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@® ELECTORAL EXCLUSION 
Congress leader Jairam Ramesh 

A test that the overwhelming majority 

of citizens cannot pass is just a ‘machine 

Tariff shock, again 
Prospective duties for buying Russian oil 
make the Indo-US trade deal elusive 

HE RULES-BASED GLOBAL trading orderhas been upended by 
US President Donald Trump’s tariff disruption. Coercive diplo- 
macy is in play against America’s trading partners, including 
India which now faces the prospect of tariffs up to 100% for 

buying Russian oil. Trump has signed into law the Lindsey O Graham 
Sanctioning Russia and Iran Act of 2026 which takes effect within 30 
days. Besides sanctions on Moscow, the United States Trade Representa- 
tive (USTR) will recommend tariffs on the top five oil buyers of Russian oil, 

which includes China.Thislegislation provides tremendous discretionary 
powers and leverage to the Trump administration which is negotiating a 
trade dealwith India. The Indian government hasalready conveyed to US 
interlocutors the potential implications this legislation will have on bilat- 
eral trade relations. Besides ensuring its energy security, India will take 
all measures to protect its trade and economic interests. 

Even earlier, India has been in the crosshairs of the Trump adminis- 
tration for importing Russian oil as it was slapped with 25% duties in 
addition to 25% reciprocal tariffs last August. Although India insists on 
its sovereign right to access energy supplies from anywhere in the world, 
it did reduce imports from Russia. Fresh loadings headed to India declined 
by half from 2 to 1.08 million barrels a day in February this year. This led 
to a framework for an interim agreement with India’s tariffs pegged at 
18% from 50% earlier. But these were invalidated by the US Supreme 
Court. Trump then imposed a 150-day uniform tariff of 10% which 
expired on July 24.To retainleverage in negotiations,the USTR launched 
investigations under Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974 and imposed 
a10% dutyonIndiaas its exports had inputs produced by forced labour. 

The prospective USlevies up to 100% forimporting Russian oil make 
the tariff architecture of the bilateral trade deal highly uncertain. There 
is also a second ongoing USTR investigation on excess capacities. India 

wants a deal that gives it a tariff advantage over competitors but it is 
unclearwhat duties it willface in the US. Forits part, it has undertaken to 
significantly reduce duties on US industrial and agricultural products 
with firm red lines on not allowing genetically modified maize,soyabean, 
and dairy items. Trade experts like Ajay Srivastava of the Global Trade 
Research Initiative argue that these impending oil tariffs will be used as 
anegotiation tactic by the US to reduce our Russian oil purchases and 
accept a deeply unequal trade agreement. 

Howthen can India safeguard its interests? Unfortunately, it does not 
have the leverage that China — with its export controls on rare earths — 
hasto prevent Trump from imposing these prospective tariffs.The inten- 
sifying conflict in West Asia has constrained alternative sources of oil sup- 
plies. Theywill also be costlierwith Brent spot prices averaging $109.8 a 
barrel this month. Unfortunately, continued dependence on cheaper 
Russian crude is not an option either. A supply squeeze and narrowing 
discountsistherealityas Moscow’s energyinfrastructure is being relent- 
lessly targeted in its war with Ukraine. Urals crude supplied to India has 
been trading at a premium since September 8,according to S&P Global. 
India’sinterestsare best served bynotrushingtoinkthetrade dealas the 
fate of Trump’s tariffs depends on the outcome of mid-term elections. 

® THE HUMAN FACTOR 

Wanted: fresher, 3 years' 
experience essential 

THERE IS A new qualification forgettingyour first job in Indian IT: having already 
had one.Across theindustry,job descriptions labelled “fresher”have begun quietly 
demanding two or three years of practical project experience. This is known as 
experience creep,and it is the most elegant solution yet devised to the problem of 
new graduates.The companystill advertises entry-level roles, the college stillholds 
its placement season, and everyone can go on believing in the escalator — except 
that the bottom step has been removed. 

The numbers explain why. Hiring intent among IT firms has slipped, offerlet- 
ters arrive with onboarding dates that recede like a mirage, and India’s largest 
technology employers have discovered they can earn more moneywhile employ- 
ing fewer people. Revenue, it turns out, no longer requires humans in the tradi- 
tionalratio.Across the five largest firms,the combined workforce shranklast year 
even as every one of them grew. This is celebrated in earnings calls as productiv- 
ity.On campus, it is experienced as silence. 

For three decades, the mass campus hire was the industry’s great social 
machine. It did not merely fill seats; it converted lakhs of engineering graduates 
into salaried professionals, marriage prospects, and EMI payers. The model was 
simple: recruit in bulk, train for months, and park the surplus on the bench until 
aproject appeared.The bench was much mocked, but it was a national institution 
— apaid waiting room for the middle class. 

NowAlIsits on thebench. It requires no training campus,no induction week,and 
noice-breaker in which it must share one fun fact about itself. It arrives produc- 
tion-ready, which is preciselywhat the fresheris nowinstructed to be. 

“Production-ready” deserves admiration as a 
phrase.Itasks the 21-year-old to complete,before her 
first day of work, the apprenticeship that work used 
to provide. She must have built things, deployed 
things, and preferably suffered a small outage, all 
while completing her degree.The internship,oncea 
pleasant summer of making slides, is now a qualify- 
ing tournament. 

The colleges will adapt, as colleges do. Placement 
cells will rebrand as “talent launchpads”. Final-year 
projectswill be described as“industry-grade”. Students 
will graduate with certificates in prompt engineering 
the way their parents graduated with typing speed. 
None of this guarantees a job, but it fills the brochure. 

Meanwhile a paradox is quietly assembling itself. Senior engineers have been 
reassured that Alwill handle the junior work, freeing them for judgement, archi- 
tecture,and taste.But judgement s preciselywhat juniors used to acquire by doing 
junior work. If the machine performs every task on which experience is built, 
tomorrow’s seniors must arrive fully formed, like Athena from the head of Zeus, 

ornotatall. The industry has designed aworkforce that demands experiencewhile 
abolishing the place where experience was manufactured. 

Companiesare unbothered,and one sees theirlogic. Their planning horizon is 
the quarter; the missing cohort is a problem for a decade hence, by which time it 
will belong to a different chief executive who will commission a task force. The 
task force will recommend reskilling. 

Thereisalsoasoothing new theory that entry-level work was never good forthe 
young anyway — all that drudgery,all that repetition. The young might reply that 
drudgery came with a salary, and that being liberated from work one was never 
given is a curious sort of freedom. 

The truthfuljobadvertisementwould read: “Wanted: fresher. Must have three 
years’ experience, of thekind we nolonger provide”No companywill publish it,but 
every graduate hasalready read between the lines. 

The fresher should nevertheless take heart. She has not been rejected; there 
was simply no vacancy for her at the bottom of the ladder. The ladder is being 
redesigned.When itreturns,itwill bestrategic,Al-enabled,and human-centric — 
and it will start on the third floor. 

SHYAMAL 
MAJUMDAR 
shyamal.majumdar@ 
expressindia.com 

VERY YOUNG INSOLVEN- 
CY regime is built twice, 
once in Parliament and 
again when it encounters 

reality. Part ITI of the Insol- 
vency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC),which 
governs the insolvency of individuals, is 
now having that encounter. 

In the proceedings concerning Sub- 
hash Chandra as a personal guarantor, 
claims0f¥22,007 crorehave been admit- 
ted,while the repayment plan provides ¥6 
crore to creditors.Theorderapproving the 
planhassince beenstayedbya five-mem- 
berbench,and appealsagainsttheplanare 
pending. The case has exposed at least 
three design questions. 

First, test the estatebefore distributing 
it. The outcome of an insolvency process 
necessarily depends on the estate avail- 
able to creditors. The process should sub- 
ject the estate to two tests: are all assets 
properly disclosed, and are all assets that 
oughtto be there, there? 

In a corporate insolvency resolution 
process (CIRP), the IBC provides mechan- 
ismstoexamine preferential transactions, 
undervalued transactions, transactions 
defrauding creditors, and extortionate 
credit transactions.These provisionsoper- 
ate within specified look-back periods, 
includinglongerperiods forrelated-party 
transactions.Following the 2026 amend- 
ments,therelevantlook-back periodisan- 
chored to the CIRP’s initiation and ext- 
ends toits commencement. 

Part III also provides the means to 
unwind transactions that have improp- 
erly depleted an individual’s estate, but 
locates the machinery at the bankruptcy 
stage,withthelook-back period anchored 
to theapplication for bankruptcy. 

The UNCITRAL (United Nations Com- 
mission onInternational Trade Law) Leg- 
islative Guide identifies preferential, 
undervalued,and creditor-defeating tran- 
sactions as core categories of avoidable 
transactions.Itrecognises that the suspect 
period may be calculated from the appli- 
cation for, or commencement of, insol- 

vency proceedings.It cautions thatadelay 

©® GOVERNING GUARANTEES 

DESIGN ISSUES IN PERSONAL GUARANTOR INSOLVENCY PROCEEDINGS DEMAND REFORMS 

end the guarantor process 
MS SAHOO 

RAGHAY PANDEY 
Respectively Distinguished Fellow, 

Insolvency Law Academy; and Visiting Scholar, 

Harvard Law School, & Chair, Insolvency and 

Restructuring Studies, National Law University Delhi 

between the two can diminish the effec- 
tiveness of avoidance powers. 

India has moved its corporate insol- 
vencyregimein thisdirection.Thereisno 
compellingreason fora personal guaran- 
tor’s creditors tohave a materially weaker 
protection. The same avoidance frame- 
work,appropriatelyadapted toindividual 
insolvency, should therefore be available 
fromtheinsolvencyresolutionstage,with 
thelook-back periodsanchored totheini- 
tiation of that process. 

Second, cleantheelecto- 

rate and protect the minor- 
ity.In the Chandra case, it is 
alleged that entities linked 
to the guarantor held a sub- 
stantial majority of the vot- 
ing share.Arepayment plan 
cannotmeaningfullyreflect 
creditorsupportif suchper- 
sons can determine its out- 

come. Voting restrictions 

should extend beyond the 
narrow statutory definition of “associate” 
to persons economically connected with 
theguarantor. CIRPalreadyembodies this 
principlebyrestricting related-partycred- 
itors from exercising voting rights in col- 
lective decision-making. Part ITI should 
adoptthesame principle,suitablyadapted 
to individual insolvency, so that the vote 
reflects the interests of creditors dealing 
with the guarantorat arm’s length. 

Insolvencyisa collective process and 
thereforebinds dissenting creditors.But 
that powerneedsafairness floor. Unlike 
corporate insolvency, Part IIT does not 
specify a minimum protection that a 
dissenting creditor should ordinarily 
receive. The UNCITRAL Legislative 

Insolvency is a 

collective process 

and therefore 

binds dissenting 

creditors. But that 

power needs a 

fairness floor 

| 

Guiderecognisesthis principle:wherea 
plan binds dissenting creditors, they 
should generallyreceive atleastas much 
as they would have received in liquida- 
tion, alongside safeguards relating to 
priority and approval. 

Part I1I should therefore establish a 
clearcounterfactual. Adissenting creditor 
should notreceive less underarepayment 
plan than it would reasonably have 
received if the plan had not been approved 

and the guarantor’s estate 
had instead proceeded to 
bankruptcy.Thiswould not 
eliminate haircuts. A guar- 
antor’s insolvency may 
genuinely produce very lit- 
tle for creditors. But it 
would distinguish a low 
recoverybecause the estate 
is genuinely poor from a 
low recovery produced by 
weaknessesin the process. 

Third, respect the con- 
tingent nature of a guarantee. Upon 

default, the guarantor’s liability is co- 
extensivewith that of the debtor.The eco- 
nomics of guarantee rests on this contin- 
gency: the guarantor provides a backstop 
against default; he does not become the 
primary debtor. 

ConsiderXhasguaranteed the debtsof 
10 borrowers, each owing ¥100.The face 
value of the guarantees is ¥1,000. Sup- 
pose each borrower has a 10% probabil- 
ity of default.Ignoring recoveries for sim- 
plicity,X’s expected economicexposureis 
%100.If all 10 borrowers default, his lia- 
bility could extend to ¥1,000. But eco- 
nomically, he has undertaken a risk of 
%100, notborrowed ¥1,000. 

The difficulty arises when insolvency 
proceedings commence againstthe guar- 
antor.A creditor may submit a claim in 
respect of the guarantee even though the 
debtor has not defaulted. Insolvency can 
aggregate several contingent liabilities 
that might otherwise crystallise at differ- 
ent times, or perhaps never crystallise at 
all.In our example, the insolvency process 
of the guarantor can confront claims of 
31,000 whenthe contingency giving rise 
to invocation of the guarantee may not 
have occurred. 

Insolvency, by bringing contingent 
claims into the process before the con- 
tingencies have occurred, can make a 
contingentrisklooklike a present liabil- 
ity. The remedy is valuing them appro- 
priately. Where a guarantee has not yet 
been invoked, the claim should be 

treated as a contingent claim, the 
expected amount recoverable from the 
guarantor after considering the likeli- 
hood of invocationand therecoveryrea- 
sonably expected from the debtor and 
other sources. Part III should require the 
claim tobeadmittedatitsbest estimated 
net value. This is consistent with the 
approach reflected in the UNCITRAL 
Guide, the US Bankruptcy Code,and the 
English insolvency rules. 

Iftheguaranteeisinvoked and thelia- 
bility has crystallised, the focus should 
shift to coordinated proceedings of the 
debtor and guarantor. The IBC already 
envisages such coordination, and the 
2026 insertion of Section 28A takes it fur- 
ther by permitting, subject to safeguards, 
certain assets of a guarantor to be dealt 
with within the corporate debtor’s insol- 
vency process. 

Realisations under a repayment plan 
cannot establish whether a personal- 
guarantorinsolvency process has worked 
well.The process mustensure theestateis 
properly identified, collective decisions 
are free from conflicted influence, and 

contingent liabilities are appropriately 
valued. Parliament should address these 
gaps to make guarantees,and the credit 
they support,work effectively. 

How real is India’s growth? 

NIRVIKAR SINGH 
Professor of Economics, 

University of California, Santa Cruz 

Some of the concerns have come about from a lack 

of transparency with respect to methods and the 

raw data, but it does seem India is growing fast 

INDIA HAS AMBITIOUS goals for econo- 
micgrowthoverthe nexttwo decades,and 
this has made its growth numbers the 
centre of considerable attention. The rec- 
ent growth figure of 7.8% for April-June 
2026 (versus the same quarter last year) 
was higher than expected, and it also was 
questioned more than usual.India’s nat- 
ional accounts statistics and growth fig- 
ures have been scrutinised for at least the 
last decade, with concerns about the reli- 
abilityand quality of the data.In thelatest 
case,therewere discussions that were ofa 

similar technical nature to those in the 
past, involving collection and estimation 
methods for the raw data, methods for 

adjusting forinflation,and soon.Whereas 
several academics have been expressing 
concern about India’s growth numbers, 
including former Chief EconomicAdviser 
Arvind Subramanian, this time a former 

senior civil servant joined the critics,and 
offered an alternative growth estimate of 
2.6%,a number so low asto be shocking. 

While the calculation behind that alt- 
ernative is itself flawed, the controversy 
became more heated,and explanations 
thatwere not confined to academicartic- 
les proliferated. Calculating a country’s 
gross domesticproduct (GDP), the basis of 
any growth numbers, is an enormously 
complicated exercise. It involves survey- 
inglarge numbers of producers, extrapo- 
latingwheredirectnumbers are notavail- 
able,and aggregating a range of different 
estimates.Quantities have tobe converted 

to values, using appropriate prices,and 
then adjusted for changes in the general 
pricelevel, thatistherate of inflation.This 
latter estimation can be done in several 
ways,since theweights usedto calculatea 
price index — essentially a weighted 
average — canbe subjecttochoiceand can 
change overtime.Typically,the changein 
GDP s calculated using current prices, 
which gives the nominal rate of GDP 
growth, and then this is adjusted for cha- 
ngesinthepricelevel,yield- 
ing the number of interest 
— real GDP growth. Real 
growth is what matters, 
since nominal growth does 
not reflect actual increases 
in the goods and services 
available to the population. 

Periodically, the base 
year for calculating infla- 
tion is changed, at which 
point the weights are 
updated to better reflect 
what is actually being pro- 
duced.This hashappened recently,affect- 
ing the latest numbers. When such 
changes are made, older figures are 
revised to conform, but that process has 
notbeen completed,so thereisa half-fin- 
ished storyhere.Inthecurrent period, the 
deflation methodwasalso changed,using 
separate indices foradjusting the prices of 
outputs and inputs. This seems to be an 
innovation for India’s national income 
accounting, and has been recommended 

THE EDITOR 

Controlling inflation 
Apropos of "Crunch time" (FE, Sept- 

ember 19), rising inflation demands 
calibrated vigilance from the RBI. Its 

immediate priority should be prevent- 

ing temporary price pressures from 
becoming entrenched inflationary 

expectations. The central bank must 

closely monitor liquidity, credit grow- 
th, currency volatility, and commodity 

prices, while retaining monetary- 
policy flexibility. However, indiscrim- 

inate rate hikes could undermine in- 
vestment and economic momentum. 

Since food and supply-side disrupt- 

ions significantly influence inflation, 
monetary tightening alone won't 

suffice. Coordinated government 

action is essential to strengthen 
supply chains, improve agricultural 

productivity, manage essential stocks, 

and contain imported inflation. Price 
stability and sustainable growth must 

remain complementary objectives. 
—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru 

Concerns should be 

focused on the 

quality of the raw 

data, and making 

sure this collection 

is done as well and 
as comprehensively 

as possible 
I 

by statistical experts, but again the 
impacts ofthesechanges onoldergrowth 
numbers have yet to be fullyworked out. 

So, what should we make of all the 

controversy and their technical under- 
pinnings? One will have to wait and see 
how the revisions play out once they are 
completed.Perhapsa morebasicconcern 
isthatthe quality of collection of theraw 
data has been increasingly questioned. 
In the 1950s, led by the eminent statis- 

tician PC Mahalanobis, In- 

dia created a national acc- 
ounts system that was the 
envy of developing nations. 
Over time, as the economy 

has grown and become 
more complex,data collec- 
tion has not kept up. Cur- 
rently, the International 
Monetary Fund gives Ind- 
ia’s national accounts sta- 
tistics a grade of only “C”". 

Sometimes, nations are 

accused of manipulating 
national accounts statistics and growth 
figures to make theeconomylookgood,in 
ordertoimpressvoters orinvestors.Those 
efforts can last for a long time, but ulti- 
mately fall apart, as the statistics diverge 
further and further from reality as expe- 
rienced by firms and consumers. My 
impression is that such biases are minor 
in the Indian case. Some of the problems 
have come about from a lack of trans- 
parencywith respect to methods and the 

Heritage loss 
Apropos of "Who prosecutes war 

crimes against culture?" (FE, Septem- 
ber 19), recent conflicts show how 

vulnerable sacred and UNESCO- 

protected sites remain during war. 
War can destroy not just structures 

but a people's cultural memory. The 

UNESCO should integrate its heritage 
records into Al-enabled military 

systems to flag protected sites and 
prevent their targeting. Al can provide 

raw data, but it does seem that India is 

growing fast.Of course,evenasmall over- 
estimation of growth rateswill compound 
over time. On the other hand, if growth 
rate estimation errors fluctuate in both 
directions,discrepancieswill even outover 
time. The current growth rate estimate 
may be “too high”. This may be the result 
of an earlier overestimate of post-Covid 
growth, which may end up being revised 
downward. We will have to wait for the 
entirerevision processtobe completed to 
know how India has been doingin reality. 

Improvements in methodology and 
adjustments forthe changing structure of 
the economy are ultimately good things. 
Concerns should be focused, instead, on 
the quality of the raw data,and making 
sure thatthis collection is done aswelland 
ascomprehensivelyas possible. While the 
focus is on national-level statistics, there 

shouldalsobe greaterattention tothecol- 
lection of state-level data,which is often 

of much lower quality. Even local govern- 
ments, especially urban governments, 
would benefit from doing a better job of 
data collection. Ultimately, all this data 
about thelevel of economic activityisnot 
justabout being able to boast of a high 
growth rate. High-quality,detailed data is 
vital for good policymaking,and thatulti- 
matelymatters forhowwell the economy 
does.The pathfrom good data togood pol- 
icymaking to high growth needs atten- 
tion, not justtheaccounting thathappens 
afterthe gamehas been played. 

timely alerts, map danger zones, 
and help commanders avoid cultural 

treasures during military operations. 

But technology alone is not enough. 
Clear international rules and 

prosecution of deliberate attacks 

are crucial. Securing heritage 
means ensuring that even amid 

war, humanity just cannot tolerate 

losing history and identity. 
—PV Prakash, Mumbai 
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