal assessment of another government institu-
tion, the Forest Survey of India, which is reported to have stated that more than 90 
per cent of the Aravallis falls below 100 metres. In the definition submitted to the 
court, the ministry appears to have ignored internal recommendations of a techni-
cal committee formed last year. It offered benchmarks in terms of height and the 
angle of slope, which would have excluded many more hills from the ambit of the 
miner and developer’s bulldozers. The Supreme Court’s order does not offer a carte 
blanche for mining and other development. It has stipulated that no new leases 
would be permitted until the government submits a sustainable mining plan. 

This restriction is unlikely to allay the fears of environmentalists because this 
mountain range is already in the ecological red zone owing to decades of illegal 
mining and construction. The fact is that even hills with elevations of up to 30 
metres can protect the NCR from dust pollution. But in 2018, a Supreme Court-
appointed committee had found that 31 of the 128 Aravalli hilltops in Rajasthan had 
disappeared altogether because of illegal quarrying, opening large gaps that funnel 
big amounts of dust from the Thar desert towards the NCR. In August last year, a 
study of land-use dynamics in the Aravallis revealed that between 1975 and 2019 
nearly 8 per cent of the range had disappeared, human settlements had increased 
from 4.5 per cent to 13.3 per cent, and forest cover had dropped  32 per cent with a 
significant rise in cultivated land. 

The wanton destruction of such priceless ecological wealth has played its role in 
higher dust pollution and erratic weather, which has marked the region in the past 
few decades. Taken together with the Supreme Court’s reversal earlier this month of 
its own ruling banning retrospective environmental clearances for projects nearing 
completion, the steady weakening of environmental safeguards are concerning at a 
time when the impact of climate change is becoming more acute. As with its verdict 
on the Aravalli hills, the apex court had argued that the restriction on economic activ-
ities would not be in the public interest. But the destruction of natural resources that 
play a key role in leavening ecological imbalances cannot be in the larger public inter-
est, either, especially when the poor bear the brunt of ecological damage. At the very 
least, a sensible reconsideration of this definition is called for.

Hardware for AI

Meta is reportedly considering deploying Google’s custom tensor processing units 
(TPUs) in its artificial intelligence (AI) processing data centres in 2027, while renting 
TPU capacity in Google Cloud centres from 2026. Supplying chips to Meta (and 
other customers) marks a major shift in strategy for Google, which has hitherto used 
its TPUs only in its own data centres, while renting out time to companies. This posi-
tions Google as a rival to Nvidia, which currently has 80 per cent market share when 
it comes to the supply of AI-specific graphic-processing units (GPU). 

However, Google’s recent launch of Gemini3 has served as a good advertise-
ment for the capability of its TPUs, which were used to develop the new model. 
Initial reports say Gemini3 is better in some respects than rivals like ChatGPT, from 
OpenAI, and Claude, from Anthropic. Gemini has around 650 million monthly 
users, while the market leader, ChatGPT, has around 800 million but Gemini3 is 
rapidly catching up in terms of popularity. Meta is currently Nvidia’s biggest cus-
tomer with a capex budget of $72 billion on AI infrastructure. If Google picks up a 
large chunk of that capex, it would be money that flows directly out of Nvidia’s 
pocket and the deal would be a validation for Google’s hardware ambitions. 

The stock market reacted sharply to the announcement of the Meta-Google 
deal. The Nvidia stock was sold down by around 2 per cent while the Alphabet 
(Google’s parent) stock was bid up by roughly 8 per cent. The stakes are enormous. 
Some analysts reckon TPUs could quickly capture up to 10 per cent of Nvidia’s 
annual revenues, which amounted to over $165 billion in the financial year ended 
June. Nevertheless, Nvidia would remain the market leader. The other major player 
in the AI- GPU market is AMD. However, as demand for AI explodes, Google is not 
the only company looking to develop in-house hardware. There’s a long waiting-list 
for high-end GPUs, and Amazon and Microsoft, among others, are developing their 
own chips in the hope of faster deployment at lower costs. Despite being rivals, in a 
scenario that’s typical of big tech’s “frenemy” model, Google and Nvidia also coop-
erate on many projects and Google is a major customer for Nvidia’s GPUs.  
Anthropic, which runs Claude, a rival to Gemini, is also exploring the possibility of 
deploying Google TPUs. Apple also trains its Apple Intelligence models on TPUs. 

Google’s chips are very different from Nvidia’s. They are not like-for-like. Nvidia 
is a pure-play hardware company. The GPUs are designed for large number 
crunching with a software platform thrown in to help users to tailor codes effi-
ciently. GPUs split tasks into many pieces and run the calculations side-by-side. 
They are more flexible than TPUs, which only do matrix mathematics for deep 
learning. But deep learning is a key research area and foundational to large-lan-
guage models and at this specific task, TPUs may be more cost-effective. Google’s 
reputation and AI-branding come from its development of AI software and algo-
rithms in services like “search”, “map”, and “translate” for many years and it started 
designing its TPUs in-house (in a collaboration with Broadcom) a decade ago. Its 
entry should provide some healthy competition and if other giants also get into 
the act, we could find a sea change in the AI ecosystem.

Google’s entry will increase competition  

SC verdict impacts the future of the Aravallis

The Supreme Court’s judgment of November 19, strik-
ing down key provisions of the Tribunal Reforms Act, 
2021, is the latest episode in a long-running cycle. For 
three decades, the Court has repeatedly held that cer-
tain institutional arrangements violate constitutional 
requirements. The legislature has responded, often 
with marginally altered provisions, only for the Court to 
find the changes inadequate and invalidate them again.  

The cycle seems unending. Judicial primacy 
lasts only until the next legislative intervention, 
and legislative primacy endures only until the next 
judicial reckoning, each time set in motion and 
defended by the executive. The 
locus of “victory” may alternate 
between Parliament and the Court, 
but the consistent loser is the 
country, both in reform momen-
tum and institutional credibility. 

At the heart of this churn lies a 
deeper question: How should regula-
tors and tribunals be staffed and 
structured? India’s history offers tell-
ing examples. In the early 2000s, the 
Competition Commission of India 
became the site of a tug-of-war 
between the judiciary and the bureaucracy, each 
seeing it as a post-retirement destination. The event-
ual bifurcation, creating the Competition Appellate 
Tribunal separate from the regulator, reflected negoti-
ated turf rather than functional design. The cost was a 
lost decade in building competition jurisprudence and 
enforcement capacity. This episode illustrates a larger 
pattern: Instead of designing institutions around 
capability, independence, and purpose, they are too 
often designed around turf. 

Regulators and tribunals were conceived to func-
tion differently from traditional ministries and courts. 
Yet, in practice, the executive tends to treat regulators 
as administrative extensions, and the judiciary often 

views tribunals as subordinate courts. Appointing 
retired bureaucrats and judges reinforces these 
instincts. By habit, training, and network, they rep-
licate bureaucratic or judicial reflexes, producing insti-
tutions that mirror familiar systems rather than 
innovating for their specialised mandates. 

This institutional mimicry manifests in several 
ways. Many tribunals, for instance, have ventured 
into striking down subordinate legislation, though 
constitutional questions of vires lie with the High 
Courts and the Supreme Court. Even the Adjudicat-
ing Authority under the Insolvency and Bankruptcy 

Code issues orders from “_ Tribu-
nal, _ Bench (Court-_),” signalling a 
drift back to conventional court cul-
ture. Such patterns reveal how 
deeply inherited institutional 
behaviours shape outcomes. 

The legal foundations for regula-
tors and regulatory tribunals are now 
largely settled, and statutes have 
transferred specific functions from 
the executive and judiciary to these 
bodies on the premise that distinct 
processes, expertise, and modified 

arrangements for independence would improve out-
comes. However, their institutional design, recruit-
ment architecture, and inter-institutional balance 
remain inadequately conceived.  

Consider regulatory independence. As far back as 
1995, it was settled that regulators may frame regula-
tions without prior government approval, subject to 
post-facto legislative oversight. Yet many regulations 
still require prior approval, reflecting a continued 
reluctance to cede space. This persistent oscillation 
suggests an incomplete understanding of the rationale 
for establishing regulators and tribunals, and an 
ongoing attempt, on both executive and judicial fronts, 
to shape these bodies in their own institutional image. 

One major design flaw is ad hoc organisational 
arrangements that lack the continuity, long-term 
architecture, and characteristics of the bureaucracy or 
the judiciary. Members of the higher judiciary and 
senior bureaucracy enjoy long, protected tenures that 
enable expertise, stability, and institutional memory. 
By contrast, tribunal members typically serve short 
terms of three to five years, often post-retirement, 
which is insufficient to build or retain capacity. Regu-
lators fare somewhat better because of dedicated pro-
fessional secretariats. The ongoing debate over 
tribunal tenure, reduced to choosing between four and 
five years, misses the point entirely. 

Sustained institutional expertise in regulators and 
regulatory tribunals requires recruiting mid-career 
professionals and offering tenures linked to a fixed 
retirement age, regardless of age of entry. Questions of 
ethics, performance, and accountability should be 
addressed through transparent governance frame-
works, not through artificially short terms. Appoint-
ments must prioritise individuals, whether from the 
Bench, bureaucracy, academia, professions, or indus-
try, who can advance institutional purpose, not those 
who merely extend familiar chains of command. This 
would enable a steady infusion of specialised capabil-
ity and foster genuine institutional independence.   

With nearly three decades of experience behind us, 
India now has sufficient data to conduct a rigorous, 
evidence-based study of how its regulators and tribu-
nals function in practice. Such a study should go 
beyond anecdotal impressions and systematically 
map mandates, workloads, decision-making pro-
cesses, timelines, organisational capacities, and user 
experience. Such an evidence-based assessment can 
reveal what works, what does not, and why certain 
institutions consistently outperform others, and 
which structural features contribute to such out-
comes. Insights from such evidence should then guide 
a comprehensive redesign, not piecemeal legislative 
fixes. A mature regulatory state requires a coherent 
institutional architecture built on tested principles, 
not reactive amendments. 

Thereafter, a common design template may be 
developed, akin to the constitutional principles that 
guide the executive and the judiciary, to articulate 
overarching principles that guide the establishment 
and operation of regulators and tribunals, irrespective 
of their sectoral domain. It should address founda-
tional elements that any regulator or regulatory tribu-
nal must embody: Clear functions and powers; robust 
governance and management structures; calibrated 
mechanisms of independence and accountability; 
fixed-retirement-based tenures; transparent recruit-
ment and removal processes; standardised conflict-of-
interest and ethics rules; and institutionalised 
professional secretariats. These principles must then 
be adapted to the purpose and context of each body, 
rather than imposed as replicas of ministries or courts. 

Only by grounding institutional design in capabil-
ity, independence, and evidence, not in inheritance 
or hierarchy, can India build a genuinely independent 
regulatory state. Such an architecture is indispens-
able if the country is to move beyond the cycles of 
judicial invalidation, legislative patchwork, and insti-
tutional drift that have characterised these domains 
for too long. 
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the Securities Appellate Tribunal and a member of 
three regulatory bodies. The views are personal

When development goals clash
Over the past few weeks, soaring air pollution in Delhi 
and other metros has forced Indian policymakers to 
confront an issue they often prefer to ignore: The need 
to focus on total emissions, not just the emission inten-
sity of the economy, even as India seeks to accelerate 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth and march 
towards becoming a developed country by 2047. 

The distinction between total emissions and the 
emission intensity of the economy is crucial. India has 
focused on reducing emission intensity — that is, its 
goal has been to lower emissions per unit of economic 
output. The target for 2030 is to cut GDP 
emission intensity by 45 per cent from 
2005 levels. This seems eminently 
doable — as it has already reduced 
emission intensity by around 36 per cent 
since 2005. 

The problem is that it does not 
actually lead to cleaner air or stop global 
warming. The absolute emissions are 
still going up — and will continue to go 
up until policymakers figure out a way 
of reducing, or at least capping, 
emissions, while devising policies to 
accelerate growth. Current studies sug-
gest that India’s total emissions could well continue 
going up all the way till 2040, or even longer at cur-
rent rates of GDP growth. 

Balancing rapid GDP growth with the inevitable 
rise in emissions that high economic growth brings is 
an issue that all developing nations face. Rapid growth 
inevitably requires higher energy consumption, 
higher construction activity, and higher industrial 
production, among others.  

India’s development targets for 2047 will require 
the economy to grow at 8 per cent per annum or more 
consistently over two decades. This growth is necess-

ary to ensure that the country’s per capita income 
crosses the threshold the World Bank uses to classify a 
nation as high-income. 

Equally, the 8 per cent-plus growth would inevi-
tably lead to higher total emissions for the time being 
— and, unless dealt with aggressively, will adversely 
affect the health of citizens in all big cities in the 
country. Numerous studies have shown that consist-
ently high air pollution reduces life expectancy —and 
new research indicates that it can also affect unborn 
babies at the foetal stage. 

The hallmark of a developed country 
is not merely high per capita income but 
also high quality of life — especially edu-
cation and health, along with higher per 
capita incomes as per the United 
Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) Human Development Index 
(HDI). This would mean that India 
should focus on air and water pollution, 
among other things, such as universal 
and high-quality school education while 
encouraging higher industrial and ser-
vice sector growth. 

Ensuring quality school education 
while pursuing high economic growth is not very diffi-
cult — though most Union governments in India have 
so far preferred to leave improvements in education to 
state governments or the private sector. Reducing or 
tackling absolute emissions, however, is a far bigger 
challenge for policymakers. 

India’s future economic growth will need to come 
from both manufacturing and services. At one point, 
the theory was that services-led growth would require 
less energy and produce lower emissions than rapid 
manufacturing growth. But the advent of artificial 
intelligence (AI) and gargantuan data centres has 

caused alarm bells to ring about their energy and water 
consumption. This is why it is important for policy-
makers to realise that they cannot wait till India 
becomes a high-income nation to tackle total 
emissions or issues like air pollution. Even interim tar-
gets on the path to net zero by 2070 that India has 
adopted will need to provide solutions for absolute 
emissions while continuing to reduce the emission 
intensity of economic growth. 

The answer obviously is not to slow down economic 
growth, but to figure out how to tackle the very real 
problem of air pollution — an inevitable byproduct of 
high growth — that citizens face. At least some of these 
problems could be addressed by implementing more 
stringent environmental regulations and ensuring 
better enforcement of existing norms. 

It is no secret that many industries — large, 
medium, and small — pay little heed to emission 
norms. Nor do local, state, or even Union authorities 
particularly care about emissions or air pollution. Old 
thermal power plants have often been given additional 
time to implement emission control systems by auth-
orities. Water pollution and depletion continue 
unabated across the country. Trees, which are crucial 
for absorbing emissions, are cut down with impunity 
to build roads, factories, and for mining activities, with 
little effort to create alternative green lungs. Similarly, 
cleaning water bodies could help absorb emissions, 
along with measures such as stricter emission controls 
for construction activity and related sectors. The Union 
government needs to find the right balance between 
high growth and an improved quality of life for citizens. 
It cannot focus on one while ignoring the other. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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World of the Right: Radical Conservatism 
and Global Order is important enough to 
merit a review despite having been in 
circulation already for several months. 
The issues raised by its authors and the 
insights they provide on what is a power-
ful political ideology sweeping across 
the world, are decidedly current and of 
continuing relevance. The six authors 
are all eminent political scientists and 
historians. Rita Abrahamsen, Michael C 
Williams, Srdjan Vucetic and Alexandra 
Gheciu are all from the University of 
Ottawa. Jean-Francois Drolet and Karin 
Narita are academics from the UK. They 

seek to unpack the common features of 
the wide spectrum of ideologies, which 
may be grouped as the radical right. The 
latter are unapologetically nationalist, 
even nativist and subscribe to a populist 
agenda. They harbour a “deep disdain” 
for the experts and the technocratic and 
managerial elites who run both govern-
ments and multilateral agencies and 
impose a uniform set of values and 
norms that underpin the so-called lib-
eral international order. At first glance, it 
may seem that the right, being fervently 
nationalist, may not be interested in 
seeking an international platform for 
propagating their ideas, but the authors 
show that these movements are inter-
linked across borders and share a strong 
sense of affinity. There are forums such 
as the US-based Conservative Political 
Action Conference (CPAC), the 
National Conservative Conference, or 
Natcom, and the Madrid-based Madrid 
Forum, which seeks to promote a pan-
Hispanic identity and the Catholic 
faith. Bharatiya Janata Party delegates 

have participated in Natcoms. 
Contrary to the impression that the 

radical right has had a sudden and sur-
prisingly swift ascent to ideological 
assertiveness and political power, the 
authors show how this ideology has 
been brewing for a long time, with doc-
trinal preparation and structured politi-
cal action. One may trace its beginnings 
to the French “Nouvelle Droite”, or the 
New Right, which began to gain promi-
nence in the 1960s.The initial effort was 
to dispel the taint of fascism from the 
post-war right ideologies and to offer a 
compelling critique of the post-war 
order, which espoused universal values 
and norms upheld by multilateral insti-
tutions such as the United Nations. It is 
in the ensuing decades of the 1970s and 
the 1980s that a more comprehensive 
critique began to appear, along with a 
road map towards gaining both ideo-
logical and political ascendency. And 
this is where the story really becomes 
interesting. The road map draws from 
the ideas of Antonio Gramsci, the Italian 

Marxist and anti-fascist figure, who 
spent years in prison in Mussolini’s Italy 
during the interwar period. He 
famously described this era of ascend-
ant fascism as “an age of monsters”. And 
yet it is his ideas that have been co-
opted openly by the radical right in 
fashioning its own political programme. 

Gramsci’s key contribution was to 
argue that while the economic and social 
infrastructure is determined by the 
structure of production in a country, this 
was not sufficient to gain and to hold on 
to political power. For that it was necess-
ary to create a dominant culture that 
encompassed values, norms, percep-
tions, beliefs, sentiments and even 
prejudices. This enables a “degree of 
consent and ideological consensus, 
which prevents a major clash between 
the oppressors and the oppressed in any 
social order”. In short, the people or 
masses, or at least a majority of them, are 
co-opted by the ruling elite. Mere coer-
cive power would not suffice. It is this 
“hegemony”, which has to be attacked 

and dismantled before a new 
order can replace it. Gramsci 
put forward the idea of con-
structing a countervailing cul-
tural establishment, a 
“counter-hegemony” inde-
pendent of the dominant cul-
tural apparatus and able to 
generate its own system of 
beliefs. Politics is, in this 
sense, downstream from cul-
ture. And this is what the rad-
ical right has been engaged in 
for several decades. 

From the Gramscian view 
it follows that there should be 
a systematic attack on liberal 
tenets such as “Wokeism” 
and “DEI” (Diversity, Equality 
and Inclusion) in the US, or in 
the Indian context, the 
enlightenment and secular 
values enshrined in the Constitution. It 
also implies that in sustaining political 
power, it is necessary to capture the cul-
tural and intellectual bastions of the old 
order and establish new institutions 
more aligned with the right. That is also 
evident in the experience of India itself 
under the current political dispensation. 

The book is important for 
Indian readers precisely 
because it enables one to 
understand the political and 
ideological trajectory of this 
country over the past decade. 

Interestingly, even osten-
sibly socialist countries like 
China, seem to share some of 
the characteristics of the rad-
ical right, including the current 
stress on ideological rectitude, 
nationalist pride and claim to 
civilisational exceptionalism. 
There are sections among the 
right who see China as an 
exemplar in some ways. 

What is the global order 
that the radical right wishes to 
establish in place of the liberal 
order which it despises? This 
is not clear. An order cannot 

be built on ideological affinity alone. 
There must be a coherent structure and 
at least some rules of the game and an 
acknowledgement of leading players 
and/or institutions for upholding the 
order. That is nowhere in sight. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Radical right: Building the ‘counter-hegemony’
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Voiding a few provisions of the 2021 Act may not secure the 
right institutional framework 
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