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File affidavit in seven days or
apologise: EC to Rahul Gandhi

- Chief Election Commissioner Gyvanesh Kumar refuses to provide machine-readable voter lists and CCTV footage of polling,
citing voter privacy concerns: he says if complaints are not filed within 45 days of poll results, parties must file afidavits

S Chakr
NEW DELHI

{ he Election Com-
T mission of India on
Sunday doubled
down on its demand that
Leader of Opposition Ra-
hul Gandhi submit an aff-
davit stating his allegations
| of voter roll manipulations
| in a Karnataka Assembly
constituency.

In his first press confe-
rence since assuming of-
fice, Chief Election Com-
missioner Gyanesh Kumar
did not name the Congress
' leader, but issued him an
ultimatum to submit the
signed afhdavit within se-
ven days or apologise to
the nation.

The CEC refused the Op-
position's demands to pu-
blish a machine-readable
| woter list and to provide
CCTV footage of the voting
process, claiming that both
measures would violate vo-

ter privacy.

Combative CEC
| This comes 10 days after

Mr. Gandhi alleged deliber-
ate, large-scale discrepan-

cies in the voter rolls of the
Mahadevapura Assembly
segment of the Bangalore
Central Lok Sabha consti-
tuency, which the EJP won
in the 2024 general elec-
tion. Following his allega-
tions, the Chief Electoral
Othcers of Karnataka, Mah-
arashtra, and Haryvana had
asked him to submit his al-
legations under oath,
which he has refused to do.

Asked why the EC has
not taken swo motu cogni-
sance of the allegations, a
combative CEC said: “If ac-
cusations are made against
1,50,000 people, then
should all these voters be
given notices without any
evidence?"

“You have to give an affi-
davit or apologise to the
nation. If within 7 days affi-
davit is not given, then it
means allegations are
wrong,” he said.

‘No discrimination’

However, Mr. Kumar did
not reply to a question on
why BJP MP Anurag Tha-
kur — who has made simi-
lar allegations of voter roll
discrepancies in the Rae

You (Rahul Gandhi) have to give an
affidavit or apologise to the nation. If
within seven davs affidavit is not given. then it

means allegations are wrong

I accusations are made against
150000 people, then shoukd all
these voters be given notices without

any evidence?

GYANESH KUMAR

Chief Election Commissioner

Bareli Lok Sabha consti-
tuency, which is represent-
ed by Mr. Gandhi — was not
asked to submit an athdavit
as well.

To another question on
why a complaint filed by
the Biju Janata Dal in Od-
isha about last year’s Lok
Sabha election had not
been probed, Mr. Kumar
clarified that the complaint
was not made under oath,
adding that the 45-day li-
mit for complaints has also
passed. He had a similar
response to a complaint
filed by Samajwadi Party
chief Akhilesh Yadav.

The CEC began the
press conference by assert-

ing that the EC cannot dis-
criminate among political
parties, insisting that it
considers ruling and Oppo-
sition parties as equal.

He said that it was an in-
sult to the Constitution if
election petitions are not
filed within 45 days, but al-
legations of “vote chori”
{(vote theft) are later raised.

“According to law, if er-
rors in the voter list are not
reported in time, if an elec-
tion petition is not fAled in
the High Court within 45
days of a voter choosing
their candidate, and then
misleading attempts are
made to confuse people by
using wrong words such as

‘wote theft’, then what else
can this be if not an insult
to the Constitution of In
dia?" he asked. “More than
one crore employees are
engaged in the election ex-
ercise. Can ‘vote chori'
happen in such a transpa-
rent process?” he added.
Mr. Kumar sought to dis-
miss any doubts about the
2024 election. "How can
someone steal votes™ in
such a scenario, he asked,
adding that "neither the
EC nor any voter is afraid

of such baseless
accusations”.
On accusations made by

the Opposition regarding
the Maharashtra Assembly
election, he said: “When
the results came, they re-
membered that the rolls
are wrong? No objection
with evidence has been
filed against any voter with
the Maharashtra CEO. The
elections happened eight
months ago. Why no elec-
tion petition was hled?”
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Biodiversity everywhere is ordered
by a common ‘hidden’ pattern

A new study has found that biodiversity is organised like an onion: with dense, unique biodiversity at the centre and grading outward towards porous. mixed margins: these
findings could reveal insights into the basic forces that assemble nature’s living mosaics and show conservationists where protection could have the biggest pavolf

Hirra Azmat
Vasudevan Mukunth

or almost two centuries,

biologists have divided the earth

into large biogeographical

regions. Each region hosts a
unique mix of species shaped by its own
history, climate, and barriers, such as
oceans and mountains. Because those
histories differ, many scientists assumed
the inner layout of species inside every
region would be idiosyncratic - that
South America’s biodiversity, for
example, would organise itself in a very
different way from Africa's.

At the same time, global rules clearly
exist. Tropical zones almost everywhere
teem with life while polar zones host far
fewer species. The authors of a new study
wondered: could there also be a universal
rulle inside each biogeographical region,
one that transcended continents, oceans,
and even entire branches of the tree of
life?

Answering that question could reveal
the basic forces that assemble nature's
living mosaics and show conservationists
where protection could deliver the biggest
payoff.

Peeling the onion

A new study, authored by scientists in
Spain, Sweden, and the UK, reported just
such a pattern in the July edition of Nature
Ecology & Evolution.

According to University of Kashmir
Department of Botany assistant professor
Irfan Rashid, the study provides a rare,
large-scale, data-backed confirmation of a
general rule in biogeography.

In search of a hidden rule, the
researchers cast an exceptionally wide
net. They studied more than 30,000
species, including birds, mammals,
amphibians, reptiles, rays, dragonflies,
ranges came from global databases such
as the IUCN Red List, BindLife
International, and US Forest inventories.
The team also tiled the earth’s surface
into thousands of cells of equal area -
each about 111 sq. km for most land
animals, for example — and recorded all
the species living there.

‘Then the researchers used a network
analysis tool called Infomap to group
those cells together whose species
frequently co-occurred. Each cluster thus
became a biogeographical region, and the
speches most thed to that region were
tagged as characteristic, i.e. as belonging
to its core community. Species that spilled
over from neighbouring regions were
called non-characteristic.

Finally, they took snapshots of four
types of diversity in every cell: species

-'C.J. o .""_

newdy uncovered core ruie tums the earth's messy quilt of

richness (how many characteristic species
live here), biota overlap (what fraction of
species are non-chracteristic); occupancy
{how widely do characteristic species
range); and endemicity (how much of
each characteristic species’ range is
confined to that region alone).

With these four numbers in hand, the
researchers ran a cdustering algorithm on
all the cells. If biodiversity organised itself
differently among different kinds of
organisms, cells from birds would cluster
apart from cells from mammals, and so
on. If a common rule existed, however,
the algorithm would lump cells from
many different taxa together.

This is how the researchers were
eventually able to split the world into
seven repeating biogeographical sectors.
More importantly, they found that the
sectors appear again and again inside
every major region and for every
taxonomic group, lining up ina
remarkably orderly pattern.

The core hotspots were highly rich,
highly endemic, and had almost no
foreign species. The next inner layers
were still species-rich but had slightly
more ic species and slightly more
widespread species. The middle layers
had no richness and also had some
non-characteristic species. Finally, the
transition zones were species-poor and
packed with wide-ranging generalists
from multiple regions.

That is, biodiversity everywhere was
organised like an onion: with dense,
unique biodiversity at the centre and
grading outward towards porous, mixed

margins.
The researchers also found that in 98%

of region--taxon combinations,

temperature plus rainfall models could

The study provides a strong basis for
understanding broad ecological
trends

AMIT CHAWLA

PRINCIPAL SCEENTIST AT THE CSIR-INSTITUTE OF

HIMALAYAN BEIORESOURCE TECHNOLOGY (IHET),
PALAMIFUR

predict which sector a cell belonged to.
This implied that only species that could
tolerate the local conditions could survive
in a given layer.

Further, the species that inhabited the
outer layers were also usually subsets, not
replacements, of inner layer species. That
is, moving outward from the core, there
were fewer specialist species rather than
entirely different specialised species.

“The study provides a strong basis for
understanding broad ecological trends,”
Amit Chawla, Principal Scientist at the
CSIR Institute of Himalayan Bioresource
Technology (IHET) in Palampur,
Himachal Pradesh, said. "It shows how
biodiversity tends to spread outward from
regional hotspots, and how
environmental filters like elevation or
climate allow some species to move while
blocking others”

Geographical gaps

In a time of climate uncertainty,
understanding how species are spread
can help make smarter decisions about
what to protect and where. In the Indian
Himalayas, for example, this could mean
looking beyond traditional protected
areas and focusing on key habitats,
altiudinal zones, and natural corridors.

species’ ranges nto something organised in layers. DanovRAL (CC Besa)

“We need to look at how changes in
rainfall or temperature are affecting
biodiversity along mountain slopes,”
Chawila said. “Small experiments that
simulate these changes can give us
important insights”

“The Himalayas are already
experiencing rising temperatures and
shifting rainfall and are at the frontlines of
this change. Studies like this one offer a
useful lens to understand the big picture,”
Asif Bashir Shikari, professor of genetics
and plant breeding at the Sher-e-Kashmir
University of Agricultural Sciences and
Technology, said.

Finally, Chawla did point out that while
the study was global in scope, it had some
geographical gaps. “For instance, groups
like dragonflies in Eurasia and trees in
North America were studied only in
limited regions. The conclusions for these
taxa could have been with more
comprehensive global datasets,” he said.

He added that some biodiversity-rich
regions in the tropics and Global South,
including parts of India, were
underrepresented for certain taxa,
underscoring the need for region-specific
research to complement these global
findings.

In sum, the newly uncovered
core-to-transition rule turns the earth's
messy quilt of species’ ranges into
something organised in layers. By
identifying how environmental hiters
shape these layers, the study could give
conservationists a sharper lens through
which to understand and protect the
living planet.

(Hirma Azmat is a Kashmir-based
Journalist who writes on science, health,
and environment. azmathirrai@gmail.com,
miukunth.w@ thehindu.co.in)
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A conservation manual, drafted by the ordinary citizen

delivered from the Red Fort, Prime

Minister Narendra Modi has been

exhorting fellow citizens to preserve the
memory of those who overthrew colonial rule.
Even as his reminders have been timely, his
tactics — enumerating a few freedom fighters’
names and including some of their words in his
speeches — are as well-'worn as the Archaeological
Survey of India’s (ASD) approach to conserving the
nation's built heritage. With a few exceptions, the
ASI has largely been content with selecting
monuments, isolating them, repairing them and
occasionally polishing them. Given the enormity
and complexity of India’s past and the risk of
large sections of it fading from our collective
consciousness, it is time to articulate a more
thoughtful and holistic approach to the
conservation of ASI monuments.

Acknowledging that the current frameworks
informing conservation are the result of certain
historical circumstances is important. Driven by a
conviction that edifices, if properly analysed, can
unlock histories of communities and thus allow
for governing them more effectively, colonial
officers located and catalogued pillars, rock-cut
caves, stupas, temples, mosques, dtadels, water
reservoirs, and other edifices, promulgated
historical preservation laws, and prescribed
procedures for maintaining their structural
integrity. John Marshall's Conservation Manual
(1923) advocated extensive repair of ancient
monuments and reshaping their immediate
surroundings into gardens.

Marshall's handbook continues to inflect the
preservation of about 3,600 ASI sites, along with
new laws, amendments, and provisions of
international agreements. Notwithstanding these
efforts, field surveys, audit reports, and court
rulings establish that many protected monuments
are falling apart. Recommendations of a
conservation policy enunciated in 2014 are being
irregularly followed. Not surprisingly, the
government has begun to invite corporations to
adopt monuments.

l n his Independence Day addresses

= an Associate

Professar in the
Department af the
Histary of Art at the
University of
Mechigan,

Ann Arbor, U.S.

A road map for conserving monuments
Studying the writings of modem India builders is
one way to begin articulating a new approach to
conserving monuments. Consider lessons
provided by Sarvodaya, Mahatma Gandhi's
transcreation of a collection of essays by John
Ruskin, a Victorian art critic. His rendering
accentuated the art critic's advocacy of improving | approach to the
the social condition of all individuals irrespective conservation of
of their backgrounds, discussed the importance the

of all vocations, and endorsed his admiration of

There needs to
be a more
thoughtful and
holistic

craftspersons and their labour, even as it -m‘“ilﬂitd
critiqued Ruskin’s valorisation of Britain's Survey of
imperial ambitions. Might the lessons that Gandhi | India’s

learned and promoted inspire the ASI's new monuments

conservation manual to propose the following:
when an edifice is conserved not only is its
structural fabric to be tended, but the lives of all
those who live around it and visit it are to be
improved; and interpretive materials at an edifice
should enable visitors to appreciate its builders’
sophistication, inventiveness, and resilience.

Conservation is a shared concern of
contemporary practitioners of diverse disciplines
including translators, health-care professionals,
wildlife biologists, mycologists, and economists,
By convening dialogues among and between
these experts at various venues, listening to how
they comprehend terms such as repair,
preservation, and restoration and observing how
audiences respond to them, the ASI can identify
more principles of their new conservation
manual.

Translators today are attentive to the style and
mood that the authors of source texts have sought
to nurture and are grasping how sentences are
formed and meanings generated in unalike
languages. They are recognising that
connotations change over time. Thus, their
outputs are intricate works in dialogical
relationships with assorted pasts, and not
obsequious reproductions of texts initially written
in other languages. Can such viewpoints inspire
the ASI conservation manual to recommend that
between the deep past and contemporary
moment and make their physical interventions of
a monument's fabric clearer for visitors to
discern? Contemporary translators sophisticated
thinking of a particular language aptness to
render anew a certain text may also be used to
inform a clause in the new manual: that periodic
reviews be undertaken of the aptness of
preservation materials to ensure that they do not
harm historical fabrics,

Varied perspectives are important

Humans preserve themselves by saving
memories. Listening to divergent perspectives
allows memories to be exercised and sustains
their propagation. Such insights should inspire
the ASI to study how visitors are using protected
monuments today and craft conservation
principles thereafter. One way to do so would be
to offer visitors opportunities to participate in
open-ended conversations about their
experiences.

Wildlite biologists are also thinking about
protection. They reason that supporting a range
of interactions occurring among and between
sundry biotic and abiotic elements in an
ecosystem and exchanges between networks are
more efficacious strategies for restoring waning
populations than safeguarding individual
animals. Following this line of reasoning, might
the ASI conservation manual recommend that

archaeologists pay more attention to linkages
between monuments and water bodies, fields,
deserts, forests and settlements around them and
deliberate whether certain boundary walls may
be dismantled.

Mycologists have found that fungi are far from
unsettling sights. Fungi are powerful agents that
break down organic matter, form mutually
benehcial relationships with plants including
helping them access nutrients, cause diseases in
humans but also provide medicines, and help
produce food. Such discernments can stimulate
the ASI's manual to encourage the conservation
of thousands of small, half-forgotten ancient
monuments strewn across the country. Old city
walls, cisterns, cenotaphs and dovecotes can
have multiple benefits for communities living
around them including securing neighbourhoods,
recharging ground water aquifers, bringing
visitors who might boost local economies,
providing habitats and creating public spaces.

Finally, contemporary economists’ findings
may also be ative. They have shown that
value is produced by how things work and not
just by their appearance. Following this dictum,
the conservation manual may propose that it is
more important for archaeologists to restore a
haveli’s natural ventilation systems than to
regularly repaint its facade. Emphasising a
particular resource’s scarcity is another way in
which value is created. Thus, further research
should be undertaken to advance our knowledge
of what makes ASI monuments sites of national
significance. The new knowledge be used to
justify larger budgets for their protection. The
economic concept of creative destruction as an
impetus for growth may also be utilised. For
example, it can guide the transformation of old
temples submerged in the reservoirs of large
dams into laboratories for developing and testing
technologies to document underwater sites and
forge innovative alliances between historians,
geologists and marine biologists.

The citizen's role

In a country as diverse as ours, conservation's
meaning and value are always going to be
positional and contested. Thus, all of us as
ordinary citizens can help shape a new
conservation manual by becoming more aware of
our own locations and actions. We can also assist
by further educating ourselves. Learning to read
the language of the stones that monuments are
built of, will allow us to listen to stories they tell
and amplify largely silenced voices. We will also
be able to glean builders' biases and use
monuments as mirrors to confront our
prejudices. Ultimately acquiring such literacy will
empower us to discover India as a monument
without walls and preserve ourselves as we shape
a new future.



What has been the impact of ethanol blending?

How are petrol vehicle owners reacting to the F20 mandate? How environmentally friendly is India’s dependence on sugarcane for ethanol? How has the US,

reacted to India’s booming ethanol economy? Why has the adoption of EVs in India been much slower compared to other large economies?

EXPLAINER

Kunal Shankar
S, Hariharan

The story so far:
20 petrol, which contains 20%
ethanol and is being sold by
Indian oil refiners, has been
much in the news lately. India
has achieved its target to blend 20%
ethanol per litre of fuel five years ahead of
the target under the National Policy on
Biofuels. Ethanol blending in India rose
from just 1.5% in 2014 to 20% in 2025,
backed by the government's strong fiscal
incentives to the sugarcane industry.
While the government says ethanol
blending achieves a range of goals such as
cutting greenhouse gas emissions,
bolstering farmers’ incomes and reducing
India's ol import bill, its benefits to the
environment require closer scrutiny.

How are vehicle owners reacting to
this change?

Vehicles sold in India from 2023 come
‘with E20 stickers, indicating compatibility
with 20% ethanol blended petrol.
Additionally, manufacturers have
addressed the concerns of those who own
older vehicles. Hero Motocrop says in its
‘website, “The material composition such
as rubbers, elastomers and plastic
components that are directly exposed to
fuel also need to be changed to E20
compatible materials."

However, according to LocalCircles,
two in three petrol vehicle owners are
against the E20 mandate. Only 12% of the
36,000 people surveyed across 315
districts are in favour of the switch. Critics
cited a drop in mileage and increased
maintenance costs, The survey urged the
Union government to allow consumers to
choose the type of fuel they want,

While the Centre admitted to a
“marginal drop” in engine efficiency, it
said this “can be further minimised
through improved engine tuning and use
of E20-compatible materials " Minister
Hardeep Singh Puri has called the
consumer angst a "vilification campaign”
facilitated by “vested, economic
interests”. While the Union government
attempts to defend its E20 policy, its own
think tank, the NITI Aayog, has urged the
government “to compensate the
consumers for a drop in efficiency from
ethanol blended fuels”, by way of “tax
incentives on E10 and E20 fuel”.

According to the Minister, “since
200415 India has already saved more than
11.40 lakh crore in foreign exchange
through petrol substitution.” But has the
benefit been passed to the end consumer?

An analysis by The Hindu showed that
Coal India Ltd, Oil & Natural Gas
‘Corporation (ONGC), Indian Oil
Corporation (I0C), Bharat Petroleum
Corporation (BPCL), and Gas Authority of
India Ltd collectively contributed 1.27
lakh crore, or 42.3% of the total 3 lakh
crore dividends the Union government
received from non-banking Public Sector
Undertaking (PSUs) between 2020-21 and
2024-25. 10C and BPCL together saw a
255% rise in their dividend payouts since
2022-23 and a 65% decrease in il prices.
However, the two PSUs only passed on a
2% decrease in petrol prices to the public.

What about the impact on
agriculture?

Sugarcane-based ethanol supply has
grown from 40 crore litres in FY14 to
nearly 670 crore litres, derived from
about 9% of total sugar output, in FY24.
The Union government says it has paid
“over ¥.20 lakh crore to farmers” since

Mew fuel: Farmers load freshly har\mttd Sugarcane into a tractor trolkey during the hmestmg seasan, in Karad, Maharashira, on December 15, 2024. 71

FY15. But how environmentally friendly is
India’s dependence on sugarcane for
ethanol?

About 6070 tonnes of water is
required to cultivate one tonne of
sugarcane. Many sugarcane growing
regions in India do not receive the 1,500
to 3,000 millimetre rainfall that is
necessary for the crop’s optimal growth.
This leads to groundwater extraction and
unsustainable irrigation methods. A 2023
Central Groundwater Board report says
that sugarcane growing districts in
Maharashtra extract more groundwater
than nearby regions. Distress among
sugarcane growers in that State has heen
widely reported. Unsustainable
degradation. The Desertification and
Land Degradation Atlas of India 2021
found that almost 30% of India’s land is
degraded. The water intensive nature of
sugarcane and the impact on ground
water reserves at a time of extreme
weather has been absent from the
discussion on ethanol-blended petrol.

The Centre, however, says it is looking
to diversify ethanol supplies. The Food
Corporation of India's rice allocation for
ethanol jumped to a record 5.2 million
metric tonnes, which is about 3.6% of
output, from less than 3,000 tonnes
allocated last year. Similarly, in 2024-25,
over 34% of corn was diverted for
ethanol production. This diversion forced
India to import about 9.7 lakh tonnes of
corn during 2024-25 - a six-fold increase
over the previous year's 1.37 lakh tonnes.

Despite diversification efforts, area
under sugarcane cultivation this year is
estimated to be 57.24 lakh hectare against
57.11 lakh hectare last season, The assured
payment mechanism for sugarcane, the

Fair and Remunerative Pricing, is the key
reason farmers bet on the crop as a
source of stable income. While this rise is
marginal, an analysis by the OECD-FAD
says that 22% of India's sugarcane will be
used for ethanol production by 2034.
India's booming ethanol economy has
also come under the gaze of the US, The
Trump administration is pushing India to
relax restrictions to its ethanol imports.
The 2025 National Trade Estimate repm
noted India’s policy as a significant “trade
barrier.” Import relaxation could
potentially undermine years of
investment and capacity building in
ethanol production. The Indian Sugar
Mills Association has urged the
povernment to maintain the restrictions.

Will it affect the transition to EVs?
The Ministry of Petroleum and Natural
Gas said the shift to ethanol-blended
petrol “has helped India reduce carbon
dioxide emissions by 700 lakh tonnes.”
Shifting to EVs, however, will achieve far
higher rates of emissions reductions and
speed up transport’s decarbonisation,
which is the third largest carbon emitting
sector plobally after energy and industry.
The success of cities like Beijing in cutting
air pollution is mainly due to the rapid
adoption of EVs. Of course, this switch
has to be backed by renewable energy
rather than coal, to aid in decarbonising
transport.

Adoption of EVs has been much slower
in India when compared to other large
economies like the US., the European
Union and China. About 7.6% of vehicle
siles in 2024 was ebectric. Sales of EVs
have to increase by over 22% in the next
five years to reach the government’s own
target of 30% by 2030.

Another challenge to wider EV
adoption in India is its dependence on
Rare Earth Elements (REE). According to
the Ministry of Mines, before China's
export curbs were imposed, only 2,270
tonnes of REEs and compounds of REEs
were imported in 2023-24. But this
relatively lower level is critical for the
industry to sustain the current level of EV
production. The production and
processing of many REEs is

geographically concentrated in China,
making gtuba.l supply vulnerable to
several risks.

The automotive industry has also
sounded alarm bells about the disruption
in rare earth supply. India’s largest
carmaker Maruti Suzuli reduced its
near-term production targets for its new
EV, e-Vitara, attributing it to delays in
receiving rare earth magnets. Other
manufacturers too are bracing themselves

Crisil Ratings Senior Director Anuj
Sethi has said, “The supply squeeze
comes just as the auto sector is preparing
for aggressive EV rollouts.” The recent
detente in bilateral relations with China
might help the industry to address the
crisis in the short term. The Union
government is engaged in diplomacy with
Beijing to address the rare earth supply
crunch, mainly germanium.

Guin;; forward, there is uncertainty on
whether the Centre wants to push ahead
with ethanol blending beyond 20%. While
Minister Puri said the government will
push for blending beyond 20%, the Union
government in March said that there has
been no decision yet.

To know more, please scan the link to
watch The Hindw's video explainer
newsth.livesethanolblending

THE GIST
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Wehiches sold in India from 2023
come with E20 stickers,
indicating compatibility with
20 ethanol blended petrol.
Additionally, manufacturers
have addressed the concems
of those who own older
wehicles,

-

Thee Mirustry of Petroleum and
Matural Gas said the shift to
ethanol-blended petrel “has
helped India reduee carban
digwide emissions by 700 Lakh
tonnes.”

-

india’s baoming ethanol
econonmy has also come under
the gaze of the U.5. The Trump
admanistration is pushing india
1o relax restrctions to its
ethanol imperts,



SC can’t treat Governors as ‘aliens’, says govit.

A Governor is not a mere ‘post office’, but a check on ‘hasty legislation’ by the States, Centre tells SC ahead of hearing on Presidential Reference: Solicitor-General stresses that

Articles 200 and 201 deliberately omit any time limit for Governors or President to act on State Bills, and judicially imposing deadlines amounts to rewriting the Constitution

Krishnadas Rajagnpal

NEW DELHI

tie Supreme Court

cannot freat Gover-

nors as “aliens” or
“foreigners” on whom ti
melines can be imposed
and whase discretion does
not count, the Union go-
vernment has said in a sub-
mission. [t said that 2 Go-
vernor was not a mere
“post office”, but a check
on “hasty legislation™ by
the States.

The submission by the
Centre, made in a note
authored by Solicitor-Gen-
eral Tushar Mehta, is part
of the record in a Presiden-
tial Reference to be heard
by @ Constitution Bench
headed by Chief Justice of
India B.R. Gavai from Tues-
day. The reference stems
from an April judgment by
a two-judge Bench, impos-
ing a three-month deadline
on the Governors and the
President when dealing
wiith State Bills, and declar-
ing that Governors could
not use their discretion in

dealing with these Bills.

Though Tamil Nadu
submitted that Presidential
References could not be
used to reopen or nullify
the top court’s judgments,
Mr. Mehta maintained that
the April ruling had tres-
passed upon a zone exclu-
sive to the President and
Governors.

‘No existing provision’
He submitted that neither
Article 200 (Governor's
power to assent to State
Bills) nor Article 201 (Presi-
dent’s power toe consider
State Bills referred o her
by the Governor for con-
sideration) provided any
specific time limit.

“The absence of any ex-
press time limit in Articles
200 and 201 is a deliberate
and conscious constitu-
tional choice. The judicial
direction of impositior: of
any tmeline  would
amount to an amendment
to the Constitution,” Mr.
Mehta emphasised.

“Governors are not to
be treated as alien/foreign-

QQ GOVErnors are nol
just emissaries of

the Cenrre. The Governors

possess democratic

e

™

legitimacy through indirect
demaocratic representation.

Governors are appointed
by the President on the aid
and advice of the Council
of Ministers... Governors
are constitutional actors

Subemssion by the Cemire

er in the federating units of
the Union. Governors are
not just emissaries of the
Centre.... Governors are
constitutional actors,” Mr.
Mehia submitted.

The Centre’s law officer
noted that “the Governors
possess dernocratic legiti-
macy through indirect de-
mocratic  representation.
Governors are appointed
by the President on the aid
and advice of the Council
of Ministers." He argued
that the nature of guberna-
torial assent has a unique

The submission is part
of the Presidential Refer
ence over a judgment in
a plea against the Tamil
MNadu Governar RN,
Ravi's delay in chearing
State Bitls

duality of character.
Though the assent is given
by an apex executive auth-
ority, the act itself is legisla-
tive in nzature. The Su
preme Court'’s approach
ought to have been more
calibrated, he said.

The note asked whether
the court could invoke Ar-
ticle M2 and assume pow-
ers under Article 200 and
201 to grant deemed assent
to ‘delayed’ State Bills.

“The alleged failure, in-
action, or error of one or-
gan does not and cannot

authorise another organ to
assume powers that the
Constitution has not vested
in it. Article 142 does not
empower the court to
create a concept of
‘deemed assent’, turning
the constitutional and le-
gislative process on its
head” Mr. Mehta said.

He argued that a Gover-
nor was not precluded
from exercising discretion
under Article 200 to grant
assent, withhold assent,
reserve a Bill for the Presi-
dent’s consideration, or re-
turnit to the Legislative As
sembly, even in the
absence of aid and advice
to that effect.

“The Governor’s assent
cannot be a mechanical
process... Situations may
arise where the Governor
may need to take a view in-
dependently of the Council
of Ministers,” Mr. Mehta
argued.

Moreover, the Union po-
vernment said that direct-
ing the President to consult
the Supreme Court under
Article 143 in case of any

doubts about State Bills
would effectively turn a
constitutional prerogative
into a judicial mandate.

"An absolute discretion
lies with the President to
seek advice. The term ‘con-
sult” means the President is
not bound to do so,” Mr.
Mehta submitted.

In its written submis-
sions, Tamil Nadu, repre-
sented by senior advocate
P. Wilson, insisted that
questions on the powers of
the President and the Go-
vernors as regards State
Bills have already been set-
tled by the April 8 judg:
ment, adding that enter-
taining the Reference now
would erode the finality at-
tached w0 Supreme Court
judgments under Article
141 of the Constitution. Ta-
mil Nadu submiited the
court was not bound to
answer every Presidential
Reference made to it.

The April 8 judgment
was pronounced by a Su-
preme Court Bench of jus-
tices |.B. Pardiwala and R.
Mahadevan in a petition

filed by the Tamil Nadu go-
vernment, which had chal-
lenged Governor B.N. Ra-
vi's delay in clearing 10
re-passed Bills and his sub-
sequent action to reserve
them for consideration by
the President.

The two-judge Bench
had thrust a three-month
deadline on State Gover-
nors and the President to
deal with State Bills sent to
them for consideration. It
had concluded that Gover-
nors enjoyed no discretion
while dealing with these
Bills, and were totally
bound by the ‘aid and ad-
vice' of the State Legisla-
ture concerned. The Divi-
sion Eench had even
invoked Artidle 142 of the
Constitution to grant
‘deemed assent” o “de
layed' State Bills. The April
8 judgment had further di-
rected that the President
mst seek advice from the
SC under Article 43 in case
of any vexing State Bills.
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What are the challenges confronting the EC?

Why is the Election Commission of India in the eve of a storm? What are the allegations raised by
the Opposition? What happened after the draft electoral roll was released in Bihar? What is the
Supreme Court’s interim order? How are migrant voters going to be affected by the SIR?

Sreeparna Chakrabarty The
ongoing
The story so far: - — MONsOon
L a press conlerence on / - session of
ma‘ P Cpaseiiim Kallul Parliament
accused the Election ;
Commission (EC) of massive electoral has been
roll manipulations in Mahadevapura Assembly virtually
constituency in Kamataka. Mr. Gandhi's presser paralysed
capped a series of allegations of deliberate voter | over
roll discrepancies by the EC beginning with the demands
Maharashtra Assembly polls. This, coupled with | for 4
the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral discussion
rolls in Bihar, which is under judicial scrutiny, an [h-l."
has put the poll body in the eye of a storm. Bihar SIR
What is the mandate of the EC? exercise

The Election Commission of India is a
permanent constitutional body. The
Constitution has vested in the EC the
superintendence, direction and control of the
entire process for conduct of elections to
Parliament and the legislature of every State,
and to the offices of President and

Vice President of India. Originally, the
commission only had a Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC). It was expanded to
include two Election Commissioners (ECs).

Why has there been a controversy about the
appointment process?

Parliament passed a new law governing
appointments to the EC, namely the Chief
Election Commissioner and other Election
Commissioners (Appointment, Conditions of
Service and Term of Office) Act, 2023. In

In protest: Rahul Gandhi and ather INDIA bloc leaders duning their march to
the Election Commission fram Parliarment, in New Delhi on August 11, an1

accordance with the new law, the ECs are
selected by a three-member selection
committee, comprising the Prime Minister, a
Union Minister and the Leader of the
Opposition. The Opposition had objected to this,
saying the committee gave little room for dissent
as the Prime Minister and the Union Minister are
part of the government and could rule 2:1in
tavour of their candidate.

Why is the EC's role in the spotlight?
Last year, the Maha Vikas Aghadi (MVA) alliance
had alleged that lakhs of new voters had been
added to Maharashtra’s electoral rolls in the
time period between the Lok Sabha polls in May
and the Assembly elections in October. The
Congress had made the same allegations about
Haryana, and later the Aam Aadmi Party alleged
that voter rolls were tweaked in Delhi before
Assembly polls. Even as the EC was grappling
with these claims, CEC Gyanesh Kumar
announced the SIR in Bihar which aims at
cleaning up electoral rolls. The EC said the SIR
exercise will be carried out across the country.
At his press conference, Mr. Gandhi alleged
large-scale discrepancies in the Mahadevapura
Assembly segment under the Bangalore Central
Lok Sabha constituency in Karnataka which he
claimed helped the BJP win the seat. Mr. Gandhi
said his party had carried out an investigation
which spanned over six months before reaching
this conclusion. He claimed that the voter list
had manipulated entries, including duplicate
voters, invalid addresses, and bulk registrations
of votes at single locations. Following this, Mr.
Gandhi reiterated his demand for machine
readable voter rolls to be provided to all political
parties for proper verification. The EC stated it
has not been providing machine readable or
“text-searchable” voter lists for concerns over
cyber-security. The Supreme Court (5C) had
upheld it in a petition filed by former Madhya
Pradesh Chief Minister Kamal Nath in 2018.

When was a revision announced in Bihar?
On June 24, the EC ordered a SIR of electoral
rolls in Bihar, barely five months before the
Assembly elections. As per the SIR orders, every
voter in Bihar who had not been listed in the
2003 voter rolls would have to submit
documents proving their date and place of birth
to determine whether they were Indian citizens.
Those born after 1987 would also have to submit
proof of their parents’ date and place of birth.
However, after the completion of the first
phase of the SIR exercise, the EC released a draft |

electoral roll on August 1, which saw a drop in
the number of voters in Bihar by 65 lakh. There
were 7.89 crore voters registered in the 2025
electoral list before the SIR exercise; after the
recount, it slid to 7.24 crore electors. The EC said
that most of these 65 lakh “missing” voters have
died; are registered in two locations; have
migrated out of Bihar; or are untraceable. Civil
society organisations, Opposition parties as well
as NGOs approached the Supreme Court
challenging the SIR process.

What has the SC directed EC to do?
In an interim order on August 14, the Supreme
Court directed the EC to publish an enumerated,
booth-wise list of the 65 lakh electors not
included in the draft roll. A Bench of Justices
Surya Kant and Joymalya Bagchi instructed the
EC to provide reasons for the deletion - death,
migration, untraceability, duplicate registrations
— against each name. The court also asked EC to
accept Aadhaar as proof of identity for an
elector to include his or her name in the rolls.
“That it has taken the Supreme Court to
nudge the EC towards following basic norms of
natural justice and fairness in the Bihar SIR
exercise reflects poorly on an organisation
which takes pride in collecting and counting
every last vote. While errors can creep into voter
lists over time, the answer to that is not mass
disenfranchisement as the EC is attempting,”
said Alok Kumar Prasanna, Advocate and
Co-Founder of Vidhi Centre for Public Policy.

What about migrant voters?

Migrant voters still have to return to the place
where they are on the rolls to vote. Thisis a
huge cost and depresses turnout, notes Mr.
Prasanna. “There is no simple solution to this
currently. The solution will have to be cheap,
secure and transparent to work. Solutions which
work in richer societies and for richer migrants
will not work for poor migrants from States like
Bihar,” he added.

What has been the political fallout?

After Mr. Gandhi's press conference, the
Oppaosition upped the ante and tried to hold a
march from Parliament to the Election
Commission headquarters. They courted arrest
when stopped. The ongoing monsoon session of
Parliament has also been virtually paralysed
over demands for a discussion on the Bihar SIR.
The government has, however, not conceded to
the Oppaosition’s demand. The issue has brought
Opposition parties together and protests are
likely to continue when Parliament reconvenes
on August 18,

“To protect the voters of this country and
democracy whatever has to be done we will do,”
Rashtriva Janata Dal Rajya Sabha MP Manoj Jha
told The Hindu.



Locations of coral restoration

Mag shows Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay, Southeasterm
India with locations where coral restoration has been
carned out over the tast two decades
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Chasing corals: hope
blooms in Gulf of Mannar

At a time when climate change, thanks to anthropogenic activity, is fast changing natural environments. the news of revival of coral

reefs off the coast of Tamil Nadu comes as a shot in the arm, as it carries the promise of bringing marine ecosystems back from the

brink. Here, Aravind Kumar B. takes

oral reefs are the crowning jewels of

marine ecosystems. They are not

tound everywhere; making them

rare, limited edition species. Tamil
Nadu has its own enchanting coral necklace
along the 21 islands dotting the Gulf of Mannar
Marine Biosphere. Most of them thrive natural-
ly, many are dead or decaying owing to dlimate
and anthropogenic changes, and a small por-
tion s reviving, thanks to human care.

If planting and restoration of forests itself is
a Herculbean task, imagine how daunting the re-
vival of coral reefs on the seabed can be. While
underwater research is in its primitive stage in
India, a dedicated team of scientists from Su-
ganthi Devadason Marine Research Institute
(SDMRI), Thoothukudi, has been scuba-diving
and scrubbing the seabed for conducting an-
nual surveys over the last two decades, along
with Tamil Nadu's Forest Department.

A recent study has highlighted the lessons
learnt, successes, challenges. and prospects of
long-term coral restoration to mitigate the an-
thropogenic and dimatic impact on the Gulf of
Mannar. The study was published in the Jour-
nal of Environmental Management by LK. Pat
terson Edward, G. Mathews, K. Diraviya Raj, Ja-
mila Patterson, Dan Wilhelmsson, and Jagdish

Owing to coral mining since the 1960s, the
natural substratum had become unstable in
the Gulf of Mannar. As the area is not rocky and
reefs had developed around low-lying islands,
it was decided o use arnificial substrates. In-
itially, stones, clay pots, ropes, cement slabs,
fish houses, and concrete frames were tested
for coral restoration. Stromg currents and
waves caused dislocation and fragmentation of
artificial substrates, leading to a reduced sur-
vival rate. Then, the scientists started using
concrete frames. They are made at a site far
from the coast and transported to the shore by
trucks. Then the frames are taken to the resto-
ration sites on a raft made of bamboo poles ar
on a small barge that can accommeodate up to
five tonnes. The substrates are placed on the
seabed with the help of ropes tied to the
frames and arranged underwater by divers,
Then, the frames are arranged at an interval of
1to 2 metres, leaving enough space for the co-
ral to grow.

Artificial reef modules
Apart from artificial substrates, different types
of artificial reef modules have been deployed
in the Gulf of Mannar. Triangular artificial reef
(TAR) modules were deployed near Vaan Is-
land in 2002 for enhancing fishery potential
and biodiversity. They were regularly moni-
tored for coral recruitment. Perforated trape-
zoidal artificial reef (PTAR) modules were also
deployed around Vaan Island for protecting it
from soil erosion, enhancing hshery potential,
and assisting in coral recovery. A total of
10,600 modules were deployed between 2015
and 2019,

All the transplantation efforts were done by
the trained scientific divers of the SDMRI Reef
Research Team. To maintain the genetic diver-

Years of monitoring: Twenty colonies for each species
were selected and fixed for monitoning.

Wonders of the sea: A colony of restosed corals in the Gulf of Mannas
along with associated biodiversity. SPECUL ARRANGEMENT
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sity, 20 coral species were used. Of these spe-
cies, 11 were from the fast-growing family Acro-
poridae (Acropora and Montipora) and the rest
from other genera and photypes. The sur-

a peck into the cool waters of the Gulf of Mannar to record this achievement

2020, which included Goniastrea, Favites, Dip-
sastraea, Turbinaria, Pocillopora, and
Goniopora.

As for PTARs in Vaan Island that were de-
ploved in 2015, the average coral recruit densi-
ty was 31.49 in 2016. It increased to 76.01 in
2020. In both cases, the coral recruit density
was found to increase over the years, A total of
16 coral genera were found to inhabit the sur-
face of PTARs and eight in concrete frames.

In Vaan Island, live coral cover was 2.7% in
2006 in the restored site and it was 0% in the
unrestored degraded site. Coral cover kept in-
creasing signihicantly at the restored site and
reached 18.8% in 2020. An increase in the live
coral cover was also observed in the unres-
tored site, but it was very meagre as it reached
only 1.8% in 2020,

The impact of coral bleaching in 2010 and
2016 was evident at the restored and unres.
tored sites as indicated by the decrease in live
coral cover after the bleaching. However, the
loss of corals at the restored sites was less than
that at the unrestored sites. Coral colony densi-
ty was also found to mcrem over time in the

land 1 sites of Vaan and Kos-

vival andgﬂmlh of thr rmnsplanred fragments
wis hly for a mi of two to
a maximum of five years in different locations.

In the past two decades, the SDMRI scien-
tists have transplanted a total of 51,183 coral
fragments in the 5,550 artificial substrates and
restored an approximate area of 40,000
square metres of degraded reefs in the Gulf of
\Inrma: “The formation of a basal disc by the
tr: d fi on the substrate that
took place within one or two months was en-
couraging. It is the critical phase when the frag:
ment establishes attachment with the sub-
strate, indicating early success of the
restoration effort,” says Mr. Patterson Edward,
who is the director of the SDMRI.

Survival rates

Survival of the transplants is primarily based
on the attachment, and it has been successful
for all the monitored substrates deploved in
the Gulf of Mannar, about 30% of them in the
Marine National Park, The survival of the tran-
splanted fragments during the study period
between 2002 and 2024 ranged from 55.6% to
79.5% in different locations,

The highest survival rate was observed for
A intermedia after five years in Kariyachalli Is-
land, with 89.1%, while the lowest was record-
ed for A. valida after five years in Poomarichan
Island, with 29.3%. The highest growth rate
'was recorded for A. intermedia in Karivachalli
Island in the fifth year, with 16.7 cm a year.
Generally, the genus Acropora showed the
highest average growth rate for all sites. The
showest growth was recorded for the genus Po-
rites and other massive corals, such as Dipsas-
troea and Goniastrea, the study shows.

The density of coral recruits was higher in
TARs and PTARs than in concrete frames. The
density of coral recruits in TARs was 1.23 in
2004, It increased to 24.77 in 2020. A wotal of 14
coral genera were found inhabiting TARs in

wari Islands, but the magnitude of increase
was much higher in the restored sites,

Fish density in the restored site of Vaan [s-
land increased considerably during the study
period from 14.5 in 2006 (250 metres) to 310.0
in 2020 and a similar trend was observed in
Koswari lsland. A total of 63 species in Vaan Is-
land and 51 species in Koswari Island were re-
corded at the restored and unrestored sites
during the study period. Coral restoration ac:
lmuus during the past two decnchs have also

fited the c 'y dent on the
biosphere through awareness creation and ca-
pacity-building among the reef managers.

The low-cost and low-tech coral restoration
activities in the Gulf of Mannar may be looked
upon as a climate mitigation effort to sustain
the integrity of coral reefs, associated biodiver-
sity, and the livelihood of the dependent peo-
ple, the study suggested.

“Promising results’

Supriya Sahu, Additional Chief Secretary, De-
partment of Environment, Climate Change,
and Forests, says the reef restoration effores
have shown promising results and have be-
come integral to coral conservation strategy,
and gaining international recognition. Now,
the Tamll l\adu mvmmml has launched a
init under the
Tnm;l Nadu Sustainably Harnessing Ocean Re-
sources (TNSHORE) programme to protect and
restore th' Kariy :u:halll Island.

“This i tves the depl of
8,500 multi-purpose artificial reef modules
spedially designed to protect and restore the
highly-eroded Karivachalli Island. conserve
and enhance biodiversity, particularly coral di-
versity in the context of threatening climate
change implications, protect and sustain fish-
ery resources and simultaneously restore two
acTes ni degua:lw.l coral reefs and three acres of

£ beds,” she said.

M & Works weere

carried out throughout the monitoring period,

M and umdnl Over two décades, the ycu\l.' ,
survival and biodiversity were studied.
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