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Misused Law

he desirability or otherwise of criminalization of
OCTOBER, 2025 defamation has once again come under focus in the
country. During criminal defamation proceedings
against the Foundation for Independent Journalism
recently, Supreme Court judge M. M. Sundaresh said,

“it is high time to decriminalize defamation.”

The observations by the apex court judge reflect an insid-
Editorial Advisers ious trend taking root in the country. The colonial-era law is
S N Sinha, New Delhi being used to stifle dissent and critical comment, which are an
essential lifeline to democracy. In the 2016 judgment in the
Subramanian Swamy v. Union of India case, the Supreme
Court ruled that criminal defamation is a reasonable restric-
Balwinder Singh Jammu, Chandigarh tion on free speech, enshrined in Article 19(1)(a), as it protects
a person’s reputation and is thus valid. The verdict held that
the right to reputation is an inherent component of the right to
live with dignity, as ensured through Article 21.

The British, who introduced criminal defamation in colo-
nial India, abolished the same in 2010 in their country, prima-
rily to protect free speech. The Subramanian Swamy v. Union
of India case was an opportunity for the Supreme Court to
uphold the sanctity of the fundamental right to free speech,
but it was wasted.

Protecting the reputation of an individual may be impor-
tant, but it does not require a punitive remedy like imprison-
ment. Monetary damages allowed by civil defamation will
surely suffice. Buoyed by the prospect of the chilling effect it
will ensue, politicians and private persons are increasingly
using the threat of criminal defamation.

The use of this provision as a weapon against journalists
and media houses to stall critical reporting is also on the

K Sreenivas Reddy, Hyderabad

L S Herdenia, Bhopal

Editor increase. The reputation of not only living individuals but also
. long-dead personalities and organisations is brought into play
Rahul Devulapalli in order to intimidate and score political points. The proclivi-

scribesnews.editor@gmail.com . . .
ty of the lower judiciary to issue summons without carefully

weighing the merits of defamation complaints is not helping

matters either. Once initiated, in many instances, the

process itself becomes punishment. This kind of envi-

— ronment slowly kills the democratic spirit. It is high
scribesnews@gmail.com time the Supreme Court reviewed the widely misused

1JU website: law.
www.indianjournalistsunion.com




The press
is the best
instrument for
enlightening the
mind of man

and improving
him as a
rational, moral,
and social
being.

— Thomas
Jefferson,

third US
President.
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India's Adani Gag Order
Fuels Press Freedom Fears

Journalists have warned of a dangerous
legal precedent that could threaten free
speech in India after a court ordered a

scrubbing of content criticizing a major

business conglomerate.

On September 6, a Delhi court sided with
Indian industry conglomerate Adani
Enterprises and ordered an injunction
against nine journalists and digital plat-
forms, restricting them from publishing and
distributing content Adani considered
"unverified and defamatory." The gag order
applies to some of India'smost followed
journalists and content creators, such as
Ravish Kumar, Dhruv Rathee, Paranjoy
Guha Thakurta and Abhisar Sharma.

The court ordered immediate takedown
of media content, including nearly 140
YouTube videos and over 80 Instagram
posts from prominent news outlets and
commentators. This was enforced by India's
Information and Broadcasting Ministry
(MIB) through rapid takedown notices.

Murali
Krishnan

Adani order sets a 'troubling precedent’
Although the court in its order said that
"fair and accurate reporting based on
substantiated and verified materi-
al" would remain protected,
attorney Nakul Gandhi told
DW that the "ex parte" nature
of the order is concerning for
press freedom. An ex parte
order is a temporary court
order issued on behalf of one
party without the other party
receiving notice or having a
chance to present its own
perspective. It is gen-
erally issued
to pre-

vent one party from harming another.
However, in this case, ex parte could mean
media content can be censored before it is
legally ruled that the material is defamatory
or unverified. "The ex parte nature of the
original gag order violates fundamental
principles of natural justice and constitu-
tional free speech protections," said
Gandhi, who also represents some of the
journalists in the Adani case. Gandhi added
that the order's sweeping breadth and over-
reach, combined with rapid enforcement by
government agencies, risks normalizing
pre-publication censorship as a routine
legal tool.

"The gag order sets a troubling prece-
dent for wider use of legal and administra-
tive powers to control digital discourse in
India by curtailing an individual's freedom
of speech," Gandhi said.

The Adani ruling also applies to individ-
uals not specifically named in the case. In
the US, these are known as John Doe
orders, while in India, they are referred to
as "Ashok Kumar" orders. They have been
traditionally used in intellectual property
cases that involve unknown defendants.
Now, there is concern that these mecha-
nisms are being expanded to censor media.

"The court's takedown and gag order,
issued without hearing the defendants, is
also applicable to 'John Doe' defendants,
which can extend to absolutely anyone,"
journalist Abir Dasgupta, who was included
in the order, told DW.

"There is no question that it will have a
chilling effect on future reporting," he
added.

How have Indian media responded?

Akash Banerjee, known for his satirical
YouTube channel "The Deshbhakt," said he
was included in the Adani gag order sweep,
despite operating openly and carefully for
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seven years. "Look at the alacrity
and speed with which the MIB exe-
cuted the court order. These actions
have a chilling effect far beyond
those named in the order. At one
level, there's lip service to press free-
dom, while at another, there's this
happening," Banerjee told DW.

M K Venu, co-founder of The
Wire, a digital news platform that
has also been affected by the gag
order, told DW that the ruling is dan-
gerous because it violates constitu-
tional guarantees that assure free-
dom of speech and expression.

"In this instance, the government
has colluded to give extraordinary
directions to a large number of
online media platforms to take down
YouTube and Instagram links con-
cerning the Adani Group on the pre-
text that they are defamatory," said
Venu. "If this goes unchecked with-
out court intervention reinforcing
media's right to free expression, then
a time would come when journalists
will not be able to question big cor-
porations that grow unregulated with
implicit government support,” he
added.

'The process itself becomes the
punishment'
Indeed, there has been some push-
back against the ruling. Last week, a
Delhi court sided with four journal-
ists — represented by Nakul Gandhi
— who appealed the gag order,
quashing it on grounds that they had
not been given a chance to defend
themselves before being silenced.
Investigative  journalist Ravi
Nair, who was among the four jour-
nalists, said the recent ruling on
behalf of Adani is just another exam-
ple of using prior restraint to muzzle
journalists. Nair, known for his
reporting on corporate and political
issues, said the use of ex-parte rul-
ings echoes legal tactics such as so-

called Strategic Lawsuit Against
Public Participation (SLAPP) cases.
SLAPP are lawsuits filed prima-
rily to intimidate, silence or burden
critics by forcing them into costly
and time-consuming legal battles,
rather than depending on legal mer-
its. "I am fighting another defama-
tion suit, again filed by the Adani
Group in 2021. The idea behind
such suits is that journalists will |
feel exhausted due to the
legal expenses, time wast-

The negative

journalists and media organizations.
"The media, considered a major
stakeholder in the world's largest
democracy, has been shackled and
subjected to a systemic strategy to
cripple it," says the introduction to
the report. "Over the past twelve
years, the print and electronic media
have been tamed by interven-
tions by the government and
corporate owners." What do we

’ know about Adani?
Billionaire businessman

ed and mental harass- reporting Gautam Adani is chair-
ment," said Nair. "The gmounted to an man of Indian conglom-
process itself becomes a unjust cam- erate  Adani  Group,
punishment. Hence, peo-  pgign against  Which is involved in
ple wusually hesitate to the group, infrastructure,  energy,
investigate the corrupt harming its rep- transport, mining and
practices of these corpo- utation and consumer goods, and

rate houses," he added.

Press freedom slipping
in India
The Editors Guild of India

overshadowing
its contribu-

tions. There are

vested interests

operates major airports
and roads across India.
Prime Minister
Narendra Modi is widely
perceived to be a close

termed the court order and behind t.hls' ally of Adani, whose
— Abhisar . .

the content takedown Sharma business interests often

"troubling." "This exten- * align with the govern-

sion of executive power

has effectively given a private corpo-
ration powers to determine what
constitutes  defamatory  content
regarding their affairs, which
extends the power to order content
takedown," said the guild in a state-
ment. The South Asia Press Freedom
Report released by the International
Federation of Journalists in May
presents a stark assessment of press
freedom in India, highlighting per-
sistent and deepening challenges for

ment's growth goals. The

Adani Group has not responded pub-
licly to questions about the interim
injunction and its implications for
free speech and press freedom.
However, lawyer Jagdeep Sharma,
who is among those representing
Adani, told DW the ruling against
the journalists was justified. Adani's
defamation lawsuit claimed the
reporting in question was aligned
with "anti-India interests." Dx(
— Courtesy DW
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Tuboen's Demise in g
Singapore, Initial confllctmg
Media Reports, and More

Nava
Thakuria

f one wants to experience conflicting
reports following a cult-like personality’s
demise in a mysterious situation on for-
eign soil, come to Assam, as they have
attained a rare expertise to narrate stories
regarding an incident according to their
wishes. With no quote or sound bite from
the location, the Guwahati-based televi-
sion anchors have earned the capacity to
kill time with unorganized narrations that
usually confuse the audience. Such an
unfortunate incident took place recently,
when a heart-breaking news surfaced
from Singapore that shocked the entire
population of Assam:the sudden demise of
maverick singer Zubeen Garg. Multiple
electronic media outlets presented con-
flicting reports about the incident that
made the viewers more puzzled how the
cultural icon had to die

Was it a mishap in paragliding, scuba
diving, yacht or any other sea outing?

The sadness and melancholy instantly
turned into outrages with a genuine ques-

tion: why Zubeen was taken to the island
nation as he was not physically well for
months? Millions of his fans and admirers
in Eastern India got annoyed when they
encountered some clippings of videos wit-
nessing Zubeen swimming in the seawater
even without a life jacket, not to speak of
the doctors’ warning to go inside a water
body. The netizens also cried foul: why his
tragic incident was not properly reported,
even though a group of Asomiya people
(including a journalist, a news channel
owner, a police officer and many media
savvy individuals) had accompanied
Zubeen to participate in the 4th North East
India Festival, organized in the Southeast
Asian nation, on 19, 20 and 21 September
2025.

Widely circulated newspaper of
Singapore, The Straits Times reported that
Zubeen was admitted in a critical condi-
tion at Singapore General Hospital on 19
September afternoon after a freak accident
from where the police rescued him.
Although doctors provided treatment to
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him in the intensive care unit and
monitored his condition closely, they
could not revive him. In response to
its query, the local police said they
received a call for assistance at St
John’s Island at about 3.30 PM.. A
52-year-old man was taken uncon-
scious to the hospital, where he sub-
sequently died, reported the daily,
adding that no foul play was suspect-
ed in the accident. An autopsy was
conducted the next morning and his
mortal remains were handed over for
carrying back to Guwahati (via New
Delhi). Born to a modest family of
Mohini Mohon Borthakur (a retired
magistrate who used to write poems
with pen-name Kapil Thakur) and
Ily Borthakur (a classical singer,
who died some years back) on 18
November 1972, Zubeen was named
in childhood days as Jiban Borthakur
(later adopted new name with admi-
ration to maestro Zubin Mehta). He
had two sisters, namely Jonkey (who
died in a road accident two decades
back while travelling to a distant
place for performing in a cultural
show), and Palme, a city-based pro-
fessional. Married to popular fashion
designer Garima Saikia in 2002,
Zubeen got all India fame with his
resounding voice in the song ‘Ya
Ali” for the Bollywood movie
Gangster. An animal lover, a philan-
thropist and versatile genius, Zubeen
sang thousands of songs in multiple
languages and could play a number
of musical instruments. Awarded
with various honours, the identical
face of Assam’s hugely popular Bihu
functions in recent decades, Zubeen
also produced and acted in Assamese
movies. The sad news brought
Assam to a standstill for nearly five
days and turned Guwabhati into a sea
of humans; weeping, sobbing, crying
and exclaiming why Zubeen was put
to death thousands of kilometers
away from his motherland. The phe-
nomenal singer’s last journey started

in a flower-decked ambulance on 21
September morning from Guwahati
airport to Zubeen’s Kahilipara resi-
dence and then he was moved to
Sarusajai stadium driving amidst
unprecedented crowds. Zubeen was
put inside a glass-casket for public
viewing and homage for two days
there and was cremated on 23
September at Kamarkuchi near
Guwabhati with full state honours and
21-gun salutes after four days of
mourning. Many recollected sad
memories relating to the final depar-
ture of Dr Bhupen Hazarika (8
September 1926 — 5 November
2011), a widely acclaimed singer,
musician, writer, filmmaker and
public communicator, when the resi-
dents of the Eastern Indian subconti-
nent grieved in total.

Meanwhile, all the newspapers
of Assam dedicated front-pages for
Zubeen related developments and
news channels started telecasting all
important updates round the clock.
Even before Zubeen’s last rites, over
60 police complaints were lodged
against Shyamkanu Mahanta (chief
organizer of the festival in
Singapore, where Zubeen was
scheduled to perform), Siddharth
Sharma (his manager), Shekarjyoti
Goswami (a Zubeen associate) and
Sanjive Narain (businessman and
owner of Prag News satellite chan-
nel and Dainik Janambhumi newspa-
per) in various police stations, alleg-
ing that Zubeen had to die in
Singapore because of their collective
callousness. Facing unprecedented
public cries, the State government
also ordered a probe and urgently
formed a special investigation team
(SIT) under the criminal investiga-
tion department (CID) of Assam
Police.

A second post mortem was con-
ducted at Gauhati Medical College
in the presence of an AIIMS
Guwabhati doctor as a large section of

people suspected foul play in
Zubeen’s unexpected death outside
the country. Assam Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma disclosed that
lookout notices were issued against
both the accused, Mahanta and
Sharma, through Interpol so that
they cannot flee to foreign countries.
He also asked them to appear before
the CID officials in Guwahati by 6
October. Eight non-resident
Assamese  professionals,  who
accompanied Zubeen in Singapore
sea outings on the fateful day, are
also asked to appear within 10 days.
The SIT members recently raided the
residents of Mahanta and Sharma in
the city and seized a number of arti-
cles. Assam Congress president
Gaurav Gogoi and State Assembly’s
opposition leader Debabrata Saikia
demanded a transparent probe
(preferably by the Central Bureau of
Investigation) into the incident.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
with many of his ministers, leader of
the opposition in Lok Sabha, Rahul
Gandhi, with others and a number of
claimed national film-stars and
singers mourned Zubeen’s death.
PM Modi even remembered Zubeen
and his creative journey in his radio
programme ‘Maan Ki Baat’ broad-
cast on 28 September. However, the
so-called national news outlets thor-
oughly ignored the developments.
Leaving aside a few newspapers and
satellite channels, they took days to
report on Zubeen’s death and its
aftermath. But their ignorance and
inefficiency were compensated by
thousands of digital media plat-
forms, which relentlessly updated all
important developments from the
land of Zubeen, who once exclaimed
that he does not belong to any com-
munity/nation, religion or God.
Indeed, Zubeen Garg was independ-
ent and free from all kinds of outdat-
ed beliefs and practices in the
society. D]
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Whose Money 1s
It Anyway?

The national broadcaster

is offering huge
compensation from tax
payers money to a journalist
with a questionable past

few years back, a female journalist work-
ing in an English daily received her annu-
al performance report. Aghast at seeing
her appraisal rating and the salary hike for
the upcoming financial year, she posted
the figure along with her thoughts on
social media to vent her anger. Her incre-
ment in salary was only Rs 1. It generated
sympathy in the comments section and
there was no dearth of humour and sar-
casm. However, the prevailing opinion is
that the profession has to be regarded as a
service; a passion-driven profession rather
than a money-driven job.

It is a known fact, at least in the indus-
try, that journalism doesn’t pay much
compared to other occupations. Over the
years, seniors in the industry have passed
on this harsh reality to the juniors just like
how marathon runners handover the )
baton to their teammates dur- :
ing marathons. Another » N
glaring issue is that of - :']’
disparity in  pay '
scales in news out-

Rahul
Devulapalli

Editor, Scribes News

lets, mostly
observed in newspa-
pers and regional

news channels. The mid and lower level
employees’ salaries are at the bottom of
the pyramid and the editor or equivalent’s
pay is at the top with a huge disparity in-
between. A good example could be the
resident editor of the newspaper at that
time was earning 10 times more than the
troubled lady who was quoted above.
How much a private organisation
decides to pay its employees, keeping in
mind its revenue-generating capacities, is
usually treated as a private affair. But,
what about a national broadcaster who
utilises taxpayers money to pay salaries to
its employees? Shouldn’t it come under
scrutiny whenever it hands out an unjusti-
fiable sum to a journalist or a consultant?
The Doordarshan or the DD under the par-
ent group, Prasar Bharati, run by the
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting
underwent a facelift in the recent years
under the NDA government. The same
DD news and
its entertain- —
ment chan-
nels had
been




SCR?B ES NEWS
OCTOBER 2025

outpaced by satellite channels in
terms of quality, content, branding
and viewership all these years.
Undoubtedly, it is healthy for a
national channel to compete with its
peers and also offer competitive
salaries to its employees. But the
question is how far can it go?

This year, the DD news roped in
Sudhir Chaudhury, a known face on
television who has made a mark as a
media personality anchoring prime
time shows. He was earlier with Zee
network and Aaj Tak news channels.
A response received under the RTI
(Right to Information) Act and made
public by a Maharashtra-based
activist, Ajay Basudev Bose, has
revealed that Sudhir’s company has
been hired to produce a show at a
cost of Rs 15 crores per year. As per
the RTI response dated June 6, 2025
and provided by DD News, Sudhir is
anchoring a show called ‘Decode’
from May 15 of this year. DD has
entered into an agreement with
Sudhir’s ESSPRIT Productions Pvt.
Ltd to produce the one hour show
and has signed a contract with the
latter by paying Rs 15 crores plus
GST, according to the reply. Why
were his services hired through his
company and not as an individual is
puzzling. The show is shot entirely
in a studio setup indoors and DD
could have easily lent their expertise
in producing it without relying on an
external agency.

In his ‘live and exclusive’ show,
Sudhir gives analysis on a couple of
trending news topics—domestic as
well as international. Despite high
production costs, the show began
with a gaffe. While talking about
India’s air defence systems which
were put to use effectively against
Pakistan during Operation Sindoor,
he showed an old clip, unrelated to
the conflict between the neighbours.

The team at Alt News which spe-

cialises in fact-checking have report-
ed that the video was four year old
and from Israel proving that Sudhir’s
show had spread misinformation.
The Alt News report on the origins
of the video, which was being shared
widely, was published even before
Sudhir’s  show had wused it
According to Alt News, back in
2022, Sudhir’s very first episode of
his new show on Aaj Tak, titled,
‘Black and White’, falsely attributed
a quote to American writer Mark
Twain when in reality the lines were
those of Jonathan Swift. The latest
set of errors pale in front of the past
taints of Sudhir. He had already
done two jail terms on serious
charges that is detrimental to the
ethics and integrity of a journalist. In
2008 he was arrested for an alleged
fake story against a teacher alleging
she was running a prostitution racket
and in 2012, he was sent to Tihar jail
for allegedly trying to extort Rs 100
crores from the Jindal group.

His political leanings i
have also come under i
the scanner as he » B
is seen by a -
number  of { — 4
people even =
within
media  cir- ~

=
e

-5k |

Sudhir

Chaudhury,

cles as being outrightly biased
towards the ruling party. Even with
such strong allegations and question-
able past, Sudhir was rewarded at
par with some of the top CEO’s of
the country and that too with public
money. Business Outreach has com-
piled the list of top 15 highest paid
CEOs in the country in this year and
Sudhir could easily beat some of
them in the list. Niranjan Gupta of
Hero MotoCorp and Debashis
Chatterjee of LTIMindtree who are
in 14th and 15th position respective-
ly earn less than Rs 15 crores annu-
ally. This particular appointment
necessitates introspection at various
levels given that people of the coun-
try are stakeholders here. D
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Journalism Under Seige

Phil Chetwynd

t is getting harder every
day to do the fundamen-
tal journalistic task of
collecting facts and veri-
fying information. It is
also getting much more
dangerous. In the first
half of 2025, the climate facing jour-
nalists darkened to levels not seen in
decades, reflecting a coordinated
escalation of violence, intimidation,
and censorship.The fabric of soci-
eties is being torn apart by what in
many cases are deliberate and calcu-
lated campaigns to undermine facts,
the bedrock of our shared reality.
There is no need to prove things are
untrue; you only need to relentlessly
smear, sow doubt, and float conspir-
acies. Often social media algorithms
will do the rest.For Agence France-
Presse, an international news agency
with a reporting team spread across
the globe, the figures are stark: we
had 25 serious incidents involving
journalists working for us in the first
six months of this year. That is more
than occurred in the whole of
2024 But these incidents of assaults,
arrests, expulsions or journalists
fleeing for their lives only hint at the
full scale of the global assault on the
public's right to information.The
geographical spread of violence and
intimidation is widening. The situa-
tion is aggravated by the rise of
authoritarian practices and populist
rhetoric that openly targets the press.
Law enforcement's growing impuni-
ty - emboldened by prevailing polit-
ical messages - has made physical
assaults on journalists common-
place. This is not a phenomenon iso-
lated to so-called unstable regimes;

it is surfacing in established democ-
racies and countries with long tradi-
tions of press freedom, pointing to a
dangerous shift in  global
norms.Journalists have traditionally
identified themselves at protests and
public events, believing this identity
carried some form of protection and
legitimacy. But we increasingly see
these identifiers as targets. Over the
past year journalists working for us
have been targeted in different and
violent ways at protests in countries
as varied as Turkey, Argentina, and
the United States. All of them were
clearly identified as press. All of
them are convinced they were target-
ed because they were journalists.

In significant swathes of the
world, journalism is effectively dis-

appearing. The intimidation and
threats have become unmanageable.
We have seen journalists working for
us being forced to flee from across
the Sahel area of West Africa and
also in areas of Central America such
as Nicaragua and El Salvador. In
parts of Eastern and Central Europe,
our fact-checkers face regular death
threats and campaigns to intimidate
and silence.The message often
comes from the top. The presidency
in Argentina posted on social media
last year: "We Do Not Hate
Journalists Enough." In total the
Argentine Journalism Forum record-

ed 179 assaults on media workers in
2024.And then there is Gaza. The
Committee to Protect Journalists
(CPJ) says nearly 200 journalists in
Gaza have been killed over the past
two years. It points to over 20 inci-
dents where it believes individuals
were deliberately targeted. Some of
the journalists who work for AFP in
Gaza refuse to wear their protective
flak jackets because they fear it will
make them a target. They also say
people are scared to be near them
because they think journalists are
targets. And yet perhaps what is
most notable is how few govern-
ments in the many countries that
have thrived on press freedom are
prepared to raise their heads above
the parapet to stand up for facts,
truth and press freedom. Many brave
and dedicated journalists feel horri-
bly alone at this point.This assault on
journalism and campaign to under-
mine facts comes as the management
of our digital lives is increasingly
transferring to powerful generative
artificial intelligence tools. We can
all see the astonishing capacities
these tools have for knowledge
building and human advancement,
but we are also already seeing how
they can be used to pollute our infor-
mation ecosystem with vast amounts
of false and made-up content.

This feels like an inflection
point. People talk casually about liv-
ing in a post-truth world. Journalism
is imperfect; it will not always get it
right. But the honest aspiration to
gather information and seek the truth
is fundamental to the healthy func-
tioning of our societies. Now, more
than ever, we need to stand up for
facts. There can be no alternative. X

— Courtesy Deccan Herald
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Mainstream Media’s Silence on
Ladakh Condemned

eh, Ladakh, has
rarely witnessed
the kind of turbu-
lence that unfold-
ed on September
24. Four people
were killed and
more than eighty injured when secu-
rity forces opened fire on protesters
demanding Sixth Schedule safe-
guards. The shock was not confined
to the valleys of Ladakh alone. It
reverberated in the form of
anguished appeals of a section of
journalists, who questioned why
Indian citizens waving the national
flag were treated as enemies, and
why national media chose to cast
them as anti-nationals rather than as
aggrieved citizens seeking constitu-
tional protection.

Writing with what he called “the
heaviest of hearts,” senior journalist
from Ladakh, Tsewang Rigzin
accused corporate-controlled chan-
nels of twisting the narrative for
“spicy” news, linking the protests to
China and Pakistan while ignoring
the funeral pyres of young men
killed in their own homeland. “Since
independence, Ladakhis have always
guarded the nation shoulder to
shoulder with the Indian Army,”
Rigzin reminded, but now the same
people find themselves at the receiv-
ing end of bullets fired by Indian
forces.

The journalist singled out the
arrest of educationist and innovator
Sonam Wangchuk as emblematic of
the growing mistrust between
Ladakh and Delhi. Wangchuk, he
wrote, was a man whose work had

brought laurels to India, replacing an
alien education system with one
rooted in Ladakhi culture and inspir-
ing rural students across the
Himalayas. “Having known him for
30 years, | can say with certainty that
he has never spoken against the
country. On the contrary, he has
always urged people to be grateful to
the nation and proud of being
Indian,” Rigzin said. Yet today, the
man is behind bars under the
National Security Act, held in
Jodhpur jail, while curfew and inter-
net suspension leave Ladakhis cut
off from the rest of the country.
Rigzin argued that releasing
Wangchuk was not just a moral
imperative but also a practical step
towards dialogue. “At this sensitive
juncture, building trust is crucial,
and the continued detention of such a
respected figure only deepens mis-
trust and widens the gap,” he wrote.
His plea was also directed at the
“godi media” — anchors and com-
mentators sitting in New Delhi stu-
dios, offering sermons on Ladakh
without ever stepping into its cold

Sonam
Wangchuk

winds. “Let Ladakh live in peace,
and let peace return to our land,” he
concluded.

A statement was issued by the
Indian Journalists Union (IJU) on
the Ladakh issue. The 1JU con-
demned what it described as the BJP
and Union Government’s “hostile
attitude” towards Ladakh’s demand
for statehood. “The government
must immediately stop persecuting
social workers, end its arrogant dis-
missal of Ladakhi demands, and
present a clear roadmap for restoring
democratic statechood with safe-
guards for the region’s unique cul-
ture, ecology, and people,” said 1JU
President K. Sreenivas Reddy and
Secretary General Balwinder Singh
Jammu.

The 1JU also criticised the corpo-
rate media, accusing it of abdicating
its duty to speak truth to power. By
parroting the official line and cele-
brating the government’s stance,
while silencing voices of dissent,
they said, sections of the media had
“reduced themselves to propaganda
outlets.” D]
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‘NO SAFEGUARDS’:

Why India’s New Tax

Law Poses a ‘Severe
Risk’ to Journalists

A new tax law in India that grants authorities sweeping
powers to access emails, cloud accounts, and encrypted
devices during searches has generated widespread con-
cern among journalists and digital rights advocates,
while adding to a raft of tax legislation around the
world that could be weaponized against the media.

Somi Das

TA

R

o

ndia’s parliament on August 12 passed
the Income Tax Bill, 2025, raising fears
that officials could misuse the expanded
powers to reveal journalistic sources,
surveil reporters, and target them with
allegations of financial crimes. Tax
charges are increasingly being deployed
by governments against journalists,
including in Hong Kong and the
Philippines, where Nobel laureate
Maria Ressa and her news outlet
Rappler fought a five-year legal battle
against tax fraud accusations. India
already has a reputation for targeting
independent media through tax raids,
money laundering cases, and opaque
legal tactics. But the new tax legislation
extends these powers into the digital
sphere.

The law also adds to a growing arse-
nal of legal tools that Indian authorities
have to supervise independent media. A

slew of digital legislation, from the
Digital  Personal  Data
Protection Act and amend-

ed IT Rules, to the recently
launched Sahyog take-
down mechanism, has cre-

ated new liabilities for journalists.

Few lawyers have tracked these
developments as closely as Apar Gupta,
the executive director of digital rights
group the Internet Freedom Foundation.
Gupta, a constitutional and digital law
expert, has been involved in several
prominent press freedom cases. They
range from a legal challenge to the
blocking of satirical website Dowry
Calculator, to leading advocacy against
the draft ~ Broadcast Services
(Regulation) Bill, which seeks greater
state control over online content. He
also spoke out about the chilling effect
that NSO Group’s Pegasus spyware
posed for journalists in India.

CP1J spoke to Gupta about the impli-
cations of the tax law for journalists and
the government’s expanding powers of
media oversight. The interview has
been edited for clarity and length.

The Tax  Department, Press
Information Bureau, and Finance
Ministry did not immediately respond
to CPJ’s emailed request to comment.

How does the new Income Tax Act
reshape risk for journalists in India?
In India, scrutiny of journalists through
tax enforcement is not new. Critical
reporting has often triggered tax
notices. What’s new is the expansion of
these powers into the digital sphere.
Section 132 of the Income Tax Act
already allows authorities to conduct
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searches if they ‘have reason to
believe’ that income is being con-
cealed. Under the new Income Tax
Act, however, these powers extend
far beyond traditional tax evasion.
Section 247 allows authorities to
access the so-called virtual digital
space, a vague term that could
encompass everything from your
phone to your online accounts. The
finance minister has even suggested
that this power could be used to
examine Google Maps history to
track a person’s movements.

For journalists, this poses a
severe risk. Devices that store com-
munications with sources, unpub-
lished investigations, and whistle-
blower disclosures could be swept
up in fishing expeditions. The
threshold for action is mere suspi-
cion; there is no requirement to doc-
ument credible evidence before initi-
ating a search. Section 249 com-
pounds the problem by preventing
disclosure of the investigative rea-
soning behind a search, meaning a
device could be surrendered without
knowing the justification, and there
is no guarantee that the seized evi-
dence will be preserved securely.

How does this law measure up to
international safeguards for priva-
cy and surveillance?

Globally, the Necessary and
Proportionate Principles, launched at

the U.N. Human Rights Council in | #

2013, guide lawful surveillance.
These principles set out 13 core
requirements including
legality, legitimate aim,
necessity, proportionali- [
ty, and judicial over-
sight to evalu- &
ate  whether
any state sur-
veillance |
measure  is |
consistent”

/ »

with international human rights law.
Section 247 of India’s tax bill grants
blanket powers to seize devices or
access accounts based merely on
suspicion. There are no checks, safe-
guards, or transparency measures.

Most journalists, for example,
use a single device for payments,
banking, receiving money, and com-
municating with sources. That uni-
fied stream of highly sensitive data,
often stored on a smartphone, is left
completely exposed under the new
law. The law also violates the princi-
ple of proportionality. Authorities
should only seize information strict-
ly relevant to their inquiry, not an
entire smartphone containing highly
sensitive personal and professional
data. Under the current provisions, it
is unclear whether such safeguards
would apply.

Can authorities legally compel
tech companies to hand over pri-
vate digital data if a journalist is
suspected of tax evasion?
Yes. Just as banks were compelled to
provide financial records under pre-
vious laws, tech companies can now
be ordered to surrender emails, cloud
storage, chat histories, and other
account data. This extends the state’s
reach far beyond physical
documents into the digi-
tal realm.

This naturally leads to
' the question of what
role digital platforms
play in this new

%\ censorship regime?
<\ Platforms are profit-
driven and often
collect vast am-
ounts of user data

e

M.

\ for advertising. <
) o> Gupta says India’s new Income Tax

They are not champions of free
expression. Yet, government
demands can force platforms to act
in ways that conflict with their com-
mercial interests, such as removing
content or censoring conversations.
Sometimes platforms, like X,
align with civil society objections to
overbroad state power, especially in
the Sahyog portal case. But even X
has reduced transparency globally,
for instance, no longer disclosing
government blocking orders on the
Lumen database. Meta, with far
more users in India, has rarely chal-
lenged government censorship at all.

Governments in different coun-
tries have turned to financial alle-
gations to pressure independent
media. Do you think India’s new
income tax provisions put it on a
similar path, even potentially lead-
ing the way in South Asia?
I’m not a global tax policy scholar.
That said, India does have a track
record of shaping the regulatory
environment in South Asia. Parts of
our Information Technology Act, for
example, influenced Bangladesh to
adopt similar measures. In 2022,
Bangladesh introduced draft regula-
tions for digital, social media, and
over-the-top platforms. These rules,
modelled after India’s 2021 IT
Rules, aim to increase government
control over social media and digital
news media. Both sets of regulation
seek to limit intermediary liability
protection and introduce traceability
within end-to-end encrypted services
offered by platforms. ]
— Courtesy CPJ

Lawyer Apar Gupta, the executive
director of digital rights group the
Internet Freedom Foundation.

Act could be misused against
‘journalists.
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FROM INDIA TO BRITAIN AND BACK:

‘ The Cartoonist who Fought
\ Censors with a Smile

il

|
|

\ Soutik Biswas

t's unfair to lift censorship suddenly,"
growls a grizzled newspaper editor into
the phone, a copy of The Daily Pulp
sprawled across his desk. "We should be
given time to prepare our minds."

The cartoon capturing this moment -
piercing and satirical - is the work of
Abu Abraham, one of India's finest
political cartoonists. His pen skewered
power with elegance and edge, especial-
ly during the 1975 Emergency, a 21-
month stretch of suspended civil liber-
ties and muzzled media under Indira
Gandhi's rule. The press was silenced
overnight on 25 June. Delhi's newspa-
per presses lost power, and by morning
censorship was law. The government
demanded the press bend to its will -
and, as opposition leader LK Advani
later famously remarked, many "chose
to crawl". Another famous cartoon - he
signed them Abu, after his pen name -
from that time shows a man asking
another: "What do you think of editors
who are more loyal than the censor?"

In many ways, half a century later,
Abu's cartoons still ring true.

India currently ranks 151st in the
World Press Freedom Index, compiled

Abu spent a decade at The Observer and

three e years at The Guardian
— = il

-

| ——

annually by Reporters Without Borders.
This reflects growing concerns about
media independence under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi's government.
Critics allege increasing pressure and
attacks on journalists, acquiescent
media and a shrinking space for dissent-
ing voices. The government dismisses
these claims, insisting that the media
remain free and vibrant. After nearly 15
years drawing cartoons in London for
The Observer and The Guardian, Abu
had returned to India in the late 1960s.
He joined the Indian Express newspaper
as a political cartoonist at a time when
the country was grappling with intense
political upheaval.

He later wrote that pre-censorship -
which required newspapers and maga-
zines to submit their news reports, edi-
torials and even ads to government cen-
sors before publication - began two
days after the Emergency was declared,
was lifted after a few weeks, then reim-
posed a year later for a shorter period.

"For the rest of the time I had no
official interference. I have not bothered
to investigate why I was allowed to
carry on freely. And I am not interested
in finding out."

Indira Gandhi's Emergency: When
India's democracy was put on pause

IRy e
of Abu's |THEAYESHAVEIT!
Emergency-
era cartoons
are’® “iconic. .
One  shows
then President L .
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Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed signing
the proclamation from his bath-
tub, capturing the haste and casu-
alness with which it was issued
(Ahmed signed the Emergency

declaration that Gandhi had
issued shortly before midnight on

25 June).
Among Abu's striking works
are several cartoons boldly

stamped with "Not passed by
censors", a stark mark of official
suppression.

In one, a man holds a placard
that reads "Smile!" - a sly jab at
the government's forced-positivi-
ty campaigns during the
Emergency. His companion
deadpans, "Don't you think we
have a lovely censor of humour?"
- a line that cuts to the heart of
state-enforced cheer.

[-numm—w
X
e
oF
o TR '
M e
N pERALED (
nh
|
(L)) L
\ *.'):4{ T
B
FAGEELS
WE'RE OPTImIsTS )

r

b
AT st

‘ Another seemingly innocuous

~ cartoon shows a man at his desk

,'! . sighing, "My train of thought has

* derailed." Another features a pro-
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tester carrying a sign that reads
"SaveD democracy" - the "D"
awkwardly added on top, as if
democracy itself were an after-
thought.

Abu also took aim at Sanjay
Gandhi, the unelected son of
Indira Gandhi, who many
believed ran a shadow govern-
ment during the Emergency,
wielding  unchecked  power
behind the scenes. Sanjay's influ-
ence was both controversial and
feared. He died in a plane crash
in 1980 - four years before his
mother, Indira, was assassinated
by her bodyguards.

Abu's work was intensely
political. "I have come to the con-
clusion that there's nothing non-
political in the world. Politics is
simply anything that is contro-
versial and everything in the
world is controversial," he wrote
in Seminar magazine in 1976. He
also bemoaned the state of
humour - strained and manufac-
tured - when the press was
gagged.

"If cheap humour could be
manufactured in a factory, the
public would rush to queue up in
our ration shops all day. As our
newspapers become progressive-
ly duller, the reader, drowning in
boredom, clutches at every joke.
AIR [India's state-run radio sta-
tion] news bulletins nowadays
sound like a company chairman's
annual address. Profits are care-
fully and elaborately enumerated,
losses are either omitted or
played down. Shareholders are
reassured," Abu wrote.

In a tongue-in-cheek column
for the Sunday Standard in 1977,
Abu poked fun at the culture of
political flattery with a fictional

! —
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account of a méeting of the "All %

India Sycophantic Society". 3

)

The spoof featured the soci-
ety's imaginary president declar-
ing: "True sycophancy is non-
political."

2
\

The satirical monologue con-

tinued with mock proclamations:
"Sycophancy has a long and his-
toric tradition in our country...
'Servility before self is our
motto." Abu's parody culminated
in the society's guiding vision:
"Touching all available feet and
promoting a broad-based pro-
gramme of flattery." Born as
Attupurathu Mathew Abraham in
the southern state of Kerala in
1924, Abu began his career as a
reporter at the nationalist
Bombay Chronicle, driven less
by ideology than a fascination
with the power of the printed
word. His reporting years coin-
cided with India's dramatic jour-
ney to independence, witnessing
firsthand the euphoria that
gripped Bombay (now Mumbai).

Reflecting on the press, he later

noted, "The press has pretensions
of being a crusader but is more
often a preserver of the status
quo." After two years with
Shankar's Weekly, a well-known
satire magazine, Abu set his
sights on Europe. A chance
encounter with British cartoonist
Fred Joss in 1953 propelled him
to London, where he quickly
made a mark. His debut cartoon
was accepted by Punch within a
week of arrival, earning praise
from editor Malcolm
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Muggeridge as "charming".That /

blurring of absurdity and truth
often gave his work its edge. )X’
— Courtesy BBC
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INDIAN WITH H1B?

% NRNAB'S CLEAR MESSAGE

Turning Tarifls
into Jingoism

Shaukat H.
Mohammed

The writer is
a senior journalist
based at Hyderabad

he tariff war unleashed on India by US
President Donald Trump became serious
in September, when Trump signed an
Executive Order (EO) increasing the fee
on the HIB visa by a factor of 20. The
EO came two days after Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s 75th birthday covered
with sycophantic genuflection by the
Indian news media, particularly TV
news, on 17 September.

To be sure, Trump imposed a 25%
tariff on all imports from India, with an
additional 25% tariff for the import of
cheaper Russian crude oil by India. The
tariffs became effective in August. The
TV news media spun the tariffs as a sign
that the US was “jealous of India’s rise as
a global economic super-
power”, to push their own
TRPs.  Shrill  debates
where the guests shouted
over each other to prove
that the tariffs were the
“best thing that could

have happened to India” rent the air-
waves.

There was no cogent debate on any
TV news channel about the devastation
upon millions of workers in the gem and
jewellery, apparel, leather goods, and
fisheries sectors, who faced the prospect
of losing their jobs because exports to the
US, the biggest market in the world, had
suddenly become unviable.

India should quickly find other mar-
kets, the debaters thundered on TV chan-
nels, without identifying the countries
that could pick up the slack in the US
market.

While the tariff debates continued,
the media found a topic more to their lik-
ing in September: the prime
minister’s birthday. TV chan-
nels raced to the gutter to
demonstrate their adulation
for Modi, with anchors
speaking in sombre tones that
indicated that they were in
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the midst of their own personal
epiphanies. India’s richest and its
celebrities like Shah Rukh Khan, an
actor, issued video messages of their
undying love for the PM. Khan prob-
ably wanted to publicly thank the
PM for awarding him the National
Award for Best Actor.

India’s richest man released a
video message likening Prime
Minister Modi to an “avatar purush”
(God-like figure), possibly thanking
him for policies that enabled
Reliance Industries to earn billions
in profits by selling refined petrole-
um products to the European Union,
using discounted Russian crude oil
as feedstock.

However, Trump did not appear
to not have his fill to make life hard
for millions of other Indians, partic-
ularly those hoping to relocate to the
US on HIB work permits.

He raised the HIB visa fee to
USD 100,000, potentially jeopardiz-
ing the job prospects of thousands of
prospective H1B workers.

But, again, the media jumped in
to deflect attention that the H1B
gateway could be shut for Indian
technology workers.

Government supporters, such as
Amitabh Kant, former CEO of NITI
Aayog, were brought in to downplay
the increase in the H1B visa fee.

“Donald Trump’s $100,000 H-
1B fee will choke U.S. innovation
and turbocharge India’s. By slam-
ming the door on global talent,
America pushes the next wave of
labs, patents, innovation, and start-
ups to Bangalore, Hyderabad, Pune,
and Gurgaon. India’s finest doctors,
engineers, scientists, and innovators
have an opportunity to contribute to
India’s growth & progress towards
#ViksitBharat. America’s loss will
be India’s gain.” Amitabh Kant
bloviated on TV news.

Barring some journalists on

=1 NEWS

WANGCHUK ASKS SUPPORTERS TO
STOP VIOLENCE

YouTube, the MSM took

Amitabh Kant’s line and ran
with it.

There was no serious debate on
the impact of the shutting down of
the HIB route to work and make a
career in the US. Jingoism had taken
centre stage and seemingly appeared
to be reluctant to exit, stage left.

The same jingoistic tirades
against Trump and his senior aides
like Scott Bessent, Howard Lutnick
and Peter Navarro continued as
Trump decided to impose a 100%
tariff on pharmaceuticals. While the
tariff currently pertains to only
patented drugs, the indications are
that he could extend it to generic
drugs as well to probably force India
into concessions being negotiated
for a free trade agreement with the
US. If the tariff is extended then the
pharma sector in India will be
adversely impacted because the US
accounted for 31% of India’s pharma
exports in 2024, or USD 8.72 billion
of the total of USD 27.9 billion.
Such a tariff could mean the loss of
thousands of jobs in India’s pharma
sector.

But there was no serious debate
on the impending peril of a tariff on
pharma exports; only more chest-

LADAKH UNREST: PROTEST TURNS
DEADLY, WANGCHUK BREAKS FAST

INDIA
TODAY

LEH, LADAKH

thumping that India could
make up for the loss of the US mar-
ket by exporting to other countries.

The protest by Sonam Wangchuk
in Leh, Ladakh, demanding that the
concessions promised by the Centre
be implemented, which turned vio-
lent after the Gen Z took to the
streets. The media framed the protest
as the work of “malcontents and
anti-nationals”. Not surprisingly, the
media blamed Rahul Gandhi for the
protests.

The media’s favourite topic,
communal rhetoric, was not ignored
though. The trigger to bring back
communal issues was provided by
an ill-advised move by some Muslim
groups to take out processions carry-
ing “I love Muhammad” banners in
some cities in Uttar Pradesh. That
was enough to provoke thunderous
debates about “appeasement”.

Uttarakhand ~ Chief =~ Minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami, who was
probably feeling lost that he was not
able to stir the communal pot, came
up with the proposition that the leak
of a paper for an exam for govern-
ment jobs in his state, was due to
“nakal jihad” (fake jihad). You just
can’t beat the mendaciousness of our
politicians to escape accountability.X
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FROM NEWSROOM TO CLASSROOMS:

How a Journalist Taught

Farming to 20000 Kids
Across & Schools

Guest Contributor

Former journalist

Hitarth Pandya left his
newsroom career to start
Kids for the Environment
Development Initiative
(KEDI) in Vadodara.
Through farming, skits, and
hands-on activities, he has
introduced over 20,000 chil-
dren across five

Vadodara schools.

t was an unseasonal spell of October
rain that flattened a cabbage crop in a
Vadodara school. A group of children
stood speechless before it, then tears
rolled down their cheeks. Weeks of
careful tending had been washed
away in a single downpour.

For Hitarth Pandya, who had
guided them through the process, this
was proof that his experiment was
working. “They didn’t need a lesson
on empathy or food waste,” he says.
“They had experienced it first-hand.”

That moment captures the
essence of Pandya’s Kids for the
Environment Development Initiative
(KEDI). What began in 2016 as a
semester-long farming module in one
school has now reached nearly
20,000 children across five schools
in Vadodara. Two of these schools
have even adopted it as part of their

Hitarth Pandya interacting with students

eco club activities.

Why a journalist left the news-
room to nurture young environ-
mentalists

Pandya didn’t start as a teacher. For
nearly a decade, he worked in the
newsrooms of The Times of India,
The Indian Express and Divya
Bhaskar. His bylines told stories of
forests cleared for highways, migra-
tory birds dying in wetlands, leop-
ards straying into villages, and farm-
ers battling distress.

But one question lingered: “What
changed after these stories were pub-
lished?”

Convinced that words alone
weren’t enough, he left journalism
and corporate communications. His
new audience would be children.

“The turning point was in 2012,”
Hitarth recalls. “I questioned: Did
the stories matter? Did they create
any impact? By August 2015, I quit
journalism in search of a more mean-
ingful and impactful endeavour.”

Why farming?

“I worked on the idea of immediate
gratification,” he explains. “Children
were growing up watching Cartoon
Network. Why would they sit
through a 30-minute lecture?
Farming shows the growth of plants,
providing dopamine to hook their
attention.”
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Learning through seeds, skits and
stories instead of tests

His first opportunity came at St
Kabir School in 2016. Instead of
learning farming from textbooks,
students got their hands dirty in the
soil.

The learning grew step by step
— Class 4 students began with farm-
ing, followed by insects in Class 5,
then birds, trees, and water. One
layer of the ecosystem naturally led
into the next.

Students agree. “By being in the
field, we understand the entire
ecosystem and how these are interre-
lated. I explain this to my cousins
and friends,” says Nandani, who has
studied with Hitarth for five years.

At Tejas Vidyalaya, principal
Lina Shajy puts it simply: “One 70-
minute session with Hitarth equals
100 hours of textbook learning.”

From classrooms to mandis:
Teaching children the economics
of farming

KEDI also introduces children to the
economics of farming. The KEDI
Haat is a vegetable market run
entirely by students.

Teams form naturally — one
haggles like a vendor, another tallies
accounts, a third shouts out prices.
Students track mandi rates, compare
them with supermarket prices, and
then sell their own produce.

“Students quickly learn the dif-
ference between the cost of vegeta-
bles they buy and the profit a farmer
actually earns,” Hitarth explains.

Each year at the KEDI Mela,
children sell around 2,000 kg of ter-
race-grown greens and 3,500 kg of
soil-grown vegetables. Teachers say
the lessons show in small actions too
— students pouring leftover water
from their bottles at the roots of
school trees.

S T 72

Each year at the KEDI Mela, children sell around 2,000 kg

of terrace-grown greens.

The Harvest Festival became
another way to measure outcomes.
Vegetables grown were cooked col-
lectively in a Sanjha Chullha (com-
munity kitchen), with each child
bringing chapatis from home.

“Students ate all vegetables,
whether they liked them or not,”
recalls principal Swati Khot. “Even
urban parents living in apartments
began experimenting with balcony
kitchen gardens.” Encouraged by
such visible impact, more schools
began joining the initiative. From
one school, KEDI has now spread to
Tejas Vidyalaya, D R Amin, and
OneWorld School. Where space or
schedules were tight, Hitarth inno-
vated.

From Sonam Wangchuk’s advice
to wider recognition

In April 2019, education reformer
Sonam Wangchuk suggested tweak-
ing the model without losing its core.
Hitarth responded with a three-

month, one-and-a-half-hour module.

When schools lacked farming
fields, he used resources developed
at home to demonstrate techniques.
OneWorld School adopted this
renewed model in 2024.

The success of this adaptable
approach soon drew wider attention.
His expertise has since been recog-
nised by Gujarat’s Department of
Science & Technology, Rajasthan’s
SCERT, and DIET Vadodara, which
invited him to train teachers.

A passion project that grew into a
larger vision for education
From reporting on environmental
decline to teaching children to pro-
tect the environment, Pandya’s shift
has been clear. The cabbage crop
may have been lost to rain, but for
him, the lesson was a gain: children
once detached from farming now
knew what it meant to nurture — and
lose — a harvest. D]
— Courtesy The Better India
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Governments Must Work to
Secure Publie Interest Media:
11 Leading Global Economists

group of 11 leading economists from
around the world — including Nobel Prize
winners Joseph E. Stiglitz and Daron
Acemoglu — have issued a statement high-
lighting the need to invest in independent,
reliable and pluralistic journalism.

The economists say they have fol-
lowed "global trends with a growing sense
of alarm" and so have "set out the case for
investing in the informational economy
and adequately structuring markets to
secure it".

“Public Interest media play an essen-
tial role in guaranteeing...information sup-
ply and ensuring its quality. They are like
the central banks of the informational
economy: providing the confidence in the

system that is necessary for it to function,”
the statement reads.

The economists were brought together
to form a 'High-Level Panel on Public
Interest Media' the Forum for Information
and Democracy and the International
Fund for Public Interest Media. In addi-
tion to Stiglitz (Columbia University) and
Acemoglu (Massachusetts Institute of
Technology), the members are Philippe
Aghion (INSEAD and London School of
Economics), Tim Besley (London School

of Economics), Francesca Bria
(University College London), Diane
Coyle (University of Cambridge),
Obiageli Ezekwesili (Human Capital

Africa), Mariana Mazzucato (University
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College London), Atif Mian
(Princeton University), Andrea Prat
(Columbia University) and Vera
Songwe (Liquidity and
Sustainability Facility).

Public interest media, the state-
ment says, is being threatened across
the world for two main reasons.
First, "information is a public good
that market forces alone will never
supply at the level our modern econ-
omy and society need. The advertis-
ing revenue model that sustained
free and independent media for
decades always came with chal-
lenges, including editorial independ-
ence. But in the digital era, that
model has collapsed."

Second, "the growing extent of
government interference, particular-
ly but not solely from authoritarian
governments. The RSF World Press
Freedom Index and the Freedom
House Freedom in the World Index
both show a deterioration in press
freedom globally over the past
decade. Legalistic attacks on the
media, such as restrictive media laws
and defamation suits and even out-
right suppression, are becoming
more common."

These threats are serious, as
"Without an independent and thriv-
ing public interest media, neither
national economies nor trade and
capital flows between
them can function

effec-

tively, preventing international soci-
ety in turn from addressing the major
economic, social, and environmental
challenges of the day, be it achieving
the UN Sustainable Development
Goals, securing equitable global
growth and prosperity, or addressing
the climate crisis."

As world leaders gather in New
York for the United Nations General
Assembly, the 11 economists ask
them to follow through on these two
key paths:

1. Invest in free and independent
journalism by diversifying and
increasing resources for the pro-
duction of reliable information
For this, "public support and invest-
ment in public interest media must
be increased both nationally and
internationally”, "new media com-
pensation models are needed for
allocating fairly and efficiently the
rewards accruing from the economic
value produced by public interest
media and for providing the incen-
tives and resources necessary for the
sustenance of quality public interest
media", and there should be "digital
taxes on the major platforms to pro-
vide additional revenue to support
journalism".

2. Shape informational ecosystems
in the public interest
through  active

use of industrial policies and safe-
guards against media capture and
interference

The economists say the "right sort of
regulation is needed as the central
pillar of a new industrial policy for
public interest media". While some
believe that regulating Al and tech
platforms amounts to censorship and
disrupts competition, the signatories
disagree. "On the contrary, used
appropriately, regulation creates a
better information ecosystem to the
benefit of our economy, our democ-
racies, and our society; and good
regulation encourages more produc-
tive and socially useful innovation.
...For example, mandatory digital
disclosures are a crucial element in
allowing governments to effectively
regulate big tech and Al and should
be brought into law."

In their conclusion, the econo-
mists highlight the urgency of their
call. "In the era of Al and digital
algorithms, not acting to secure pub-
lic interest media is no longer an
option," they say. "...What is needed
now is not reinvention of the wheel
but a new level of political will and a
concerted commitment by govern-
ments to invest in what we know
works — nationally and

internationally." Da(

— Courtesy The Wire
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What I Learned in
the First Five Years of

Platformer

Casey
Newton

ive years ago today, I quit my job and
launched Platformer. On the day that I pub-
lished our first post, I worried that I might
have been making a mistake. I loved my job
at The Verge, which felt like an island of
stability in a year darkened by the twin
crises of the COVID pandemic and the
Trump presidency. But I had become con-
vinced that the long-term future of journal-
ism demanded new approaches.

“Journalism — and the democracy it
supports — have suffered greatly in recent
years from mass layoffs and under-experi-
mentation in business models,” I wrote. “By
going independent I hope to demonstrate
that independent, reader-funded reporters
can survive and even thrive, breathing new
life into a profession that is bleeding out in
no small part due to the platforms I cover.”

Half a decade later, we now take for
granted that reader-funded reporters can
thrive — and that the newsletter economy
has in fact breathed new life into the profes-
sion. When I quit my job to launch
Platformer, the idea seemed novel enough
that the New York Times covered it. Today,
we take departures like these for granted. In
fact, once a reporter at a mainstream outlet
achieves a certain level of prominence, peo-
ple now ask them why they stay.

In many ways, the crisis in journalism is
more serious than ever. Tech platforms take
a larger share of advertising revenue than
they ever have, and the rise of artificial
intelligence is crowding journalism out of
search results and social feeds. Platformer
has outlasted a depressing number of tech-
focused publications whose links once filled

these pages, including BuzzFeed News,
Vice and Motherboard, Protocol, and
OneZero. We are all worse off for their
absence.

At the same time, my media diet feels as
rich and varied as it ever has, thanks to the
rise of the newsletter economy and the
resurgence in amateur blogging that it has
inspired. Core members of the Motherboard
team launched the incredible 404 Media,
and now deliver scoops at a forbidding
pace. Oliver Darcy left CNN barely a year
ago, started with nothing, and now his
media newsletter Status is a four-person
operation and similarly dominant in its
field. Publishers have never known how to
make profitable journalism about video
games, despite their cultural dominance;
longtime gaming reporter Stephen Totilo
left Axios and now has a stable, profitable,
scoopy publication called Game File that he
can do for as long as he wants, and on his
own terms.

This is the world I was dreaming of five
years ago when Platformer began. And no,
the success of these publications does not
begin to make up for the loss of tens of
thousands of journalism jobs over the past
two decades. But the newsletter economy
has managed to do what nothing else has
over the same time period — create a popu-
lar, lucrative, replicable, stable format for
journalism. And in a moment where the
industry faces so many threats, from declin-
ing traffic and revenue to the assault on free
speech from the Trump administration,
that’s worth celebrating.

In my inaugural post, I promised that I
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would devote a meaningful amount
of time to mentoring younger writers
and offering advice and support to
others who are considering this path.
Almost every week for the past five
years, I have done just that. And
while I would never seek to take
credit for their success, I’ve been so
pleased to see so many friends and
colleagues go independent and suc-
ceed beyond what they first imag-
ined was possible.

And yes, the newsletter economy
remains organized around stars
rather than the rank-and-file journal-
ists who are responsible for much of
the original reporting that I believe is
a necessary part of a functioning
democracy. It is still easier to sell
someone a hot take than it is a story
about what happened at the city
council meeting. But whatever aster-
isks and caveats you want to put on
it, the past five years have made it
clear that a better world for journal-
ists is absolutely possible. I know
because I’m living it.

Platformer today

Five years in, Platformer has become
a stable, mature business. Thousands
of paid subscribers support our
work, and enable our journalism to
reach a weekly audience of 200,000
free subscribers. Our advertising
business has also accelerated, and
we’ve brought on a record number of
new advertisers over the past year.
Many of them renewed their cam-
paigns, and we’re now sold out
through the end of the year.

Since we started, you all have
funded five jobs in journalism —
mine, three different editorial
employees, and a part-time assistant
who helps with customer support
and ad sales. I'm so, so grateful for
the generosity of Platformer readers
and the journalism you all have
enabled. (And for what it’s worth,
you’ve been so generous that

Platformer is literally the only digital
product that has not raised prices
during the past five years.)

When you pay for Platformer,
this is the kind of work you’re sup-
porting. Thank you to everyone who
makes what we do possible. I never,
ever take it for granted.

In most ways, Platformer has
gone better than I expected. But
writing the newsletter three times a
week has its challenges, too.

On the business side, growth has
slowed. I mostly blame myself for
this; revenue correlates fairly closely
with scoops, and I’ve gotten fewer of
them this year. At the same time, in
the past two years we quit both
Substack and X on principle. The
former used to bring us large num-
bers of free and paid subscribers
through its network; the latter was
formerly the best place to promote
our work and find new customers.
I’'m happy to sit out the coming
enshittification of Substack and the
daily misery of X, but it would be
dishonest to suggest that this has not
come at a cost.

On the editorial side, the ongoing
challenge is to evolve the newslet-
ter’s focus with the news cycle while
remaining true to our beat: the messy
intersection of tech and democracy.
This felt easier when the platforms
themselves seemed interested in how
they might make themselves safer,
more trustworthy, less polarizing
places. Ever since Elon Musk bought
Twitter, though, that project has been
in decline, and it has only accelerat-
ed since Trump retook office.

¥ PLATFORMER

I have always tried to balance
criticism of platforms with efforts to
highlight where they were making
progress — like Twitch’s pioneering
effort to investigate off-platform
behavior, or Discord’s effort to reha-
bilitate banned users, or Meta’s
experiment with letting users craft
platform policy. But in this moment,
when platforms are tripping over
themselves to praise President
Trump even as he wreaks havoc on
their businesses through tariffs and
immigration restrictions, the tech
policy story can often seem irrele-
vant. (The fact that a handful of
Meta executives rewrote the compa-
ny’s speech policies this year with-
out even consulting their massive
policy team spoke volumes.)

The one place tech policy contin-
ues to feel relevant is in artificial
intelligence. The dawning mental
health crisis enabled by chatbots has
drawn wide attention to the risks of
vulnerable people using Al that
recalls the early days of similar con-
versations about vulnerable people
in social media. By default, we
should expect that Al companies will
largely address these issues the way
social media companies have —
which is to say reluctantly, under
pressure, and via half measures. But
my conversations with executives at
these companies — and certain
recent actions — have given me at
least some hope that journalism
focused on the intersection of Al and

society can lead to positive
change. [
— Courtesy Platformer
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Ceaseless Conflict

Written by two decorated conflict specialists, David Kilcullen and Greg
Mills, this book offers an essential analysis of modern warfare, from the
global spotlight of Ukraine to the underreported crisis in Ethiopia's Tigray

his slim book on war and peace by two accomplished conflict special-
ists David Kilcullen and Greg Mills is a valuable contribution to the
bookshelf when many regions of the world are currently ravaged by
bloody war and intractable conflict. The authors combine military
service with academic acumen, distinctive policy advisory roles and
operational experience in different war zones of the world. Mills heads
the Johannesburg-based Brenthurst Foundation and has served four
deployments in Afghanistan as an adviser and has also worked exten-
sively in Colombia and with some African governments.

Co-author Kilcullen holds professorships in Australia and the US
and has also served as an infantry officer, intelligence specialist, poli-
cy adviser and diplomat. His impressive credentials include serving as
senior counter-insurgency adviser to General David Petraeus in Iraq
and later as counterterrorism adviser to former US secretary of state
Condoleeza Rice. Clearly, Kilcullen and Mills are black belts in study-
ing and shaping conflict policy first-hand, and subsequently writing
about this complex and tragic subject —bloody

war and elusive peace—in a e
reasonably objective manner. " Jamen Hohand
The book under review is ‘I’HE
based on decades of work that
C Uday both authors have done in dif- ART
Bhaskar ferent conflict geographies, UF
_— ranging from Iraq, Congo,
Somalia, East Timor, Colombia, R N D
Ethiopia and Afghanistan. The A
survey also includes the more
recent conflicts: Russia-Ukraine P E AC E
and West Asia (briefly)—where
the Israeli genocide in Gaza . . " .
continues with sickening inten- A ey

sity and callous impunity.
Neatly divided into four
major chapters, the first one
examines three wars—  THE CRANGING FACE oF 2
. . S FALE UF Z1ST CENTy r
Afghanistan,  Ukraine and e URY WARFARE |
. rnaans TWGRS BY SIR NICK CagT
Ethiopia—that occur around the FORMER UK CHIEF 0F i g "'f.‘\:;’:r

same time and raises three David Kilcullen and Breg Mill
s

BOOK REVIEW

questions. This lucid interroga-
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tion and the insights of the authors
form the core of this book and the
questions raised are: “What do
recent wars and the direction of tech-
nological development tell us about
the changing character of war and its
tactics, equipment and strategy?
Why do we so often fail to turn bat-
tlefield victory into sustainable
peace? What is the best way to pre-
vent, fight and resolve future con-
flict?”

At one level these are ontological
questions and one may well ask as to
how recent is recent. The 20th centu-
ry is littered with two major wars
and millions killed and the first quar-
ter of this century/millennium has
seen more blood and gore than
expected—more so after the mis-
placed certitude that the end of the
Cold War and the brief decade of
unipolar American triumphalism
marked the end of history and the
dawn of the long peace, a la Francis
Fukuyama.

While the long war in
Afghanistan and the one in Ukraine
have come into global focus, the
authors make an important observa-
tion when they remind the reader
about Africa. “The human cost of
Russia’s war in Ukraine, however
horrific, nonetheless pales in com-
parison with another enormous, bru-
tal conflict launched fifteen months
earlier, in November 2022, which
may have cost as many as 600,000
lives yet remains all but unreported
outside Africa: the war in Ethiopia’s
Tigray region.”

With this broader context, the
other three chapters funnel out into a
broad review of the conflict domain
and dwell on Bigger Wars, Smaller
Wars and War into Peace. The con-
clusion is an anguished final ques-
tion: “Where have all the leaders
gone?” The short answer is—into
infamy. The authors are candid in

highlighting the many mistakes
committed by the US leadership in
the two decade-long GWOT (global
war on terror) that began after the
enormity of 9/11 in September 2001.

One cannot but agree, alas, with
the observation of the authors that
“The loss of moral legitimacy result-
ing from the unilateral invasion of
Iraq had an enduring effect on US
global credibility and on US lever-
age in other conflicts.” In February
2003, US secretary of state General
Colin Powell presented inaccurate
facts to mislead the UN Security
Council over Iraq’s purported WMD
(weapons of mass destruction) pro-
gramme. This was a very low point
for US credibility and rectitude but
the book discretely does not go into
that episode—even though narrative
as a coercive tool is dealt with in
some detail. The US as the world’s
most powerful nation receives con-
siderable scrutiny by the authors and
they recall America’s war in
Vietnam—the ‘mendacity, cover-ups
and bright shining lies’ through the
words of journalist Neil Sheehan.
Whether by its robust and often mis-
guided military intervention (as in
Afghanistan and Iraq) or through ret-

icence and indecision (as in
Ukraine), the US remains the most
consequential major power in stok-
ing conflict or enabling closure.
Timing is critical, the book avers and
adds: “One of the key lessons from
Afghanistan is that the victors in
2002 led by the US failed to make
peace with a defeated Taliban. A bet-
ter time to do this would never
arise.”

Will the Trump team have the
perspicacity to enable conflict clo-
sure in Ukraine and Palestine or will
these wars join the many festering
conflicts that defy resolution? The
book opens with a poignant and ele-
giac epigraph: “When I am angry, |
pray God to swing our globe into the
fiery sun and prevent the sorrows of
the not-yet-born: but when I am con-
tent, I want to lie forever in the
shade, till I become a shade myself.”

Whether the world can become
the soothing shade is very doubtful
but strive we must—both citizens
and leaders. One last observation:
the epigraph is ascribed to TE
Lawrence but this quote is from Her-
man Melville’s The Ambiguities. X

— Courtesy Financial
Express
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As Real As It Gets

ho are we, really? What's our sense of identity? Do being Indians
make us all equal? On paper, perhaps. But ask a Muslim or a Dalit
and they'll laugh at this. Because the sad reality is that only the
upper class Hindus are considered first class citizens of our coun-
try. We live in an Orwellian reality alright, where some are more
equal than others. Sitting in their ac ivory towers, people might not
agree with this but that's what good cinema is about. It forces you
to come out of your comfort zone and face uncomfortable truths.
And that's what Homebound does. It makes you acutely uncom-
fortable. Based on Bashrat Peer’s reportage, Taking Amrit Home, it
is an ode to friendship and to communal harmony. It's also a hard-
hitting reminder about how casual hatred against the minorities and
the unprivileged is flourishing in our country currently.Director
Neeraj Ghaywan brings in the true horror faced by the marginalised
Devesh Sharma during the COVID scare. Some had to walk thousands of kilome-
tres to return home, just like our two protagonists, who have to tra-
verse 1500 kms to reach their native village. But that's just the cli-
max of their suffering. The film starts with them having to
struggle to reach the centre for the police-
man's exam. He's highlighting the ram-
pant unemployment here, pointing out
that lakhs sit for such exams whereas
the posts amount to a few hundred. And
there's no guarantee of results getting
declared.
More than that, their sense of iden-
tity, of belonging, is forever getting
¢ challenged by those around them.
. Chandan Kumar (Vishal Jethwa)
U who is a Dalit, is ashamed of writ-
ing his surname on official papers
and even files exam forms in the
general category. Watch the scene
where a government officer hua-
miliates him for that. His shame
comes out through his eyes and
body language. He's visibly
shaking and yet is powerless to
do anything. Similarly,
Mohammed Shoaib Ali (Ishaan
Khatter) too faces discrimina-
tion at every front. He’s not
trusted by his Hindu colleagues
because he belongs to a different

MOVIE REVIEW
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religion. They feel he would have
criminal cases against him and ask
him for unnecessary police checks
and character certificates. His loyal-
ty is questioned even during an
India-Pakistan cricket match. Both
are made to feel they're outsiders at
various instances. But the most sear-
ing case of caste objectification
comes when Chandan’s mother, who
is a good cook, gets a chance to
make the midday meal at a local pri-
mary school. However, the upper
class parents don't take kindly to it
and create a ruckus. This kind of cal-
lous prejudice is rampant in our
country. In fact, it has become so
‘normal’ that we don't even react to
such news.Juxtaposed to all this is
their friendship. Chandan and
Shoaib are childhood friends who
would literally die for each other.
Their families support each other.
There's a scene where people from
both households are contributing
their labour towards making a
cement and concrete home for
Chandan. Both love to eat biryani,
cooked with a lot of love by Shoaib’s
mom, are there for each other in
every endeavour and are quick to
forgive each other, healing their rifts
with a hug and a smile.The duo are
under a lot of stress. Shoaib's father
needs knee replacement surgery. He
keeps imploring Shoaib to go to the
Gulf in search of better money and
lifestyle but for him, it's his village,
the language, food, friends and fam-
ily which matters most. Without say-
ing much, Ghaywan has given a hint
about what true nationalism actually
means. Being the only ‘son’
Chandan is privileged. His mother,
father and sister toil under the harsh
sun, making sure he gets all the time
he wants to study. Vaishali (Harshika
Parmar), his elder sister, longs to
study but can't. She sounds him out

telling him that amongst
everyone in their household, he's the
only one who can exercise a choice
and should make the most of it. Girls
are shown to be more level headed

once,

and  forward-thinking. Janhvi
Kapoor’s character, Sudha Bharti, a
Dalit herself, wants to study as much
as she can. She inspires Chandan,
who has feelings for her, to enrol in
the college and broaden his horizons.
Their romance is part attraction and
part escape. They both long to make
a better life together.Chandan and
Shoaib relocate to Surat, live with 10
other people in a small room, work
all day in a clothe mill and send
almost all their pay back home. Even
in this, they're happy. But then,
Corona strikes. They get beaten up
by the police during a curfew, with
Shoaib getting a harsher treatment
because of his Muslim identity. The
only recourse is to escape. They con-
vince a truck driver to smuggle
them. The truck already has people
packed like sardines in a cap.
Chandan catches a cold and both get
thrown off 400 kms away from

home. The only recourse is to walk.
Shoaib supports his friend every step
of the way, even carrying him as his
health deteriorates. He's determined
to reach his village with Chandan but
the  conditions are  against
them...Neeraj Ghaywan reminds us
time and again that life is cruel. And
more so for those without means.
While we were binge watching
series and baking banana breads dur-
ing COVID, some of our country-
men succumbed to heat, exhaustion
and disease while trying to reach
their native village. He also asks us
to see beyond our caste and religious
prejudices. And if we can't do that,
then at least acknowledge such
things exist.The performances feel
lived-in. It must be harsh for all three
leads, Ishaan Khatter, Vishal Jethwa,
and Janhvi Kapoor, who we are sure
haven't experienced such discrimina-
tion first hand ever in their lives to
process the script and come up with
authentic  performances. Ishaan
Khatter and Vishal Jethwa share an
easy camaraderie throughout. They
playoff each other and their chem-
istry is the soul of the film. The
angst, the anger they constantly feel
is genuine. Kudos to the actors for
choosing roles far beyond their com-
fort zone and acing them. And kudos
also to Neeraj Ghaywan for helping
them achieve this feat. Janhvi doesn't
have a big role but is at her earthy
best playing a girl determined to bet-
ter herself. The rest of the cast too go
about their roles perfectly, giving
able support.Watch the film for its
brutal display of reality and for the
fabulous performances by Ishaan
Khatter and Vishal Jethwa. Do films
bring about social change? We hope
Homebound does. If nothing else, it

should become a conversation
starter. Fingers crossed. b
—Courtesy Filmfare
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Free speech and free
media becomevictims

THE LAST PAGE

By

S N SINHA

The writer is a
senior journalist
based in

Delhi and

former President,
Indian Journalists
Union

ree speech and free media are in trouble
worldwide. In democracies like the United
States and India, authoritarian leaders
show little tolerance for criticism and seek
to suppress legitimate reporting, a regret-
table global trend. Such leaders believe
intimidation or force can pressure inde-
pendent journalism. Recently, our apex
court rightly advised politicians to have a
thick skin and respect freedom of speech
and the media, the backbone of democra-
cy.

US President Donald Trump is known
for disregarding institutions that assert
independence. Last month, he filed a $15
billion defamation lawsuit against the New
York Times (NYT), its reporters Susanne
Craig, Russ Buettner, Peter Baker, Michael
S. Schmidt, and the publisher of a book by
Craig and Buettner. The 85-page suit
claims the defendants became a “mouth-
piece of the Democratic Party” to sabotage
his prospects with “zero regard for norms
or institutions.” Trump said their articles
and book were designed to damage his
business, personal, and political reputa-
tion. The complaint cited three articles
from September—October last year and a
book published around that time, calling
them part of a decade-long pattern of
“malicious defamation.” It also referenced
older NYT articles portraying him as dis-

“zero regard for norms or institutions.”

Trump said their articles and book were designed to
damage his business, personal, and political reputa-
tion. The complaint cited three articles from
September—October last year and a book published
around that time, calling them part of a decade-long

pattern of “malicious defamation.

honest and eroding trust. On Truth Social,
Trump declared the NYT had been
allowed to “freely lie, smear and defame
me for far too long, and that stops NOW!”

Since returning as President, Trump
has intensified hostility toward the media,
attacking critical journalists, restricting
access, and filing lawsuits. The NYT
reported he threatened legal action over
coverage of a lewd birthday note allegedly
tied to Jeffrey Epstein, which Trump
denied. He earlier sued the Wall Street
Journal and Rupert Murdoch for $10 bil-
lion over reports on Epstein links. He also
sued CBS’s “60 Minutes,” winning a $16
million settlement over remarks by anchor
George Stephanopoulos. Trump has
repeatedly sued the NYT, losing cases in
2020 and 2021 over an opinion piece and
investigations into his finances and tax
records by Craig and Buettner. Their
reporting, which examined decades of
Trump family finances and quoted his tax
returns, won a Pulitzer Prize and other
honors.

A Florida federal judge dismissed
Trump’s $15 billion suit, writing, “A com-
plaint is not a megaphone for public rela-
tions or a podium for a passionate oration
at a political rally.” The judge gave Trump
28 days to file an amended complaint
under 40 pages, adding that proceedings
must follow rules with professionalism.
The NYT responded: “The New York
Times will not be deterred by intimidation
tactics” and vowed to continue reporting
“without fear or favor” while defending
journalists’ First Amendment rights. That
mantra must guide us all in safeguarding
press freedom. [
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