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HIKED REMUNERATION

Proposal to hike the remuneration
of chief minister, his cabinet mem-
bers,and MLAs isagood ideasince
the days of politics being a mission
are over. The idea behind salary
hike for the elected representatives
Is based on the rising cost of living.
However, it’s also to increase their
efficiency and delivery of service to
public. With this one can assume
that the well-paid elected leaders
would see that corruption and mal-
practices in the system are reduced.
After the proposals are accepted by
the legislature, the CM, Ministers
and MLAs will not be entitled to a
fabulous salary; it’s decent by to-
day’s parameters. The tendency of
publicis to criticize leaders for rais-
ing their own salaries. But, all this
cynicism will melt away the mo-
ment government delivers more ef-
ficiently. A decent salary for the
leaders will also encourage more
service oriented young and bright
youth to join politics for the right
reasons.

STATEHOOD RESOLUTION

J&K Legislative Assembly passing
resolution to seek statehood is a po-
litical statement which is not at
odds with the position of the Cen-
ter. The statehood restoration was
promised at the time of ending it
and bifurcating J&K into two UTs.
Prime Minister and Home Minister
have repeatedly assured that one
day J&K will become a state again.
However, the timing of this restora-
tion will be linked to national inter-
ests and the security situation in
J&K. It will certainly not be for polit-
ical purposes. J&K has been pulled
out of dire straits by the Narendra
Modi Government. So many lives
have been lost in normalizing J&K
and ending terrorism. All this will
not be wasted away by restoring
J&K as state with more powers to
the state government. The J&K
politicians can pretend that all this
happened without a reason and
thatisabiglie.

Prashant Tewari

“When plunder becomes a way of life for
a group of men living together in society,
they create for themselves, in the course
of time, a legal system that authorizes it.” —
Frédéric Bastiat

India’s corruption problem can no
longer be understood merely through the
familiar image of an individual official ac-
cepting a bribe. The more serious chal-
lenge is the emergence of what may be de-
scribed as syndicated corruption: a
network in which political interests, sec-
tions of the bureaucracy, business inter-
mediaries, compromised processes, and, in
some cases, influential interests in the me-
diaor legal system can interact to protect
one another. When corruption becomes
networked rather than individual, its con-
sequences are no longer merely financial.
It begins to alter the functioning of the
State itself.

The macroeconomic cost is enormous.
Corruption distorts competition, in-
creases transaction costs, weakens public
institutions, discourages investment and
diverts resources from productive activ-
ity. More dangerously, it destroys the
most valuable intangible asset of a democ-
racy: citizen confidence.

Modern democracy has created another
structural complication. Elections require
organisation, mobilisation, communica-
tion and increasingly sophisticated cam-
paigns. As the cost of political activity
rises, dependence on money, patronage
and networks can increase. The danger
arises when public office is viewed not pri-
marily as an instrument of public service
but as a source of political, administrative
and financial leverage. When access to the
State becomes a commodity, government
begins to resemble an ATM for those who
control the access points.

This is not a problem that belongs ex-
clusively to one political party. The BJP
blames the Congress, the Congress blames
the BJP, while other parties blame both.
Governments change, political slogans
change, and investigative priorities
change, but the underlying institutional
question remains: why has corruption not
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Siddharth Roy

A civil engineer is trained to calculate
how much a structure can carry. But engi-
neering also asks a less celebrated ques-
tion: how much should remain unbuilt?
Ariver needs afloodplain. A bridge needs
expansion joints. A road needs setbacks. A
city needs open ground. What appears
empty on an engineering drawing may be
the space that prevents failure.

This principle has implications beyond
engineering. It should influence how gov-
ernments make decisions about land, in-
frastructure and urban growth. Yet public
policy often rewards visible construction
while treating unoccupied space as an op-
portunity lost. The pressure to build is
understandable. But when every space is
consumed, efficiency can quietly turn
into vulnerability.

Consider floodplains.

Ariver does not recognise a zoning map
when heavy rainfall arrives. Its floodplain
is part of its natural drainage system, pro-
viding temporary storage when water lev-
els rise. Allowing extensive construction
in such areas may generate short-term
economic value while transferring the
eventual cost to taxpayers, insurers and
residents.

A policy that protects floodplains may
appear restrictive in the present while
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‘Power tends to
corrupt and absolute
power corrupts ab-
solutely.” - Lord Ac-
ton

The institutional
danger becomes
greater when ac-
countability mecha-
nisms themselves be-
come ineffective. If a
bureaucracy can in-
definitely delay ac-
tion, if complaints are

become sufficiently dangerous for those
who practise it?

The greatest victim is the last person in
the queue, the citizen without money, in-
fluence or political connections. For a
powerful individual, a delayed file may be
an inconvenience. For a poor citizen, it
can mean losing a job, a benefit, medical
treatment, a school opportunity or access
to justice.

A municipal certificate, land record, po-
lice complaint, school service, tax assess-
ment, health facility or welfare entitle-
ment should be a matter of right. When
corruption enters these transactions, the
citizen pays twice, first through taxation
and then through an informal payment for
obtaining what the State is already oblig-
ated to provide. The World Bank has re-
peatedly noted that corruption dispropor-
tionately harms poor and vulnerable
populations by increasing costs and re-
ducing access to essential services.

The economic consequences extend far
beyond petty bribery. Corruption can dis-
tort public procurement, favour con-
nected businesses, weaken competition,
inflate infrastructure costs and redirect
capital towards rent-seeking rather than
productive investment. It can influence
taxation, customs, public enterprises and
the allocation of licences and contracts. At
its extreme, this becomes a form of state
capture, where private interests acquire
the ability to influence how public institu-
tions operate. That is why corruption is
not merely amoral issue. Itisan economic
efficiency issue, an investment issue and
ultimately a national competitiveness is-
sue.

discouraged, if investigations take years
and judicial proceedings stretch across
generations, the citizen eventually learns a
devastating lesson: fighting the system
costs more than surrendering to it.

Allegations of corruption involving the
judiciary, media or other institutions
must, of course, be established through
evidence and due process. But even the
perception that justice, investigation or
journalism can be influenced by vested in-
terests can damage institutional legiti-
macy. An independent judiciary and a free
media are important precisely because
they are expected to restrain concentra-
tions of power and expose wrongdoing.

India has repeatedly witnessed anti-es-
tablishment movements that mobilise
public anger against corruption and en-
trenched interests. The rise of the Aam
Aadmi Party demonstrated how anti-cor-
ruption politics could become a powerful
vehicle for political mobilisation. More re-
cent protest movements, including those
framed around the “cockroach” metaphor,
similarly reflect public frustration with es-
tablished interests. But there is an impor-
tant distinction between exposing selected
corruptinterests and dismantling the insti-
tutional incentives that reproduce corrup-
tion.

One government can expose the corrup-
tion of its predecessor and yet create new
centres of influence. A movement can be-
gin with an anti-corruption agenda and
subsequently become part of the same po-
litical ecosystem it once criticised. Unless
the institutional architecture changes, the
cycle survives.

India’s neighbourhood provides an-
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filling. Space creates clarity,
peace and passibility.

preventing far greater losses in the fu-
ture. The same logic applies to wetlands,
urban ponds and drainage corridors.

They can look economically unproduc-
tive because their value is not always cap-
tured in aland-price calculation. Yet they
store water, recharge groundwater, mod-
erate heat and support ecosystems. The
policy question is not simply, “How much
revenue can this land generate?” It is
also, “What public function will disap-
pear if this land is built over?”

Engineering offers another useful anal-
ogy.

Materials expand and contract with

temperature. Structures move under
changing loads. Expansion joints delib-
erately provide room for that movement.
Without such allowances, stresses accu-
mulate until something cracks.

Infrastructure policy requires margins.
Roads, drainage networks, electricity sys-
tems and hospitals cannot be designed
only around average demand. They need
capacity for rainfall, traffic surges, heat-
waves, power failures and shocks. Build-
ing precisely to today’s demand may
seem efficient, but leaving no reserve ca-
pacity can make tomorrow’s emergency
much more expensive.

other warning. The economic and politi-
cal difficulties experienced by Pakistan,
Nepal, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh cannot be attributed to cor-
ruption alone. Political instability, eco-
nomic mismanagement, institutional
weaknesses, external shocks and social di-
visions have all played significant roles.
Yet weak governance and corruption can
amplify each of these vulnerabilities.
When citizens lose faith that institutions
operate fairly, political grievances become
economic grievances, and economic griev-
ances can eventually become threats to so-
cial stability.

India therefore needs governance in
which the last person on the street be-
lieves that the State works for him. Japan
and Singapore provide important exam-
ples of how administrative discipline, insti-
tutional predictability, technology and en-
forcement can reduce everyday friction
between citizens and government.

Certainty of punishment matters more
than the mere existence of punishment.
India has laws such as the Prevention of
Corruption Act, FERA, and PMLA. But is
there any fear of law for a corrupt man in
India? The real test is whether investiga-
tion, prosecution and adjudication are
sufficiently swift, impartial and credible
to create deterrence.

There is also a legitimate public-policy
debate about stronger punishment for
grave, repeated or organised corruption
involving substantial public losses. Delib-
erate fabrication of evidence, forged docu-
ments and false statements under oath
must similarly face meaningful conse-
quences under constitutional safeguards
and due process.

The objective should not be vengeance.
It should be to make deliberate institu-
tional fraud economically and legally ir-
rational. The question before the nation
is larger than BJP versus Congress, Left
versus Right, government versus opposi-
tion, or one pressure group versus an-
other. Itis whether a democracy of 1.4 bil-
lion people can sustain rapid economic
transformation while allowing corruption
to remain embedded in everyday gover-
nance. “Corruption is worse than prosti-
tution.

The macro cost oj_iyndmated corruption

E WISDOM OF LEAVING SPACE

This is where policy must resist the se-
duction of short-term arithmetic. The
cheapest project today is not necessarily
the least expensive choice over its life-
time. Preventive spending, protected
open spaces and unused capacity can be
difficult to justify because their successes
are often invisible: the flood that did not
become a disaster, the road that did not
collapse into congestion, the hospital that
could accommodate a sudden surge.

Leaving space also raises a question of
intergenerational responsibility. Once a
wetland is filled or a public ground dis-
appears beneath concrete, restoring it
may be impossible. Today’s planning de-
cisions therefore consume land and the
options available to tomorrow’s citizens.

The wisdom of leaving space is ulti-
mately a philosophy of restraint. It does
not oppose development. It asks develop-
ment to recognise limits, uncertainty and
public risk. A river needs room to over-
flow. A structure needs room to move. In-
frastructure needs spare capacity. Per-
haps good policy, like good engineering, is
not about using every space. It is about
knowing which spaces society cannot af-
ford to lose.

The writer is a consultant to Rashtriya
Raksha, a civil engineer, short story
writer, columnist, public policy expert
and contemporary affairs commenta-
tor; Views presented are personal.

Azerbaijan: The art of being everyone’s exception

Bhopinder Singh

Azerbaijan is one of those countries
that makes conventional geopolitics
look strangely inadequate. Here is a
predominantly Shia country that is
deeply secular, culturally Turkic and
strategically close to Israel. Itis bound
to Turkey by an almost fraternal al-
liance, maintains a strategic partner-
ship with Pakistan, is deepening ties
with China, and yet remains obliged
by geography to keep talking to Iran,
its fellow Shia neighbour.

On paper, itis a collection of contra-
dictions. In practice, itisa remarkably
coherent strategy. Baku has mastered
the art of being close without being
captive. Azerbaijan does not appear to
organise its foreign policy around ide-
ological camps. It organises itaround
interests. Religion does not dictate its
diplomacy. Neither does geography.
Neither does friendship.

That is why Israel and Turkey can
coexist comfortably in Baku’s foreign-
policy architecture. Turkey provides
strategic depth and an intimate politi-
cal relationship. Israel provides de-
fence, intelligence, technology and en-

ergy cooperation. Pakistan provides
political solidarity and a useful part-
nership in the Muslim world. China of-
fers capital, connectivity and another
great-power relationship. Iran, mean-
while, is the unavoidable neighbour
whose hostility can never be allowed
to become a permanent rupture.

The remarkable thing is not that
Azerbaijan has all these relationships.
Itis that it has managed to keep them
from cancelling one another out. This is
strategic ambiguity, but not ambigu-
ity in the sense of not knowing where
one stands. Baku is remarkably clear
about its interests. The ambiguity lies
in refusing to let those interests be re-
duced to membership in a single
geopolitical camp. And that distinction
matters.

Azerbaijan can be Israel’s strategic
partner without becoming Israel’s
proxy. It can be Turkey’s closest ally
without becoming merely an exten-
sion of Ankara. It can cultivate Pak-
istan without adopting Pakistan’s
worldview wholesale. It can deepen re-
lations with China without joining a
Chinese bloc. And it can quarrel with
Iran while still recognising that Iran
will remain next door tomorrow, next

equally instructive and particu-

larly uncomfortable for India.
Azerbaijan and Pakistan call
their relationship a strategic
partnership and have steadily
expanded cooperation in de-
fence, energy, transport and
diplomacy. On Kashmir, Baku
has consistently backed a settle-
ment based on international law
and relevant UN Security Coun-
cil resolutions. During the India-
Pakistan crisis of May 2025,
Azerbaijan went further, ex-
pressing solidarity with Pakistan
after Indian strikes. Yet this has

year and for decades to come. That is
the essence of strategic balance among
the unnatural and the unthinkable.

The relationship with Iran is per-
haps the most revealing. Shared Shia
identity has done remarkably little to
eliminate geopolitical suspicion. Iran
has long been uneasy about Baku’s re-
lations with Israel and Turkey, while
Azerbaijan has had its own grievances
with Tehran. Yet the two sides have re-
peatedly tried to restore practical co-
operation when their interests con-
verge.

Baku’s relationship with Pakistan is

not stopped Azerbaijan from
maintaining economic links with In-
dia.

Again, there is no contradiction if
one understands the Azerbaijani
method. A country can separate strate-
gic relationships from individual dis-
putes. The 2026 Iran war provided the
ultimate test of this formula and punc-
tured one popular misconception.
Azerbaijan was not simply “neutral”,
nor was it immune from the conflict.
On March 5, Iranian drones struck
Azerbaijan’s Nakhchivan Autonomous
Republic, damaging an airport termi-

nal and injuring civilians. Baku for-
mally protested and demanded an ex-
planation from Tehran.

Yet Azerbaijan simultaneously
avoided allowing the confrontation to
turn into a wider war. Analysts at Is-
rael’s Institute for National Security
Studies have described Baku'’s posture
as “alignment tempered by restraint”
rather than neutrality, strategically
close to Israel and the West, but careful
to preserve working relations with
Tehran and avoid being dragged into
the conflict. That may be the clearest
description of Azerbaijan’s foreign
policy. Aligned, but not subordinate.
Friendly, but not ideological. Prag-
matic, but not neutral.

Thisiswhy Azerbaijan is so fascinat-
ing. Its real strategic asset is not oil, ge-
ography or even its military, important
though all three are. Itis optionality.

Baku has constructed a foreign policy
in which several competing powers
have reasons to value Azerbaijan si-
multaneously. Turkey needs it. Israel
values it. Pakistan embraces it. China is
investing in its connectivity. Iran can-
not ignore it. And Russia, Europe and
the United States all have interests in
the South Caucasus that intersect with

Baku. For a country of Azerbaijan’s
size, thatis an extraordinary position.
It has not achieved it by choosing the
perfect ally. It has achieved it by en-
suring that no single ally ever becomes
indispensable enough to dictate the
whole of Azerbaijani foreign policy.

That is the Azerbaijani paradox and
perhaps its strategic genius. Baku does
not balance between friends and ene-
mies. It balances between the interests
of its friends, its neighbours and its
own survival. In an age increasingly
obsessed with blocs, Azerbaijan offers
arather different lesson. The strongest
position for a small state may not be
choosing a side. It may be making
every side need a relationship with
you.

Baku'’s relationship with Pakistan is
equally instructive and particularly
uncomfortable for India. Azerbaijan
and Pakistan call their relationship a
strategic partnership and have steadily
expanded cooperation in defence, en-
ergy, transportand diplomacy

The writer is a former Lieutenant
Governor of the Andaman and Nico-
bar Islands and Puducherry, and a
military veteran; Views presented are
personal.



