
ULLETS are bullish. The ad-
age that war fills coffers is 
finally ringing true for India 
as the conflict in Ukraine is 
poised to enter its fourth year 
in less than three months.

A single sentence in the 
‘outcome documents’ released half-way 
through Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s visit to India on December 5 is 
pregnant with bullish possibilities. 
The description of  this particular out-
come hides more than it reveals—a 
memorandum of  understanding that 
“entails cooperation in various sectors 
of  maritime domain such as shipping, 
ports, joint mineral exploration, re-
search and development”.

Two weeks before Putin’s arrival in 
New Delhi, a visit to Goa by Nikolai 
Patrushev, chairman of  Russia’s Mari-
time Board, prepared the ground for 
what augurs to be the biggest military-
industrial project to emerge from the 
23rd annual India-Russia summit this 
month. The Maritime Board has identi-
fied Goa Shipyard as the base for pro-
duction of  frigates, corvettes, anti-mine 
and landing vessels as well as ice-break-
ers. Russia has also proposed continued 
production of  Project 1135.6 class ships 
in Goa based on upgraded designs and 
state-of-the-art technology. Two such 
ships, Triput and Tavasya, based on 
Russian models, were launched for the 
Indian Navy in July last year and March 
this year, respectively.

On November 20, the Russian foreign 
ministry’s readout on Patrushev’s visit 
quoted him as saying, “Our countries 
can jointly build up their own fleets, 
strengthen cooperation between them, 
establish robust and sanctions-resistant 
maritime logistics, and develop marine 
science and technology.” The crux of  
the statement originated from griev-
ances by head honchos of  Goa Shipyard 
about delays in “material supply obliga-
tions” for collaborative naval projects 
with Russia. Both sides agreed that 
these challenges were because of  “ex-
traordinary global circumstances”—a 
euphemism for the war in Ukraine and 
supply chain disruptions.

The current challenge on the strate-
gic and commercial horizons for Rus-
sia’s thriving shipbuilding sector is the 
Ukraine conflict. Midway through the 
war, Franco-British missiles supplied 
to Ukraine penetrated the defences of  
Russia’s Black Sea fleet headquarters 
in Sevastopol, which was part of  
Ukraine until 2014. Major shipyards in 
Crimea have been affected by sanctions 
on supply of  German engines and dis-

ruptions in getting ancillaries such as 
turbines from Ukraine.

If  Goa Shipyard and Mormugao port 
become hubs for the activities of  Rus-
sia’s Maritime Board, ships could be 
built in Goa for Russia to at least partly 
compensate for production stoppages 
along the Black Sea, which is vulnera-
ble to attacks from Ukraine. Patrushev 
was understandably guarded in his 
open meetings on Goa’s maritime in-
frastructure. “The enterprise is subor-
dinate to India’s ministry of  defence 
due to its military orientation, but we 
have very good prospects for coopera-
tion,” the authorised English transla-
tion of  Patrushev’s remarks said.

The annual summit turned a new 
page in India-Russia engagement, which 
is best described as familial diplomacy. 
Patrushev, who has been by Putin’s side 

as one of  his most trusted aides since he 
became prime minister in 1999 and later 
president, is said to have an excellent 
chemistry with Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi. The two men met every time 
Patrushev came to India as secretary of  
Russia’s Security Council, the equiva-
lent of  a national security adviser.

In late September, as the groundwork 
for Putin’s visit was under way, anoth-
er Patrushev arrived in India—Deputy 
Prime Minister Dmitry Patrushev. He 
is Nikolai’s son and was Russia’s agri-
culture minister for six years before 
his promotion as deputy prime minis-
ter in charge of  agriculture.

During and after the visit, he initiated 
efforts to increase the market share of  
Indian shrimp products in Russia. The 
landed prices of  Indian shrimp products 
in their biggest market, the US, have in-

creased by 58 percent, thanks to the steep 
tariffs supplemented by anti-dumping 
duties. Russia’s mitigation efforts would 
be critical. In return, Dmitry wants In-
dia to buy more Russian fertiliser. Going 
beyond this buyer-seller arrangement, 
Modi and Putin discussed the establish-
ment of  joint ventures in fertiliser.

Dmitry is a rising star in the Russian 
government. When he was only 32, the 
double doctorate degree-holder in busi-
ness management was made chairman 
of  the Russian Agricultural Bank. He 
made it the country’s fourth largest 
bank. Modi is courting Dmitry because 
he is the most India-friendly among the 
new generation of  Russian politicians, 
whom Putin promoted in a reshuffle a 
week after he began his fifth term as 
president in May 2024. If  the Kremlin 
grapevine is to be believed, Dmitry 
could one day succeed Putin as Head of  
State when the latter decides to retire.

Another visionary outcome of  the 
summit was an MoU enabling Russia 
to “train specialists for Indian ships 
operating in polar waters”. The memo-
randum remained understated amid 
all the noise in public discourse about 
the absence of  defence deals with Rus-
sia and declining oil purchases. India 
has so far conducted 15 successful ex-
peditions to the Arctic, the Rajya Sab-
ha was told during this year’s budget 
session. The government unveiled a 
comprehensive Arctic Policy three 
years ago. Its framework—titled ‘India 
and the Arctic: Building a Partnership 
for Sustainable Development’—is over-
seen by an empowered inter-ministeri-
al group. Russia, with its large-scale 
involvement in the Arctic, is the most 
important external power that is criti-
cal to India’s efforts on what’s a new 
frontier for the country.

Patrushev Senior held extensive dis-
cussions at the National Centre for Po-
lar and Ocean Research in Goa in the 
run-up to Putin’s visit, which paved 
the way for the MoU on equipping In-
dia for enhanced presence in polar wa-
ters. The Arctic has hydrocarbon re-
sources beyond imagination. Dmitry’s 
younger sibling, Andrey, has a whip 
hand on these resources. A senior gas 
company executive until recently, An-
drey is now CEO of  Russia’s Arctic Ini-
tiatives Centre.

The road of  India-Russia relations 
in the post-Putin generation will run 
through the Patrushev household, 
and India is sensitive to it. Need one 
say more about familial diplomacy 
with Moscow?

� (Views are personal)
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Putin aide Nikolai Patrushev’s visit to Goa resulted in major  
deals on shipbuilding and Arctic exploration in Delhi. The roles  

of his sons Dmitry and Andrey have become more consequential too

A DEBATE ON REFORMS 
THAT DELIVERED 

ONLY RANCOUR

T
HE two-day Lok Sabha debate on electoral reforms should 
have been an opportunity to clarify procedures, strengthen 
transparency, and reaffirm institutional neutrality at a 
time when public trust in democratic processes is increas-
ingly brittle. Instead, it descended into a familiar political 

joust between the Leader of  the Opposition Rahul Gandhi and 
Union Home Minister Amit Shah—each armed not only with 
arguments, but with history, grievance, and sharp-edged jibes.

Rahul Gandhi levelled a sweeping charge of  “institutional cap-
ture”, accusing the Election Commission of  operating without 
accountability and alleging “vote chori” through opaque voter-
roll practices, questionable deletions under the ongoing Special 
Intensive Revision, and a lack of  transparency in electronic vot-
ing machines’ architecture. He demanded machine-readable 
electoral rolls, full technical disclosure of  EVMs, access for par-
ties to examine them, protection of  CCTV evidence, and removal 
of  immunities shielding election commissioners. His warning—
that a future government would “change the law retrospectively”—
was as much political messaging as it was a call for reform.

Amit Shah’s rebuttal was equally political. He dismissed the 
opposition’s claims as “manufactured narratives”, arguing that 
SIR is a constitutional exercise conducted by the Election Com-
mission independent of  the government. When pressed on alleged 
voter-roll manipulation, he countered with the question of  wheth-
er “infiltrators” and non-citizens should remain on electoral 
rolls—reframing the debate around national security rather than 
institutional procedure. He invoked historical episodes to turn the 
“vote chori” charge back at the Congress, citing precedents from 
the Nehru, Indira, and Sonia eras to argue that the opposition 
lacked moral authority to lecture on electoral integrity.

What might have been a sober discussion on systemic reform 
slid into point-scoring. Gandhi’s narrative of  democratic erosion 
met Shah’s counter-narrative of  Congress’s past failings. Allega-
tions of  voter manipulation were matched with charges of  pro-
tecting “ghuspethiyas”. Both leaders ended up appealing more to 
their constituencies than to the substance of  electoral reform.

And yet, the core question remains urgent: India needs a cred-
ible, transparent, error-free system of  electoral roll revision, 
robust auditability, and institutional safeguards that command 
cross-party trust. Without concrete steps—legislative clarity, 
procedural reforms, or independent oversight—the debate risks 
becoming another episode of  political theatre. Democracies 
weaken not only by manipulation, but also by neglect.

MIND COMMUNITY CONCERN 
WHILE DOUSING ODISHA FURY

T
he murder of  an Adivasi woman has reopened old 
wounds in Odisha’s Malkangiri. The state’s southern-
most district faced chaos when a large group of  Adivasi 
community members marched into MV-26, one of  the vil-
lages created under the Dandakaranya project, and set 

ablaze the houses of  Bengali refugees on Sunday. The arson 
continued the next day despite a suspect’s arrest. Timely action 
could have prevented the crisis, which had been building up 
since the woman went missing on December 1 and her decapi-
tated body was found three days later. Police action not only 
came late, but was insufficient to calm the crowd that went on 
the rampage right in front of  top officials. Prohibitory orders 
have been clamped and internet access restricted.

Though there is a pause in violence after a peace committee 
meeting, the region remains on the boil. The district has, for 
the first time, witnessed a flare-up of  this magnitude between 
Adivasis and Bengalis. The state machinery’s failure is  
evident even though the opposition parties have, curiously, 
remained silent. Since coming to power in June 2024, the BJP 
government has walked into law-and-order troubles one after 
another. Despite Chief  Minister Mohan Charan Majhi’s clear 
instructions, the state police have let him down.

The Malkangiri incident must not be viewed lightly. It points 
to a growing animosity between the two communities. Adivasi 
organisations have complained of  the refugees’ increasing en-
croachment of  government land and demanded an identification 
exercise, alleging that ‘infiltrators’ have found their way into the 
district. The Bengalis, in turn, allege they are being targeted and 
have demanded the arrest of  those involved in the violence.

While the Odisha government must ensure that the consti-
tutional rights of  the indigenous people are protected, it must 
not allow lawlessness to prevail. Neighbouring Nabarangpur 
district was also under the ambit of  the Dandakaranya  
Development Authority when the Centre, in 1958, allowed 
refugees from what was then East Pakistan to settle over a 
77,700-sq-km area in Odisha and Madhya Pradesh. The deep 
divide between the two communities continued to fester and 
ended up in a spate of  violent incidents in Nabarangpur over 
land resources and development disparity. Malkangiri must 
not go the same way. It is one of  the most economically back-
ward areas, which is why left-wing extremism struck roots 
there. The Majhi government must tread with extreme care. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

An unnecessary war

THE US state department has declared a new war—not on a 
country, but on a font. Secretary Marco Rubio has ordered 
American diplomats to go back to using Times New Roman, 

a typeface introduced by The Times in the 1930s. Rubio’s grouse 
is apparently with his predecessor Anthony Blinken’s shift to 
Calibri, a font introduced with Microsoft software in the 2000s, 
because he sees it as a “wasteful diversity move”. Those lam-
pooned for using Comic Sans would attest that fonts can in-
deed evoke strong emotions. But even in this digital era, a shift 
can be costly for a sprawling government department. When 
FF Meta, a new typeface the German Post Office had commis-
sioned, arrived in the 1980s, they junked it for the fear it could 
“cause unrest”—an odd euphemism for high costs.
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Boost demand
Ref: Robust fundamentals should trigger 
better business growth (Dec 10). Growth 
is not a function of fundamental strength 
alone, but hinges on sustained demand at 
home and away. Our export performance is 
lacklustre since we are not cost-competitive 
in many segments. Private sector growth is 
subdued with higher risk aversion, whose 
reversal requires increased competition.
Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru 

Our responsibility
Ref: A shaman who shattered the lens on 
Anthropocene (Dec 10). When I  was serving 
at Isro’s Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre, I 
happened to listen to P R Pisharoty, who 
was also known as Sarabhai’s mentor and 
teacher. He said that opportunities are 
available everywhere and we need to milk 
them. But in our culture, he said, we respect 
the learned even if they are poor—meaning 
wealth is only a means, not the end. Our 
world is just a speck. The universe would 
not bother if  we sustain it or not. So it’s our 
responsibility to care for it. 
A Rajakumar, email 

Vote incentives
Ref: Perils of an unchecked narrative  
(Dec 10). Disbursing a year ’s worth of 
incentives at one go before elections is 
nothing but dishing out cash for getting 
votes. Democracy gave a different  
narrative to Bihar ’s women—to use the  
free handouts whichever way they want, 
whoever they are given out by. 
Jayachandran C, Chennai 

Next-door Oxbridge
Ref: Foreign campuses, Indian concerns 
(Dec 9). When Ustad Bismillah Khan was 
asked why he refused to start a music 
school abroad, he replied because he could 
not bring Ganga there. While we may 
set up buildings and bring in faculty, we 
can’t recreate the grandeur of Oxford or 
Cambridge. The holistic experience of such 
institutions cannot be replicated next door.
Dasu Madhusudhana Rao, Visakhapatnam 

Chennai choked
Ref: Plastic waste, garbage choke 
Ekangipuram canal (Dec 10). Encroachment 
on canals for residential housing and 
commercial constructions is a growing  
crisis in Chennai and other coastal cities. 
Built as lifelines to carry floodwaters and 
recharge groundwater, these canals are  
now choked and degraded. Reviving  
canals to their original purpose would  
be essential for future resilience.  
Komala Brunschwig, email

K P Nayar Strategic analyst

SOURAV ROY

UROPEAN courts seem keen to 
legitimise high privileges for 
other countries’ economic fugi-
tives. Belgian courts have re-
portedly approved the extradi-
tion of  one of  India’s most 
wanted economic fugitives only 

after the Indian government furnished for-
mal, legally-binding assurances. The gov-
ernment undertook to lodge him in a spe-
cially-prepared cell at Mumbai’s Arthur 
Road Jail, conforming to the standards set 
by the European Committee for the Pre-
vention of  Torture—adequate space, ven-
tilation, medical care, nutritious food, me-
dia access, and no solitary confinement. 

Demands for special privileges are un-
derstandable when sought for a coun-
try’s own citizens. But insistence on 
such treatment for those wanted else-
where is discordant. The trend reflects a 
newfound love of  some countries for 
wealthy economic fugitives. Oliver Bul-
lough’s 2022 bestseller, Butler to the 
World: How Britain Became the Servant 
of  Tycoons, Tax Dodgers, Kleptocrats and 
Criminals, lucidly captures this phenom-
enon and its corrosive effects. 

Every individual, including an accused 
or a convict, is entitled to basic human 
rights. But demanding special comforts un-
der the guise of  human rights reflects trou-
bling double standards and a transactional 
stance to justice. Using it as an excuse to 
embrace a fugitive moneybag’s assets is an 
open endorsement of  financial crimes.

This is paradoxical especially because 
many of  these countries are founding 
members of  the Financial Action Task 
Force and signatories to global conven-
tions against money laundering. Their 
offshore tax havens further expose this 
hypocrisy. Unless such duplicity is con-
fronted, global public policy’s fight 
against financial crimes and money laun-
dering risks becoming an empty slogan.

Their own histories offer reminders of  
these contradictions. Many European 
countries abolished barbaric prisons 
barely a century ago. Dismemberment, 
whipping, and long incarcerations, even 
for minor offences, were once common. 
Recall the hero in Victor Hugo’s Les Mis-
érables (1862), an impoverished man im-
prisoned for 18 years for stealing a loaf  
of  bread. In European colonies, national-
ist leaders were left to rot in jails with 
appalling conditions. Yet, those nations 
now advocate exalted human rights for 
criminals from other countries, often to 
the point of  obstructing justice itself.

Almost all the major prisons in India 

were built by the British, primarily to 
incarcerate freedom fighters. The Cellu-
lar Jail in the Andamans was the most 
notorious. Others such as Alipore Jail in 
Kolkata, Naini Jail in Prayagraj, and 
Yerawada Jail in Pune also served as 
sites of  confinement and torture for 
countless nationalist leaders.

Built in 1926, Arthur Road Jail in Mum-
bai continues to function as the city’s 
central prison. It houses a mix of  in-
mates—business leaders, public officials, 
celebrities, and political figures—with 
some of  them housed in upgraded cells.

The need to offer case-specific assur-
ances to foreign courts stems from the 
presumption that India’s prisons do not 
meet minimum humanitarian stand-
ards. This raises a deeper moral and in-
stitutional concern: why should humane 
treatment be an exception, invoked only 
when international scrutiny demands 
it? A constitutional democracy governed 
by the rule of  law must guarantee hu-
mane detention for every person, irre-
spective of  nationality, status, or offence. 
Ensuring the minimum standards uni-
versally, rather than selectively, would 
enhance the credibility of  the justice 
system and obviate the need for external 

assurances in extradition proceedings.
If  India provides superior detention 

conditions to extradited fugitives while 
ordinary prisoners continue to endure 
substandard or overcrowded facilities, it 
raises a serious question of  discrimina-
tory treatment. Domestic prisoners could 
justifiably argue that such selective priv-
ileges violate the constitutional guaran-
tees of  equality and the right to life with 
dignity. The State cannot defend this dis-
parity solely on the grounds of  diplomat-
ic expediency or international image. 

India’s limited success in securing the 
return of  wanted persons has been a re-
sult of  adroit diplomatic and legal ef-
forts, rather than the strength of  its ex-
tradition law. The Extradition Act, 1962 
is out of  sync with contemporary global 
realities. It largely reflects the older para-
digm of  extradition centred on political 
offenders and non-financial crimes, dis-
couraging the former while facilitating 
the latter. Despite amendments in 1993, 
the law does not adequately address the 
challenges posed by financial globalisa-
tion, India’s own economic liberalisa-
tion, the rise of  transnational financial 
crimes, offenders’ increasing ease in 
crossing borders, and the growing prac-
tice of  states offering expedited citizen-
ship in exchange for investment. 

The Extradition Act is also oblivious to 
the stonewalling tactics by many Western 
nations. While India imposes no restric-
tion on the extradition of  its own nation-
als and has been accommodative on such 
matters, most other nations rarely recip-
rocate. They often refuse to extradite their 
own citizens to India and are increasingly 
becoming intransigent in extraditing even 
third-country nationals involved in eco-
nomic offences or other serious crimes.

India’s extradition framework must be 
strengthened and treaties redrawn to re-
flect evolving global dynamics and In-
dia’s growing international stature. A 
robust legal and diplomatic strategy, sup-
ported by credible, universal prison re-
forms, would enable India to negotiate 
from a position of  strength and ensure 
that all fugitives are brought to justice 
under Indian law.� (Views are personal)

E
THE ODDITY OF PRIVILEGED FUGITIVES

True moral authority lies not 
in appeasing foreign courts for 
extraditing prominent economic 
fugitives, but in ensuring equal 
dignity for all those behind bars. 
Former European colonisers’ 
demands on this count reveal 
double standards. An update of  
our extradition law is overdue
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