
Ground realities

A welcome extension of the ceasefire between the United States (US) and Iran 
has underlined the waning appetite for war among the major actors and allies in 
West Asia. Nevertheless, with the US unexpectedly deciding to blockade the 
Strait of Hormuz, the future path remains unclear. As the world’s most powerful 
navy sails close to the wind in terms of maritime legality while chasing down Ira-
nian ships far outside the Gulf’s boundaries, a way out of the impasse appears 
elusive. With Iran also closing the strait after a brief reprieve in response to the 
US blockade, the political and economic situation appears far worse than it did 
two weeks ago, when the ceasefire came into force. It is becoming increasingly 
clear that the US needs to find a workable solution to the negotiating impasse. In 
extending the ceasefire but maintaining the Hormuz blockade, US President 
Donald Trump is betting on a reported rift in the Iranian ruling establishment to 
force Tehran’s interlocutors back to the negotiating table. As yet, the logic behind 
this calculation is unclear. 

If, as reported, the powerful Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is 
actively sidelining the political authorities, it is difficult to see scope for common 
ground. The IRGC, by its very nature as Iran’s supra-governing agency, is likely to 
be more intractable than the political leadership in agreeing to the US’ challenging 
terms on uranium enrichment and the disarmament of client groups Hamas and 
Hezbollah as long as Israel remains a nuclear-armed and territorially expansionist 
power. Much, therefore, hinges on the US-brokered peace talks between Lebanon 
and Israel. Further, the US blockade will undeniably constrain Iran’s export earn-
ings as well as vital imports of food, grain, and medicine, which will impose addi-
tional suffering on its people. The country, in fact, continued exporting its own 
oil after the conflict began and reaped the benefits of higher prices. Together with 
its imposition of transit fees through the strait, Tehran has built a sort of buffer.  
In March, it recorded its fifth-highest earnings over the past year and a half. This 
apart, decades of escalating sanctions have inured the Iranian people to hardship. 
In this situation, surviving a further blockade should not be a stretch. Having suf-
fered so much, the Iranians may not be willing to give up at this point. 

Meanwhile, the world is suffering supply-chain disruption on account of fuel 
shortages. Oil prices, which had stabilised somewhat when the ceasefire was 
announced, surged again when the US Navy seized an Iran-flagged cargo ship. 
The International Monetary Fund has already downgraded its 2026 economic 
growth forecast from 3.3 per cent to 3.1 per cent. As things stand, this appears to 
be an optimistic assessment. India and Southeast Asia, one of the most dynamic 
regions in terms of economic growth, are bearing the brunt of the blockade. Over 
80 per cent of crude oil and other fossil fuel from the Gulf nations via the strait are 
bound for Asia. The fact that 90 per cent of Iranian oil goes to China heightens the 
risk of exacerbating the already fractious relations between Beijing and Washing-
ton, with unpredictable consequences. In short, the ceasefire and blockade have 
not changed ground realities any more than restarting the war will.

Drug discovery

Amazon Web Services (AWS), Boston Consulting Group (BCG), and Merck have 
launched an artificial-intelligence (AI) platform to improve clinical-trial site 
selection. While AI is rapidly compressing early-stage drug-discovery time-
lines, from months or even years to weeks, clinical trials remain the slowest, 
costliest, and most failure-prone stage of the pipeline. AWS’ new AI-powered 
“Amazon Bio Discovery” platform is built to accelerate early-stage drug dis-
covery by enabling scientists to execute complex computational workflows 
without needing to code. Academic studies suggest that AI-enabled methods 
can help overcome core inefficiencies in clinical-trial operations, potentially 
speeding up drug-development milestones, such as reducing database lock 
timelines by around 33 per cent, while ensuring regulatory compliance and 
lowering operational costs. At the same time, machine learning has improved 
programmatic edit checks by leveraging historical data to finetune thresholds 
and minimise false positives. 

However, translating this potential into systemic gain is far from straight-
forward. The first challenge is data fragmentation. Health data remains in silos 
across hospitals, insurers, and geographies, often locked behind incompatible 
systems. Even large pharmaceutical firms struggle with integration. Without 
interoperable data infrastructure, AI models risk being trained on incomplete 
or biased datasets. Second, there is regulatory uncertainty. While regulators 
such as the United States Food and Drug Administration and European Medi-
cines Agency are open to AI-assisted methods, a lack of alignment complicates 
regulatory interpretation. Third, algorithmic bias poses a serious risk. If AI 
models are trained predominantly on specific demographic groups, they may 
reinforce existing inequities in trial participation, especially for populations in 
the Global South. Finally, there is the issue of unequal global access. Advanced 
AI platforms are being developed largely by global technology firms and 
deployed in well-resourced research ecosystems. Without deliberate policy 
intervention, low- and middle-income countries, despite bearing a large disease 
burden, may remain peripheral to the clinical trial landscape. 

Addressing these challenges requires coordinated action. Governments 
must prioritise interoperable digital health infrastructure, enabling secure data 
sharing across institutions while protecting privacy. Investment in national 
health-data grids, standardised formats, and federated learning models can 
help unlock the full value of real-world data. Equally important is the develop-
ment of robust AI governance frameworks. This includes standards for model 
validation, bias audits, and explainability, as well as clear lines of accountability 
when AI systems influence clinical decisions. Public trust will be critical to 
adoption. The pharmaceutical industry, for its part, must embrace inclusive 
trial design. AI tools should be explicitly calibrated to improve diversity in 
recruitment, expanding trial networks beyond traditional urban and high-
income settings. Partnership with local health systems can help bridge this gap. 
Initiatives like the AWS-BCG-Merck platform signal the path ahead: Aligning 
data systems, regulation, and equity is the way forward for AI to truly unlock 
faster, more inclusive clinical trials and ensure that innovation translates into 
accessible, real-world health gain.

AI can compress timelines

Ceasefire extended, but the path ahead is unclear

In late March, three distinct developments across 
the legal and financial sectors brought into focus a 
shared regulatory challenge: Defining who is “fit and 
proper” to perform roles that carry profound public 
and fiduciary trust. 

On March 20, the Supreme Court issued notice on 
a plea challenging a 2017 Madras High Court decision 
that barred the enrolment of law graduates with pend-
ing criminal cases, other than bailable offences, as 
advocates. The Court’s engagement centres on the 
constitutional limits of exclusion, especially when it 
lacks statutory backing and risks impinging on the 
right to practise a profession. 

Three days later, the Securities and Exchange 
Board of India revised the “fit-and-proper person” 
criteria applicable to market inter-
mediaries and their key personnel. 
The revised framework retains dis-
qualification upon conviction for 
offences involving moral turpitude 
but moves away from automatic 
exclusion based solely on the pen-
dency of a complaint or FIR, signalling 
a shift from status-based disqualifica-
tion to risk-sensitive evaluation.   

On the same day, the Corporate 
Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026, was 
introduced in Parliament. While 
retaining existing disqualifications, it requires com-
pany boards to assess whether directors satisfy the 
prescribed fit and proper criteria. Reflecting propor-
tionality, it contemplates differentiated standards for 
different classes of companies. These developments 
raise a common question: How should the law balance 
the integrity of professions and markets with the right 
to carry on a business or profession?  

The fit-and-proper test is neither novel nor 
uniquely Indian. When Mahatma Gandhi sought 
enrolment as an advocate before the High Court of 
Natal, the Law Society opposed his application on the 
grounds that he was not a “fit-and-proper” person. The 
episode underscores the necessity of such standards 
and highlights the risk of unguided discretion. Prop-
erly designed, the test protects the client precisely 
where she is least equipped to protect herself.  

A professional is not an ordinary vendor. Clients 

rely on expertise they cannot independently verify. 
Unlike a consumer inspecting goods, they cannot 
meaningfully assess the quality of legal or medical 
judgment. The relationship is inherently fiduciary, 
grounded in trust. The fit-and-proper requirement 
ensures that this trust is not misplaced. 

What, then, constitutes a “fit-and-proper” 
person? The concept is multi-dimensional, struc-
tured around three broad axes: Integrity (past con-
duct and character), capacity (competence and 
mental fitness), and independence (financial sound-
ness and freedom from compromising pressures). 
The inquiry is evaluative and context-sensitive, not 
a binary determination. Nor is it a one-time gateway; 
it is a continuing condition, a breach of which may 

justify removal. 
Indian regulatory frameworks 

increasingly reflect such scrutiny, 
evolving from passive disqualifica-
tion to active oversight. For insol-
vency professionals and registered 
valuers, the regulations mandate a 
multi-layered assessment of integ-
rity, competence, and financial sol-
vency. Regulators routinely deny or 
withdraw admission where appli-
cants fall short. Similarly, statutes 
governing chartered accountants, 

cost accountants, and company secretaries prescribe 
disqualifications for bankruptcy, unsoundness of 
mind, or convictions involving moral turpitude.  

Most frameworks struggle with pending criminal 
proceedings. Should one be excluded based on a 
mere allegation? Such an exclusion would be consti-
tutionally suspect and inconsistent with the pre-
sumption of innocence. Criminal proceedings often 
take decades. The question is not whether pending 
proceedings matter, but how much weight they 
should carry, and at what stage. This calls for cali-
brated gatekeeping through a purposive and propor-
tionate fit-and-proper test, rather than blunt, 
status-based exclusions. 

A common objection draws on an incomplete anal-
ogy with electoral politics: If individuals facing serious 
charges can contest elections, why exclude them from 
professions? Electoral legitimacy rests on informed 

democratic choice: Voters have access to mandatory 
disclosures. A client, by contrast, has no comparable 
ex-ante means to assess a professional’s character. 
Regulatory gatekeeping corrects this asymmetry. It is 
no paradox that a university lecturer must hold a PhD 
while a minister need not possess formal qualifica-
tions. Their legitimacy flows from entirely different 
sources. Democratic accountability and fiduciary 
accountability operate on distinct planes.  

The framework for advocates is evolving. Section 
24A of the Advocates Act, 1961, disqualifies persons 
convicted of an offence involving moral turpitude, but 
the bar lapses after two years. The concept has proved 
an unreliable threshold; its contours remain judicially 
unsettled, offering little guidance. The Madras High 
Court attempted to supply a temporary framework in 
2017, which is now under constitutional scrutiny. 

If anything, the case for a robust fit-and-proper 
framework is strongest here. Advocates are not only 
fiduciaries but officers of the court, integral to the 
administration of justice. If insolvency professionals 
and valuers, market intermediaries, and company 
directors are subject to statutory fitness thresholds, the 
profession that sustains the justice system should not 
remain behind.  

Comparative practice offers useful guidance. In the 
United Kingdom, the Solicitors Regulation Authority 
applies its Character and Suitability Rules for solici-
tors, while the Bar Standards Board Handbook sets out 
parallel requirements for barristers; both rely on prin-
ciple-based case-specific assessments. In the United 
States, state Bar authorities conduct rigorous “Char-
acter and Fitness” evaluations, involving honesty, 
integrity, and financial responsibility. They emphasise 
relevance, proportionality, and procedural fairness, 
not automatic exclusion. 

The case, therefore, is not for blanket exclusion 
of persons with pending criminal cases. What a pro-
fession needs is an evaluative framework that 
weighs the nature and gravity of the alleged 
offence, the stage of proceedings, its relevance to 
professional duties, and the passage of time. It must 
ensure procedural fairness through notice, hearing, 
reasoned orders, and appellate review, and operate 
as a continuing condition of practice rather than a 
one-time filter. Institutional design must ensure 
accountability to guard against arbitrariness or 
selective enforcement. 

Recent developments in securities regulations sug-
gest that such an approach is feasible and normatively 
sound. But its adoption must remain sensitive to the 
specific context of each profession, including differ-
ences in statutory framework, constitutional protec-
tion, and institutional structure. Transplanting 
models across sectors without adaptation would be as 
problematic as rigid exclusions. 

The “fit-and-proper” standard has become the 
common grammar of professional regulation. It is 
time to apply it with precision and restraint. Gandhi’s 
exclusion in Natal was unjust, but the problem was 
not the gate itself. Poorly designed gates risk exclu-
sion without justification; well-designed ones enable 
trust without sacrificing liberty. The challenge is not 
dismantling the gate, but ensuring that it stands on 
firm foundations of relevance, proportionality, and 
the rule of law. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively,  former distinguished 
professor and assistant professor, National Law  
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When a city doesn’t share its growth
India’s urban income story is, by many conventional 
measures, a notable one. Between 2017-18 and 2023-24, 
urban incomes grew faster than rural ones at every 
point in the distribution. Cities absorbed workers, gen-
erated formal employment, and created a consuming 
middle class that is now the centrepiece of most bul-
lish accounts of India’s economic trajectory. While 
these are remarkable achievements, the question 
worth asking is not whether cities are growing, but 
what kind of growth this is, who it is reaching, and 
what it is leaving behind in the process. 
India’s urban transformation is real and 
measurable, but its full significance 
emerges only when the aggregate 
numbers are looked at more closely. 

Urban India’s income distribution 
deserves to be looked at distinctly from 
rural India’s. Urban incomes are sig-
nificantly higher across all thresholds, 
and the distance is widening. Accord-
ing to the Institute for Competitive-
ness’ 2025 report on Income Inequality 
and Labour Markets in India, in 2023-
24, the top 10 per cent urban income 
threshold of ₹44,000 was more than 
double the rural equivalent of ₹21,500. 
The top 1 per cent urban threshold of ₹90,000 was 
80 per cent higher than its rural counterpart, up 
from 68 per cent in 2017-18. At the bottom, the urban 
floor of ₹6,000 was double the rural equivalent of 
₹3,000, a figure that has remained flat in nominal 
terms over seven years.  

While the urban floor has been rising, the rural 
floor has largely held still. This is not a reason to 
temper the urban story, but an indication of where the 
next chapter of growth needs to reach. It is less a ver-
dict on what cities have done than a measure of how 
much further the gains can travel. 

It is worth noting that economic disparities are 
arising within cities themselves. The urban bottom 
50 per cent grew at a compound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of nearly 7 per cent between 2017-18 and 2023-
24, against 5 per cent for rural areas; and the urban 
bottom 10 per cent at 5.93 per cent against zero rural 
growth. Yet within cities, gains were uneven: The 
ratio of top 1 per cent earnings to the median rose 
from 5.89 to 6.25 times over the same period. At the 
state level, rural-urban gaps widened most sharply in 

Himachal Pradesh, Bihar, Goa, and 
Meghalaya, particularly among top 
income groups. Across most of India, 
cities are capturing income growth at 
every level of the distribution while 
rural areas fall progressively further 
behind. This raises an important ques-
tion: What determines whether a city’s 
growth reaches its residents broadly or 
concentrates among a few? 

Urban economists have long noted 
that public infrastructure is a conse-
quential driver of whether growth is 
broadly shared, and when it is uneven, 
so is access to the labour market. 
India’s municipal budgets have grown 

substantially over the past decade, yet spending 
tends to favour visible, high-profile projects like 
metro lines and smart city initiatives over the quieter 
work of maintaining systems residents depend on 
daily: Water supply, sewage, public transport, neigh-
bourhood roads. Where the gap between what 
municipal systems are designed to deliver and what 
they actually provide grows wide, it is often filled by 
informal arrangements that serve people adequately 
in the short term but leave room for more equitable 
solutions. Closing that gap is as much an opportunity 
as a challenge, and one that cities with growing 

budgets are well placed to act on. 
The infrastructural gaps that affect the standard 

of living get further accentuated by the problem of 
urban unemployment. The latest Periodic Labour 
Force Survey (PLFS) data from March 2026 puts 
urban unemployment at 6.8 per cent, considerably 
higher than its rural counterpart. The city that offers 
higher wages to those in work also presents a more 
uncertain path to finding that work, pointing to a 
labour market where entry into the formal tier 
remains an aspiration for many. Addressing this 
well is one of the more important things cities can 
do to make growth more inclusive. Women face a 
particular version of this challenge. Urban female 
unemployment stood at 9 per cent in March 2026, 
against 6.1 per cent for urban men, a gap that points 
to structural barriers to entry as much as to the over-
all availability of jobs. According to the PLFS Annual 
Report 2025, urban female labour force participa-
tion stood at just 27.7 per cent, against 76.2 per cent 
for urban men, a distance that points equally to the 
social and structural constraints shaping women’s 
engagement with the urban economy. 

The picture that emerges is of a city in impressive 
transformation, with important work still ahead. 
Urban income growth has lifted millions and demon-
strated India’s capacity to move indicators at scale and 
speed. The distributional questions of who is sharing 
in those gains, at what pace, and through what quality 
of work are not critiques of that achievement but 
extensions of it. This means ensuring gains travel 
further to the rural bottom and that within cities, they 
reach those on the margins. India has the capacity and 
momentum to act. The question is whether the oppor-
tunity is seized to build a shared urban prosperity. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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London-based journalist Sonia Faleiro’s 
new book The Robe and the Sword: How 
Buddhist Extremism is Shaping Modern 
Asia, takes readers to Sri Lanka, Myan-
mar and Thailand — all countries 
where the dominant religion, Thera-
vada Buddhism, is enmeshed with 
nationalism, citizenship, and access to 
political power. It is an easily digestible 
introduction to the complex subject, 
particularly for Indians whose imagin-
ation of Buddhism might be shaped 
largely by their acquaintance with per-
sonalities like the Dalai Lama, B R 
Ambedkar, and S N Goenka. 

In this book, one meets Galagoda 
Aththe Gnanasara, a Buddhist monk 
and co-founder of the Bodu Bala Sena, 
whose speeches are reported to have 
incited Buddhist mobs in Sri Lanka to 
beat Muslims, loot their shops, and set 
their homes and mosques on fire. He 
also ran a campaign to ban the certifi-
cation of meat products as halal. Ms 
Faleiro notes, “The perception that cer-
tain minority communities enjoy out-
sized economic success has long fueled 
resentment among segments of the 
Sinhalese majority — resentment that 
nationalist rhetoric eagerly exploits.” 

The author’s attention, however 
cursory, to the economic aspect of the 
conflict, offers a useful lens to examine 
how the culprit here is not the practice 
of faith but the raw assertion of power. 
In a society where monks enjoy politi-
cal patronage, reverence is tied to 
worldly influence rather than spiritual 
attainment. Oddly, Ms Faleiro is sur-
prised that Gnanasara is “allowed to 

remain in the clergy despite commit-
ting repeated transgressions that, 
according to the Vinaya — the mon-
astic code of conduct established by 
the Buddha himself — should auto-
matically result in disrobing”. 

Rules have always been tweaked for 
those who are close to the political 
establishment. Unfortunately, Ms 
Faleiro brings up a theological argu-
ment but does not follow it through. The 
Vinaya is enforced by the Sangha and 
not the criminal justice system. If senior 
monks with expertise in the Vinaya 
choose to overlook an offence, no court 
or prosecutor can fill in for them. 

Moreover, Sri Lankan Buddhism is 
not a monolith. Monks on the island 
belong to different ordination line-
ages, and there is no central disciplin-
ary authority to enforce the Vinaya. 
Additionally, Gnanasara is protected 
by his clever framing of his hateful 
activities as an effort to protect the 
Buddha Sasana — the institutional 

and cultural edifice of Bud-
dhism— from Muslims. 

This becomes difficult for 
his critics to push against 
because canonical Theravada 
literature predicts that the 
Buddha Sasana will degrade 
and decline over thousands 
of years and eventually dis-
appear from the world until a 
future Buddha takes birth 
and teaches again. While the 
Buddha Sasana itself is sub-
ject to the law of imperma-
nence, monks have a 
religious duty to  preserve it. 

Ms Faleiro also writes at 
length about Buddhist monk Ashin 
Wirathu, founder of the 969 movement 
and the nationalist organisation Ma Ba 
Tha, who joined forces with Gnanasara 
to “protect Buddhism around the 
world”. Wirathu has floated the wild 
theory that Muslim men seduce Bud-
dhist women to “overtake” the 

country’s Buddhist popula-
tion and turn Myanmar into 
an Islamic state. His inflam-
matory speeches have led to 
killing and rape of Rohingya 
Muslims. 

The horror that Ms Faleiro 
encountered in Sri Lanka and 
Myanmar pushed her to look 
critically at the religion in 
which she was raised. She 
writes, “As a Catholic, I’ve 
wrestled all my life with the 
stain of complicity within my 
own faith. In Europe, many 
churches stand tall not only 
as monuments to devotion, 
but to empires built on the 
backs of enslaved people and 
stolen lands in the Americas, 
Asia, and Africa.” The 

author’s acknowledgement of the link 
between colonisation and the spread of 
Christianity indicates that her intention 
here is not to malign Buddhism. She 
wants, instead, to expose “the entangle-
ment of religion and power”. 

In the section on Thailand, one 
meets the current king, Maha Vajira-

longkorn, who established control over 
the Sangha Council, the governing 
body of Thai Buddhism, in 2018. He has 
the power to appoint and dismiss 
members at will, and gets to influence 
more than 41,000 temples and 200,000 
monks in the country. Besides this, 
elite military units are under his direct 
command, and he has also been 
accused of misusing public funds to 
support his lavish lifestyle. 

It is not difficult to conclude from 
the book that Gnanasara, Wirathu and 
Maha Vajiralongkorn are the kind of 
people from which Buddhism needs 
protection. Since it was first published 
by Columbia Global Reports, a non-
profit imprint of Columbia University 
that aims to deliver “powerful insights 
in just a few hours”, it sacrifices depth 
in favour of accessibility. 

On a brighter note, it does point 
readers in the direction of people like 
Abbot Zero, Sulak Rivaraksa and 
Dhammananda Bhikkuni who are the 
true protectors of the Buddha Sasana. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a journalist and literary 
critic. @chintanwriting

When religion and nationalism overlap
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Gatekeeping the 
professions

illustration: binay sinha

Fit-and-proper tests must be principled, proportionate, and fair

m s sahoo & raghav pandey 

CONURBATION 
amit kapoor 

OPINION 9
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