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Centre prescribes labels for all
photorealistic Al content online

Amended rules require disclosure for Al-generated media, warn platforms of loss of safe harbour for non-compliance: new
changes take effect on February 20: shorter timelines to social media companies for takedown of illegal, sensitive content

Aroon Deep

NEW DELHI

he Union govern-
ment has notified
amendments to the

Information Technology
Act, 2021, requiring photo-
realistic Algenerated con-
tent to be prominently la-
belled.

The changes, which will
come into force on Febru-
ary 20, also significantly
shorten timelines for take-
down of illegal material.

Under the new rules, so-
cial media platforms will
now have between two
and three hours to remove
certain categories of un-
lawful content, a sharp re-
duction from the earlier
24-36 hours.

Content deemed illegal
by a court or an “appro-
priate government” will
have to be taken down
within three hours, while
sensitive content, featuring
non-consensual  nudity
and deepfakes, must be re-

Content check

Platforms that enable creation or shanng of synthetic content
must ersure chear and prominent Labelling under the new rules

Key changes include:

& Synthetic content to be treated as
“information’ for determining unlawful

aCts under IT Rules

moved within two hours.
The Information Tech-
nology (Intermediary Gui-
delines and Digital Media
Ethics Code) Amendment
Rules, 2026, defines syn-
thetically generated con-
tent as “audio, visual or au-
dio-visual information
which is artificially or algo-
rithmically created, gener-
ated, modihed or altered
using a computer re-
source, in a manner that

® Timedine for platforms
1O S O EoverTimsent

or court orders reduced
freem 36 howrs to 3 hours
8 Sonsitive content,
including non-
consensual deepfake,
must be remaved

within 2 hours

& Platforms to seek
disclosures from users
for Ak-generated content

such information appears
to be real, authentic or true
and depicts or portrays
any individual or event ina
manner that is, or is likely
to be perceived as indistin-
guishable from a natural
person or a real-world
event.”

The final defnition is
narrower than the one re-
leased in a draft version of
these rules in October
2025. As with the existing

IT Rules, failure to comply
with the rules could result
in loss of safe harbour, the
legal principle that sites al-
lowing users to post con-
tent cannot automatically
be held liable in the same
way as a publisher of a
book or a periodical can.

Proactive labelling

Platforms will be required
to seek disclosures from
users in case their content
is Al-generated. If such a
disclosure is not received
for synthetically generated
content, the official said,
firms would either have to
proactively label the con-
tent or take it down in cas-

es of non-consensual
deepfakes.
The amended rules

mandate that Al-generated
imagery be labelled “pro-
minently”. While the draft
version specified that 10%
of any imagery would have
to be covered with such a
disclosure, platforms have
been given some more lee-

way, the official said, since
they pushed back on such
a specific mandate.

“Provided that where [a
social media] intermediary
becomes aware, or it is oth-
erwise established, that
the intermediary knowing-
ly permitted, promoted, or
failed to act upon such syn-
thetically generated infor-
mation in contravention of
these rules, such interme-
diary shall be deemed to
have failed to exercise due
diligence under this sub-
rule,” the rules say, hinting
at a loss of safe harbour.

The rules also partially
roll back an amendment
notified in October 2025,
which had limited each
State to designating a sin-
gle ofhicer authorised to is-
sue takedown orders.
States may now notify
more than one such offic-
er- an “administrative”
measure to address the
need of States with large
populations, the official
said.



Opposition MPs submit notice seeking removal of Om Birla as LS Spéaker

Sandeep Phukan
sobhana K. Nair
NEW DELHI

Oppasition parties belong-
ing to the Indian Nationgl
Developmental, Inclusive
Alliance (INDIA) on Tues-
day submitted a notice to
the Secretary-General of
the Lok Sabha, seeking the
removal of Speaker Om
Birla for allegedly conduct-
ing the business of the
House in a “blatantly parti-
San” Manner.

The notice to bring a re-
solution for the removal of
the Speaker cited four
specific reasons, including
not allowing Leader of the
Opposition Rahul Gandhi
to complete his speech on
the Motion of Thanks to

Akl

tzhe President on February
“This is not an isolated
instance. The Leader of the
Opposition in the Lok Sab-
ha is almost invariably not
allowed to speak,” the not-
ice said. The notice, with
nearly 120 signatures, was
submitted to Lok Sabha Se-
cretary-General Utpal Kuo-
mar Singh by Congress
chief whip K. Suresh and
whip Mohamed Jawed on
behalf of several Opposi-
tion parties, including the
Congress, Samajwadh Par-
ty, and Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK). Howey-
er, the Trinamoo] Congress
did not sign the notice.
Soon after the submis-
sion of the notice against
the Speaker, the Opposi-

tion agreed to let the
Hiouse tunction.

The discussion on the
Budget started in the se-
cond half of the day. Mr.
Gandhi is likely to take part
in the discussions
TOMOrTONW,

Mr. Birla has directed
the Secretary-General to
take appropriate action of
“examining and process-
ing™ the notice, according
to the rules, sources said.

Ar least two Lok Sabha
members have to sign the
notice to move a resolution
for the removal of the
Speaker and a minimum of
1 days’ notice has to be gi-
ven before the resolution
can be taken up by the
House.

Under Article 94C of the

Big move: Congress beaders Mallidarjun Kharge and Rahul Gandh
with floos leaders of INDW bloc parties in New Delhi on Tuesday. ani

Constitution, the Speaker
can be removed from of-
fice by a resolution passed
by the House through a
simple majority. Article 96
of the Constitution allows
the Speaker to respond to

the notice for removal but
the charges against her/
him will have to be
specific.

“We, the undersigned,
hereby give notice of a re-
solution for the removal of

Shri Om Birla from the of-
fice of Speaker Lok Sabha,
in terms of the provisions
of Article 94(c) of the Con-
stitution of India, because
of the blatantly partisan
manner in which he has
been conducting the busi-
ness of the Lok Sabha,” the
notice said. “0On sevenl oc-
casions, keaders of Opposi-
tion parties have just not
been allowed to speak,
which is their basic demo-
crautic right in Parliameng ™
‘Arbitrary suspension”

Apart from Mr. Gandhi's
speech, the notice said that
on February 3, eight Oppo-
sition MPs were “arbitrari-
Iy suspended” for the en-
tire Budget session and
were “being penalised

merely for exercising their
democratic rights"

Om February 4, a BJP MP
was permitted 10 make
“wholly objectionable and
personalised attacks”
against two former Prime
Ministers, without being
reprimanded even once
for disregarding esta-
blished conventions and
norms of propriety, the
notice said, referring to
Nishikant Dubeys re
marks

“In spite of cur request,
no action has been taken
against this particular MP,
whao is a habitual offender,”
it sadd.

Referring to the Speak-
er's statement that he had

“concrete  information”
that Congress members
-

might move towards Prime
Minister Marendra Modi's
seat and carry out "some
unexpected act™, the not-
ice termed these remarks
“blatantly false allega-
tions™ and his decision to
make these observations
from his Chair as “indics-
tive of an abuse of this con-
stitutional office”.

“While we hold the
Speaker. Lok Sabha, in per-
sonal regard, we are
pained and anguished at
the manner in which he
has consistently prevented
opposition  members of
Parliament from raising is-
sues of legitimate public
concern,” the notice sad.
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Global warming and pollution are
stripping vibrant colours from nature

Climate change is turning seas greener, forests browner and coral reefs whiter; as habitats grow warmer and more polluted, insects and birds are altering their pigmentation,
reshaping how they adapt to their surroundings. tolerate heat and even how successfully they mate

he eolours of the natural world

are not what they once were.

More than half of the oceans

have become greener over the
Last 20 years, and forests are turning
brown prematurely. Various species of
flora and fauna have also been changing
their colours to adapt to rising
temperatures, loss of habitats, and
pollution.

This ecological discoloration is a direct
consequence of climate change.

Living creatures are coloured a certain
way for their survival and reproductive
needs. Colours help escape predators,
attract mates, and manage heat, among
other functions.

A study published in Biodiversity and
Conservation found that rising
deforestation in the Amazon is causing
butterflies to lose their bright displays.
Buttertlies in areas with human
disturbanice also sported a less diverse
palette on the wings than those in the
deeper, untouched parts of the forest.
The researchers also found that areas
with large-scale deforestation lacked the
most colourful buttertlies: less bright
butterflies were able to camouflage better
to escape predators and adapt to the loss
of natural vegetation.

Becoming lighter

These changes echo one during the
Industrial Revolution, when engine
smoke and soot darkened the barks of
trees and rendered the natural
camoutlage of lighter peppered moths
imeffective, Over time, the darker
peppered moths — which used w be rare
~ became maore common in urban areas.

“In theory, the main adaptive pattern
of colour change in relation to global
warming would be a reduction in the

feposition of melarin piy <"
Delhey, an ornithologist at the Monash
University, told The Hinds.

Eumelanin produces dark brown/black
shades and pheomelanin produces yellow
and red hues. They are the two main
types of melanin pigments in animals.
When their bodies produce less melanin,
they become lighter.

In a 2024 study in Ecology and
Evolution, scientists also reported that
several insects, including ladybirds and
dragontlies, in the temperate northern
hemisphere are turning lighter due to
frequent heatwaves.

“Colour changes can have clear
thermoregulatory benefits: lighter colour
under warmer conditions can prevent
overheating and allow insects to remain
active for longer periods, while darker
insects heat up faster in colder regions,”
Md Tangigul Haque, researcher at
Macquarie University and one of the
authors of the study, said.

The finding is in line with Bogert's rule:
that animals in colder regions will be
darker and those in warmer regions will
be lighter. It is mainly applicable to
cold blooded animals. On the ather hand,
Cloger's rule applies to warm-blooded
creatures, saying animals are darker in
areas with high humidity and rainfall and
lighter in colder, drier regions.

In a 2024 study in Molecular Ecology,
scientists found that, thanks to milder
winters, the brown morph of the tawny
owl was found to be more dominant than
the grey one in Europe. This was because
the darker colour protected better againse
UV radiation.

Aside from climate change, rapid
urbanisation and pollution are changing
colours in the wild. In a 2024 study of 547
hird species in China, scientists found
those in cities were darker and duller
while rural areas abounded (relatively) in
the more colourful birds. The authors
speculated that heavy metals like lead
could bind with melanin to produce
darker plumage in urban areas.

Changes in pigments of plants also
affect animals. Carotenoids afford plants
red, vellow, and orange hues, and draw
animals to consume them. Scientists have
noticed that urban plants produce this
pigment less. A 2020 study in Current
Hiolagy reported that flowers were
altering their UV-related pigments to
prevent being damaged by sunlight.
These pigments are not visible to the
human eye; they are intended for
pollinators instead, and by changing them
the plants could become less ‘attractive’.

*“Colour changes that improve survival

-
-

¥
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Grim shades: Coral bleaching seen in formations along the Great Barrier fieef off Australia ae

The changes echo one during the
Industrial Revolution, when
engine smoke and soot darkened
the barks of trees and rendered
the natural camouflage of lighter
peppered moths ineffective,
leading to the darker peppered,
moths, which used to be rare,
becoming more common

might reduce mating success or involve
ather fitness costs.” Dr. Haque said. This
affects reproduction in particular, with
animals shifting their courtship timing 1o
cooler periods, he added.

“Underwater forest'

A striking example of ecological
discolouration in India is underwater, In
February 2025, scientists reported coral
bleaching events in the Gulf of Mannar,
Palk Bay, Lakshadweep, Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, and the Gulf of Kachchh.
When corals suffer heat stress, they expel
symbictic algae and turn white. Such
bleached corals face a higher risk of
starvation and discase.

“A healthy coral reef is like an
underwater forest,” Thinesh T., assistant
professor at Sultan Qaboos University in
Oman and one of the authors of the study,
said, "When corals bleach or die, reefs
lose their complex structure that provides
shelter and breeding areas for many

marine org

disrupts the balance of the marine
ecosystem,”

A burgeoning population of algae is
also rendering the oceans greener.

“Algal blooms can reduce water dlarity
and block sunlight, making it harder for
corals and seagrasses 1o photosynthesise.
When blooms die and decompose, they
can also lower exygen levels in the water,
harming fish and ather marine life,” Dr.
Thinesh said.

A positive effect

Given the cascading effects of colours,
minimising their change has become an
important thrust of climate action,
However, experts have flagged a Large
knowledge gap thanks toa lack of studies
in the southern hemisphere and tropical
areas and that large geographic surveys
are required to establish the current
trends.

"By successfully implementing
strategies from both feld: and lab-based
monitdring, we can guide interventions;
for ple, preserving microk
such as shaded areas may help
dark-coloured insects avoid overheating,”
Dr. Haque said.

Oni the bright side, the study in the
Amagon also found that forest areas that
had regenerated naturally had a positive
effect on the colours of butterfly species.
In India, experts have said, regulating
coastal development, improving water
quility, and tracking stress indicators will

ions decline, while algae and
ather stress-tolerant organisms often take
awver. This reduces biodiversity and

coral bleaching. Put another
way, it is still not too late to restore the
world its true colours,

(npvedita. s@thehindu.co.in)
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Aside from climate change,
rapid urbanisation and
pollution are changing colours
in the wild

-

A 2024 study in Ecology and
Evolution reported that several
Insects, includng ladybirds and
dragonflies, i the temperate
northem hemisphere are
Turmang lighter due to frequent
heatwaves
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discolouration in India is
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O the bright side, a study in
the Amazon found that forest
areas that had regenerated
naturally had a positive effect
on the lowrs of butterfly
species



The approaching Al surge, its global consequences

to unravel the present and usher in a new

era, the bet would be on Artificial

Intelligence (A, At the very least, Al is set
to effect a transformation that is comparable to
any previous revolution, not excluding the
Industrial Revolution. Impressive Large Language
Models (LLMs) are already rnlllmzuutlzsterﬂmn
one would have imagined possible. Rivalry
bemeenmeUmtzdSmsandChmamﬁnsma
has become intense and the success of recent
Chinese models is having a catalytic effect on the
Alindustry as a whole. This is, however, only the

l f there is a single technology that promises

All this has special relevance to a world which
Canadian Prime Minister, Mark Carney, described
in his address to the World Economic Forum
(WEF) in Davos (in January this year), as follows:
“... We are in the midst of a rupture, not a
transition... great powers have begun using
economic integration as weapons, tariffs as
leverage, financial infrastructure as coercion,
supply chains as vulnerabilities to be exploited™.
Mr. Carney did not, however, touch on potentially
the greatest disruptor of all, viz., Al, or refer to
the baneful/beneficial influence of Al which is
already beginning to impact today’s world. When
he talked of great power rivalry, and that
countries in between have a choice, there was no
mention of Al and what impact it would have on
today's world, and more so in the future.

Face the reality

World leaders must, however, wake up to this
new reality, and come to terms with a
phenomenaon in which Open Al is beginning to
consume the world. There is little realisation that
the transformation that is taking place is almost
certain to turn the world upside down. When Mr.
Carney stated that “we are in the midst of a
rupture and not a transition’, he did not have in
mind — and probably realised even less — that it is
the advent of Al, rather than other aspects, that is
likely to herald the collapse of the international
order as we know it.

Few leaders currently understand the extent of
the threat posed by Al to the world as we know it.
Some industry leaders such as Microsoft CEO
Satya Nadella have pointed out that Al was
already being used as tools of diplomacy and
state-craft, and that nations require to build
resilience and sovereign stacks. Al did figure in
discussions at the WEF, but the contents of the
debate hardly mirrored the dangers arising from
unchecked AL A great deal of the debate turned
on how countries were placed to exploit this new
phenomenon, with Union Minister for
Electronics and Information Technology, Ashwini
Vaishnaw taking time off to rebut the
presumption that India was a secondary Al
power. Industry leaders, no doubt, increasingly
see Al as a strategic enabler, given that digital
transformation is helping to reshape
competitiveness across different sectors - from
fintech to health care. Additionally, there is some

@

is a former Director,
Intelligence Bureau,
a former Naticnal
Security Adviser,
and a former
Gavemnor of

Viest Bengal

With Al
disrupting
global power,
warfare and
governance, the
issue Is whether
humanity can
keep pace with
a set of checks
and balances

in place

realisation that Al's potential extends to other
sectors as well. The judicial fraternity, for one,
however, believes that there is a need to be more
cautious about the use of Al in court proceedings,
and that excessive reliance on Al in court rooms
could lead to misjudgment. They point to the
dangers of ‘hallucinations’ which could lead to
improper citations and fabricated judgments.

Marching ahead across domains

All this, however, is but a precursor to what the
real potential and danger posed by Al in the
world of tomorrow are. As Al proliferates
globally, it is already becoming evident that few
technologies have the potential to exert the same
degree of influence in terms of enhancing
information flows, surveillance capabilities,
revolutionising of communications, empowering
analytical frameworks and the military-industrial
segment. No other area of technology seems to
have such a profound impact on existing
civilisational networks.

In this sense, Al portends a breaching of
certain limits that had existed since the Secand
World War and the overweening threat posed by
technology and its utilisation in different
domains. What is noteworthy is that Al operates
at granular levels — and that the technology itself
is undergoing a phased transition. In its present
form, Al is already enabling the replication of
speech and language, vision and reasoning, but
what is little realised is that it is set to achieve
new and dangerous heights of capabilities. This is
specially so in regard to military and defence
applications, for as Al becomes increasingly
militarised, warfare itself is bound to — and is
already undergoing - a paradtgm shift from man
to unmanned platforms, and from dependence
on human-controlled systems to autonomous
ones, that are capable of making their own
decisions.

Even as Al is set to become all pervasive, its
transformative impact on warfare, especially in
the area of the evolution of weapon systems, is
what is most worrisome. Al has made possible
the deployment of unmanned aerial vehicles that
are capable of autonomous flight. Al-driven cyber
weapons and uncrewed ground vehidles
equipped with intelligent navigation and targeting
capabilities are already a reality. Both represent a
paradigm shift in redefining combat, and
employing operations across multiple systems
without direct human intervention. As of today,
Al offers unprecedented opportunities for the
enhanced automation of operational decisions in
areas of conflict, and of transforming battlefield
dynamics.

Already, the portrayal of Ukrainian soldiers
wearing night vision goggles, riding ‘Quad bikes’
to protect the capital city of Kiev, and launching
‘jerry-rigged drones’ equipped with small
explosives, has become the defining image of
future conflicts. Ukraine’s success in checking
and keeping at bay the mighty Russian Army in
the first wave of Russia's attacks on Ukraine,

employing the latest Al technology, marks the
mast fundamental change in tactics of warfare
since the advent of tanks at the end of the First
World War. Ukraine’s response has demonstrated
the value of ‘coming age technology’, and how
their skilful use could undermine conventional
military capabilities. It is the hugely asymmetric
impact that Al commands, that is both its
strength and its danger portent. Though this is
not being openly mentioned or touted, the reality
is that it represents a colossal transfer of power
from the traditional military to others, who have
the capacity to develop and utilise Al devices.
The real danger is that Al could very soon eclipse
the smartest individuals, and nobody can or will
know, when they become autonomous, and
totally out of human control.

The dystopian impact of a powerful set of
technologies which are not under the control of a
human body or entity, and of self-sustaining

technology, portrays a doomsday scenario. The
beginnings of this are already evident, and are set
to escalate enormously to the next levels of the
concentration of power. There are unlimited
possibilities in the doomsday scenario of
autonomous drone swarms unleashing attacks on
crowds, killing hundreds, if not, thousands. Both
the military and security establishments would
seek to equip themselves with such devicesina
few years. Al would then be well set to become
the greatest force amplifier in history. Its impact
could range from wars and accidents, to random
terror groups, to counter-revolutionary forces,
and the like. The blunt truth is that nobody
knows when, if how, Al might overtake or eclipse
humans, and become an autonomous force for
good or evil,

It is also becoming evident that, apart from the
battlefield, Al is now becoming an instrument of
immense value in different spheres of human
activity including diplomacy and intelligence. In
that sense, it is no longer merely a tool. Concerns
that t ies such as Al would outpace
institutions meant to govern them are real, but
the most spectacular demonstration of Al is as yet
on the battlefield - as seen across western
Europe and West Asia. In both sectors, space,
cyber and electronic warfare capacities have
been woven together to completely transform the
nature of warfare itself.

Need for effective oversight

The obiter dictum - given that Al enables rapid
data processing and predictive analysis, and also
provides opportunities for a variety of options,
including crisis response, conflict prevention,
and conflict resolution — is that humankind must
develop a set of checks and balances to prevent
Al from ‘running away with the bit in its mouth’.
Scientists, political leaders and others must come
together to understand the implications of
runaway Al technologies and decide how to keep
them under control and in a manner that they
benefit, rather than become a threat to,
humankind.



Changing priorithes: The SpaceX headgquarters in Hawthome, California, U.S., en June 5, 2025, REUTERS

What explains SpaceX and Blue Origin
stepping up their moon plans?

The simplest explanation for the pivot is that it improves the rate at whi

ceX can learn the technologic

it most needs to mature. Another

D(]!:x.'iilﬁlil)’ is that in the current environment, lunar missions are also accomﬁéhbd by external demand and more legible milestones

Vasudevan Mukunth

wo of the world’s most visible
private space companies are
shifting their attention and

resources to moon missions
even as both continue to speak about
longer term ambitions to Mars and
beyond. For many years, the public
identity of SpaceX has been fused with
settling humans on Mars. Its founder and
CEO Elon Musk has repeatedly argued
that a self sustaining settlement on Mars
would reduce the risk if a catastrophe on
the earth ends human civilisation. He and
SpaceX have also presented the Starship
programme as the transport system that
could render large-scale interplanetary
travel feasible.

Blue Origin, founded by billionaire Jeft
Bezos, has projected a different long-term
vision: of building industrial capacity in
space so that heavy industry can move off
the earth. In recent years, it has focused
on developing its New Glenn heavy-lift
rocket and a lunar lander for NASA's
Artemis programme. It has also been
flying customers on short suborbital trips
aboard its New Shepard rocket.

What have the companies decided?
While SpaceX has also been central to
NASA’s Artemis plans to the moon, now,
however, the company is describing the
moon as its immediate next priority in its
sequence of major goals. The company
has reportedly told investors that it is
targeting an uncrewed lunar landing by
March 2027 and that Mr. Musk has
decided to focus on building a
“self-growing city” on the moon. He also
said on X that this can be achieved in
under 10 years even while claiming that
plans for a Mars city could still follow in
roughly five to seven years.

While the moon and Mars are both
interplanetary bodies, missions to the

former are easier for many reasons. The
moon is under a week away by
rocketflight; the distance is low enough
for communications to be near-real-time;
and the orbits of the earth and the moon
are such that there are roughly three
opportunities to launch to the moon
every month. Going to Mars is much less
forgiving. The most fuel-efficient launch
opportunities come around roughly once
every 26 months; the travel time is in
months; and failing to get to the red
planet on one attempt will mean a
multi-year delay before the next
comparable chance. Mr. Musk has in fact
leaned into these differences to justify
SpaceX pivoting to the moon.

To be noted is the fact that SpaceX is
approaching an IO and Mr. Musk has
already merged it with xAl, another
company he founded to use Al to advance
“scientific discovery and gain a deeper
understanding of our universe”. So Mr.
Musk's claims are being subjected to more
scrutiny than before, with investors and
the general public also on the watch for
inflated promises and hype.

Late last month, Blue Origin also
announced that it would hold its
suborbital space tourism programme for
at least two years and reallocate its
resources to accelerating its “human
lunar capabilities”, including
development work tied to the company’s
contract to build a lunar lander for NASA.

Why have they decided this?

In the U.5., NASA's priorities have become
a political hght. Some leaders want it to
fiy to the moon fArst while others talk up
Mars. When the U.S. Senate pressed NASA
Administrator Jared Isaacman on whether
pushing to go to Mars first would weaken
the agency’s moon programme, including
Artemis, he replied that NASA could
pursue both and tried to assure
lawmakers that he supports the current

moon plan and that he isn't taking
directions from Elon Musk (SpaceX is one
of NASA's biggest contractors. Mr.
Isazcman has also flown twice on
privately funded SpaceX missions that he
organised and paid for, Inspiration4 and
Polaris, which makes him both a
customer and a high-profle partner of
SpaceX. Mr. Musk had also pushed for Mr.
Isaacman’s nomination, and senators
explicitly asked Mr. Isaacman whether he
had discussed how he would run NASA
with Mr. Musk. While he answered that he
had not, the fact that this was asked in a
confirmation hearing says the suspicion of
undue influence existed).

The simplest explanation for the pivot
is that it improves the rate at which
SpaceX can learn the technologies it most
needs to mature. Another possibility is
that in the current environment, lunar
missions are also accompanied by
external demand and more legible
milestones. Mr. Musk's remarks come as
the competition between the U.S. and
China to return humans to the moon has
intensified. As a result, being able to go to
the moon has become a marker of
geopolitical leadership and, importandy,
a top priority for NASA.

Blue Origin, on the other hand, has
two big problems it needs to solve to get
to the moon: it needs to prove it can
execute such complex, human-rated
systems and it needs a near-term
programme with real deadlines and
external accountability. And its contract
to build a lunar lander for NASA gives it
both. Moon work is also more politically
tractable than suborbital tourism, and if it
succeeds, Blue Origin can buy credibility
with NASA and with the broader space
community.

Shouldn’t they have seen NASA's
plans coming?
Curiously, NASA's focus vis-a-vis humans

in space has been about getting to the
moon first.

Should SpaceX and Blue Origin not
have seen this coming instead of making a
hard turn towards the moon within a
month of each other?

Perhaps the surprise isn't that they
both had plans for the moon but that they
both kept centring their timelines and
product narratives on getting humans to
Mars for such a long time.

There’s no need for public narratives to
be the same as internal ones. SpaceX's
brand has been built on getting to Mars
and Mr. Musk has repeatedly used Mars
dates as a way to signal the company's
ambitions, to attract talent, and to keep
public attention on Starship. Internally,
however, the company has been deeply
embedded in moon-related work thanks
to NASA contracts. And now, SpaceX and
Mr. Musk are aligning internal and
external narratives and clarifying — or
perhaps admitting - that the next major
milestone is in fact a lunar landing, and
that Mars will only come later. In other
words, SpaceX and Blue Origin may have
known the moon would be the next stop,
just that they didn't want @t to be the
headline as well.

In sum, delays in NASA's Artemis
schedule, tougher political oversight, and
maore geopolitical pressures have pushed
NASA leaders to speak more loudly and
more often about a moon-first agenda.
Lawmakers in Congress, especially the
Senate committees that authorise and
fund NASA, have pressed Mr. Isaacman
and other senior officials to defend the
Artemis programme and explain how
NASA will beat or match its international
rivals, but especially China, in returning
to the moon.

As that pressure increased, NASA could
have signalled to its contractors that lunar
milestones would define their success for
now.



