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While the current spike is not life-
threatening but precaution remains the
best defence against further spreadindia
IS once again witnessing a slow but
noticeable rise in Covid-19 cases. As of
June 2, 2025, the number of active
infections in the country has climbed to
3,961, according to data from the Union
Ministry of Health. While this uptick is
far from the alarming surges seen in
previous years, it serves as a timely
reminder that the virus has not vanished
and that caution remains our best
defence. In the past 24 hours alone,
India reported 203 new Covid-19 cases.
The steady increase in active infections
across several states indicates the need
for vigilance. Delhi recorded 47 new
cases, bringing its total active caseload
to 483. Maharashtra reported 59 new
cases, including 20 from Mumbai, with

Recora RBI divioen

The RBI is recalibrating its provision-
ing norms to sustain high payouts, rais-
ing concerns about its long-term finan-
cial prudence and independence. Is the
central bank slowly turning into a fiscal
backstop for the Government?For the
financial year (FY) 2023-24, the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Board
approved a record dividend transfer of
Rs 210,000 crore to the central
Government. This was reflected in the
accounts of the latter for the FY 2024-
25. This amount was 2.4 times the divi-
dend transfer of about Rs 87,400 crore
made by the RBI for FY 2022-23 and
available for use by the Centre during
FY 2023-24.Even when compared to
the provision of about Rs 80,000 crore
made by Sitharaman in the interim
budget for FY 2024-25, the dividend
amount made available from the RBI
I.e. Rs 210,000 crore for use by the cen-
tral Government during the year was
over two-and-a-half times.The Centre
thus got a cushion of Rs 130,000 crore
(210,000-80,000) or about 0.4 per cent
of the country’s gross domestic product
(GDP) enabling it to better manage its
fiscal situation. The actual fiscal deficit
(FD) for the year was 4.8 per cent
against the 5.1 per cent target. During
FY 2024-25, the RBI has done a
repeat.For FY 2024-25, it has
announced a dividend of Rs 269,000
crore to the Central Government which
will be available to the latter for use
during FY 2025-26. In her Budget for
FY 2025-26, Sitharaman had projected
dividend income of Rs 256,000 crore
cumulatively from the RBI and public
sector financial institutions. The divi-
dend from the RBI alone is Rs 13,000
crore higher. According to SBI
Research’s Ecowrap, this will create a
cushion of around Rs 70,000 crore
which translates to 0.2 per cent of the
GDP. As a result, the FD is expected to
be 4.2 per cent of GDP against the bud-
geted level of 4.4 per cent, with other
things remaining unchanged.Apart
from managing the currency and pay-
ment systems and keeping
inflation/prices in check, the RBI is also
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the state now managing 494 active
cases. Karnataka saw 87 new infec-
tions, with a concerning positivity rate
of 17.11 per cent. West Bengal added 44
new cases to its tally, and Odisha saw
its active count rise to 15. Health
authorities across states have responded
with reassurances and practical guid-
ance.Maharashtra Government has
advised high-risk individuals to wear
masks and consider booster vaccina-
tions. While the current variant appears
to be causing only mild illness, the state
is fully prepared, with updated infra-
structure including oxygen supplies,
hospital beds, and ventilators. Similarly,
officials in Odisha and West Bengal
have stated that the situation is under
control, urging the public not to
panic.The good news is that the current
infections are largely mild and not caus-
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Cowd 19 cases surge: Caution urg ed

ing the kind of severe illness or hospi-
talisation that marked earlier waves.
This is especially true for vaccinated
individuals and those without major
underlying conditions. However, this
should not be mistaken as a licence to
drop all precautions. The virus, as we
have learned over the past few years,
can evolve quickly.What starts as a low-
key rise in numbers can gain momen-
tum if people and systems become com-
placent. Vulnerable groups — such as
the elderly and those with respiratory

conditions — remain at risk.
Precaution, even in mild phases, is a
smart and responsible approach.

Wearing masks in crowded or enclosed
spaces, maintaining good hygiene,
monitoring for symptoms, and ensuring
vaccinations are up to date are small but
significant steps.At the Government

level, proactive measures like enhanced
testing, contact tracing, booster drives,
and clear communication are essential.
Public cooperation and timely action
from authorities can help avoid the need
for more drastic interventions later.
India’s current Covid-19 numbers do
not suggest a crisis, but they do suggest
a moment to pause and reflect. The
virus has not gone away; it has simply
retreated into the background. Now,
with infections ticking upward again,
the country has an opportunity to stay
ahead of the curve — not through fear,
but through awareness and collective
responsibility. In the end, it’s not about
panic. It’s about prudence. A few simple
precautions today can save lives tomor-
row. Let’s remain calm, informed, and
careful — because staying safe is
always the wisest choice.

eGov, Ut 3t What cost?

mandated with managing the borrow- ———

ings of the Union Government and State |
Governments; and supervising or regu- |

lating banks and non-banking finance
companies (NBFCs). While carrying
out these functions or operations, it gen-
erates a surplus.The RBI’s income
comes from the returns it earns on its
foreign currency assets (FCA) — which
could be in the form of bonds treasury
bills and deposits with other central
banks.It also earns interest on its hold-
ings of local rupee — denominated
Government bonds or securities while
lending to banks for very short
tenures.Its expenses are mainly on the
printing of currency notes and staff,
besides the commission, it gives to
banks for undertaking transactions on
behalf of the Government across the
country and to primary dealers, includ-
ing banks, for underwriting some of
these borrowings. The excess of income
over expenses is the “surplus”.After
making provision for bad and doubtful
debts, depreciation in assets, contribu-
tions to staff and superannuation fund,
etc. and for all matters provided for
under the RBI Act (1934), the balance
of surplus is paid to the Union
Government by Section 47 (Allocation
of Surplus Profits) of the Act.Apart
from this routine stuff, the RBI has to
deal with ‘unexpected’ and ‘unfore-
seen’ events by enhancing its capacity
to absorb financial shocks, ensure
financial stability and provide confi-
dence to the markets.In its Annual
Report for 2015-16, it alluded to a
“draft economic capital/provisioning
framework to assess its risk-buffer
requirements in a structured and sys-
tematic manner. In 2018, it set up a
Committee on Economic Capital
Framework (ECF) under Dr Bimal
Jalan. The Committee recommended
that the RBI should maintain a mini-
mum Contingency Risk Buffer (CRB)
of 5.5 - 6.5 per cent of its balance sheet
as a risk buffer. The ECF was to remain
in force for five years. The RBI adopted
the ECF on August 26, 2019.The CRB,
in general, encompasses various risks

financial stability. Within the broader
CRB, there is a specific type of risk
buffer known as the “Monetary and
Financial Stability Risk Buffer”
(MFSRB).The latter  specifically
addresses risks related to monetary pol-
icy implementation, exchange rate fluc-
tuations, and the overall stability of the
financial system.The Committee pro-
posed MFSRB to be in the 4.5 - 5.5 per
cent range. From the surplus as deter-
mined above, CRB is deducted to arrive
at the surplus or dividend to be paid to
the Central Government.During FYs
2018-19 to 2021-22, the RBI deter-
mined the surplus transferred to the
Central Government taking the CRB at
the lower end of the range i.e. 5.5 per-
cent of the balance sheet. For arriving at
the transferrable surplus during 2022-
23, the CRB was increased to 6 per
cent. However, for calculating the
amount for 2023-24, it used the higher
end of the band i.e. 6.5 per cent.Now,
the RBI has further expanded the CRB
range from 5.5 - 6.5 per centto 4.5-7.5
per cent. Within this, it has set the
MFSRB at 3.5 - 6.5 per cent. For arriv-
ing at the surplus transfer for the FY
2024-25, it has taken the higher end of
the CRB band i.e. 7.5 per cent. Despite
making a higher provision for CRB, the
surplus transfer to the Centre for its FY
2024-25 (read: RBI) is higher at Rs
269,000 crore (Rs 59,000 crore more
than Rs 210,000 crore for FY 2023-
24).This is due to the substantial
increase in the RBI’s interest income
from foreign securities and from securi-
ties denominated in Rupee as well as
H BN -

like credt, operational, and monetary/

exchange gain from foreign

have seen the RBI transferrmg
-ymore and more to the Central
“|Government. The former has
deliberately crafted its strategy to
ensure that the latter gets more
money. The expansion of the CRB
range to 4.5 - 7.5 per cent is a clear
pointer towards this strategy.True,
for FY 2024-25, the RBI has used the
higher end of the CRB band i.e. 7.5 per
cent. The reason behind this is a sub-
stantial surge in its net income; so even
with higher provisions for CRB, it was
able to transfer more.But, when the
income decreases, in that scenario, it
could pick up the lower end of the band
I.e. 4.5 per cent thereby ensuring high
transfer of dividend to the
Centre.Another indication of the RBI
pursuing such a strategy is available
from the way it has dealt with the
‘lender of last resort” or LOLR risk.
When banks are unable to arrange loans
from other sources, the RBI provides
emergency liquidity =~ assistance
(ELA).In the case of lending to public
sector banks (PSBs), using the sover-
eign ownership argument and the owner
(read: Central Government) having a
deep pocket, it has assumed recovery of
90 per cent as against 80 per cent for
loans given to private banks (earlier this
was uniform at 80 per cent). This way,
for such lending, it can lower CRB to 3
per cent of the balance sheet.Lower pro-
vision for CRB means enhanced
prospects of transferring more divi-
dends to the Centre. This is not a
healthy trend. It is none of RBI’s
responsibility to take care of
Government finances. As a matter of
prudent policy, the latter should avoid
riding piggyback on the former for
managing its FD.Even so, unlike a pub-
lic sector bank (PSB) or any other pub-
lic sector enterprise (PSE), the RBI is
not a commercial enterprise hence, Iis
not expected to pay any dividend.




In geopolitics, geography can be destiny. Few
places illustrate this better than the Siliguri
Corridor, often referred to as India’s “Chicken’s
Neck.” This slender 22-kilometre-wide strip of
land is India’s only physical link connecting the
mainland to its eight northeastern states, includ-
ing strategically vital Sikkim. Sandwiched deli-
cately between Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh, it
represents both a critical artery and a profound
vulnerability for India’s territorial integrity and
national security.The corridor’s significance is
easy to grasp when considering raw numbers
alone. Disrupting this corridor would instantly
sever connectivity to over 45 million Indian citi-
zens. It would isolate an enormous geographical
region, rich in natural resources yet vulnerable to
instability and insurgency. In strategic terms, the
corridor is an Achilles’ heel, a pressure point that
external powers — or even internal agitators —
can exploit, potentially bringing enormous geopo-
litical leverage.Historically, the precarious nature
of this corridor has been acknowledged repeated-
ly. In 2017, the Doklam standoff between India
and China vividly highlighted the corridor’s sus-
ceptibility. Chinese forces’ push toward Bhutan’s
Doklam Plateau, alarmingly close to the corridor,
was a calculated move to test Indian resolve. The
intense 73-day standoff underscored just how
quickly tension in the corridor could escalate,
leaving India vulnerable and urgently signalling
the need for vigilance and readiness.Today, new
threats are emerging, reshaping India’s strategic
calculus. Most pressing is the warming relation-
ship between Bangladesh and China. Historically,
India has viewed Bangladesh as a neighbour with
shared cultural ties and mutual economic inter-
ests. Yet recent diplomatic trends indicate a grow-
ing closeness between Dhaka and Beijing — one
that alarms strategists in New Delhi.Chinese
investment in Bangladesh has increased dramati-

Securing the Chicken’s Neck:
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cally, particularly in critical infrastructure sectors.
Projects such as the planned development of
Lalmonirhat Airport, located unsettlingly close to
the Siliguri Corridor, raise genuine concerns
about dual-use capabilities. Such infrastructure,
ostensibly civilian, could easily be repurposed for
military objectives, providing China indirect
leverage and Bangladesh an expanded strategic
footprint. In geopolitical discourse, dual-use facil-
ities represent latent threats. Lalmonirhat’s prox-
imity to the corridor suggests that even without
overt hostility, China’s expanded influence could
complicate India’s security posture. Infrastructure
often precedes influence, and influence, in inter-
national relations, frequently leads to
leverage.Chinese outreach to Bangladesh consti-
tutes a deliberate and strategic manoeuvre to
encircle India from the east, complementing
Pakistan’s persistent hostility from the west.
Adding to India’s anxieties is the recent rhetoric
emanating from influential figures in Bangladesh.
Retired Major General ALM Fazlur Rahman pub-
licly suggested occupying northeast India if con-
flict erupts between India and Pakistan — an
inflammatory statement revealing latent adversar-
ial attitudes. Although unofficial, Rahman’s senti-
ment is not isolated. Interim Chief Advisor of the
Bangladesh Government Muhammad Yunus’s
cryptic warnings following his recent Beijing visit
have further exacerbated anxieties in Indian
strategic circles. While these statements may be
dismissed as rhetorical excess, they signal under-
currents within Bangladesh’s political and mili-
tary establishments that are potentially suscepti-
ble to external influence.India’s internal security
concerns amplify the external threats. Radical
statements by figures such as Sharjeel Imam, who
once advocated blocking the corridor to pressure
New Delhi politically, expose the corridor’s inter-
nal vulnerabilities. Such provocations, though
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fringe and isolated, highlight that internal disrup-
tions could align disastrously with external
aggression, complicating India’s defence strategy
exponentially.Recognising these vulnerabilities,
India is methodically fortifying its strategic pos-
ture around the Siliguri Corridor. A multi-layered
strategy is now underway, blending infrastructure
enhancement, military readiness, and strategic
signalling. On the infrastructural front, India has
significantly ramped up road and railway expan-
sions, parallel tracks, highway widening, and
enhanced airport capacities. These efforts aim to
ensure seamless mobility of military forces and
civilian supplies, reducing the corridor’s inherent
fragility. Militarily, India has dramatically
enhanced its readiness. Frequent troop mobilisa-
tions, exercises simulating rapid response capa-
bilities, and intensified drone-based surveillance
systems are now routine. The Indian Army’s
Eastern Command, headquartered in Kolkata, has
substantially increased its vigilance and response
capabilities, sending clear deterrent signals to any
potential aggressors.Strategic signalling has also
intensified. Notably, Assam Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma recently highlighted
Bangladesh’s comparable geographical vulnera-
bilities. Specifically, Sarma drew attention to
Bangladesh’s own “chicken necks”: the North
Bangladesh Corridor, which at 80 kilometres con-
nects Rangpur to the rest of Bangladesh, and the
narrower Chittagong Corridor, a mere 28 kilome-
tres wide. By pointing out these reciprocal vulner-
abilities, Sarma implicitly warned Bangladesh
that provocations toward India’s corridor would
invite equivalent scrutiny and risk for Dhaka.
From an economic and diplomatic angle, India
has additional leverage. Bangladesh depends sub-
stantially on India for transit, energy resources,
and trade. India could recalibrate these ties strate-
gically, conditioning bilateral relations on

Bhojpurt Cursing: Awell-rounded and d

Among its many gastronomic treasures,
the Bhojpuri cuisine stands tall — a
vibrant, earthy, and deeply rooted culinary
tradition that speaks of the land’s agricul-
tural bounty, cultural resilience, and culi-
nary ingenuityBihar was called Magadha
in ancient times, with its current capital of
Patna known as Pataliputra. It was, accord-
ing to many records, one of the first
empires built in India — and attributed to
the Nanda dynasty. The legacy of the state
is second to none with names of one of the
greatest dynasties — the Mauryan dynasty,
one of the greatest universities of all times
— Nalanda, and one of the most prolific
religions of the world — Buddhism, all of
which had their beginnings in this iconic
state of India. There is another regional
gem that has made a significant contribu-
tion to our history, particularly that of
Indian cuisine, and shines through on the
Indian culinary map: Bihari food! It’s like
no other, with its repertoire being way
beyond Litti Chokha (Litti is a spicy roast-
ed dumpling prepared with roasted gram
flour and spices, and Chokha is baked
brinjal and potato mash with a lot of garlic
and coriander), Dal Pitha (Pitha is made
with rice flour dough and filled with a
spicy lentil mixture; the lentils are cooked
into a paste, mixed with spices, stuffed
into dough and finally steamed or boiled)
and Sattu Paratha (Sattu, i.e. Bengal Gram
Flour blended with flavours and filled in
wheat balls, then rolled and cooked with
ghee; the ensuing Sattu Paratha is called
Makuni). Such is the region’s culinary
legacy that it’s impossible to do justice in
a single write-up; therefore, in this piece, |
will focus on the Bhojpuri cuisine — an
integral, flavourful and absolutely deli-
cious offering from the state. Bhojpuri cui-
sine is spread across Bihar, parts of eastern
Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand (part of Bihar till
2000) along with the Terai region of
Nepal. It is rooted in the rural, agricultural
lifestyle of the Bhojpuri people, is charac-
terised by its mild and flavourful dishes
which often use minimal spices, have a
blend of local ingredients, and a slight

low-sodium, high-potassium
composition. They also deliver
the rare-to-find vitamin Bl
(thiamine) — that plays a key
role in nerve, muscle and heart
function, and is the key to con-
verting the carbohydrates we
eat to energy in the body. It’s
time to deep dive into the vari-
ety, and take a look at the
broad canvas on which the
Bhojpuri cuisine operates —
clearly, there is something to
satisfy every kind of taste
bud.The uniqueness of the cui-

influence from the neighbouring Awadhi
cuisine. Rice and Wheat are the staple
grains, while Maize, Barley and Pearl
Millet are also consumed in varying
degrees.The cuisine is known for its use of
mustard oil and the “five spices” or panch-
phoran — which includes fenugreek,
cumin, nigella, mustard and fennel seeds.
This spice mixture is often used for tem-
pering or to enhance the taste of vegetables
and pulses. The health benefits of Bhojpuri
cuisine are particularly immense, and they
need to be underscored. The generous use
of mustard oil in the cuisine is heart and
gut-healthy. It helps to raise the good HDL
cholesterol, and being a natural stimulant,
it also enhances digestion and improves
appetite. Not many know that the oil’s
high selenium content also helps reduce
inflammation in the body. Additionally, the
health-conscious can also do well to dis-
cover the delights of Makhana and Sattu
— both staples of this cuisine. Sattu ka
sharbat (a drink made from roasted gram
powder flavoured with cumin powder and
black salt) is the perfect way to boost your
protein intake and stay cool from inside.
Similarly, Sattu ka paratha and roti are yet
another example of protein-packed foods
which are beneficial for the muscles and
bones of the body. Makhana — a low
glycemic index, gluten-free seed — is a
good source of protein and fibre, besides
controlling blood pressure, owing to its

sine is seen through Baingan
Badi ki sabzi — aubergine curry with sun-
dried lentil dumplings or Badi, and assort-
ed vegetables, Pachphoran Kohra —
pumpkin cooked with five whole spices.
Arwa rice, also known as ‘Arwa Chaur’ in
Bhojpuri, is a type of rice grown exclu-
sively in Bihar and Jharkhand. This is a
small grain rice which has a very unique
aroma and taste — it is also a good source
of quality protein and carbohydrates. A
marriage of flavours is seen in Noon Jaauri
— rice cooked with salt, spices and veg-
etables (that can include green peas, carrot,
cauliflower), chenna (fresh and unripened
curd cheese), dal badis (lentil balls) and
served with Raita, and Dahi Jaauri — par-
tially cooked rice mixed with beaten curd,
and spices are added to enhance the taste
and flavour. A regional variation of the
much-loved Khichdi is seen in Khatua —
which is made using toor daal and rice and
flavoured with lemon juice. Another dish,
Adauri, is cooked using mustard oil, pota-
toes, onions, spices and Bhojpuri Aadouri
(a special type of urad daal badi) and
served with Makuni (roti filled with sattu)
and some chutney. Both these dishes are
particularly popular during the Chhath
Puja season and have a rich cultural signif-
icance. Another local favourite is
Bharbhara, a shallow-fried fritter made
from gram flour, peas, vegetables and
spices. It is a classic accompaniment with
tea and coffee.The robust sweet flavours of
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Inaia’s Strategic Gamble in the Eas

Bangladesh’s geopolitical alignment. However,
any aggressive economic recalibration risks inad-
vertently pushing Bangladesh further toward
China’s embrace.It’s a delicate diplomatic balanc-
ing act for New Delhi, requiring careful calibra-
tion, diplomacy, and restrained assertiveness. The
interplay between coercion and cooperation
defines India’s current diplomatic strategy,
emphasising India’s historical preference for
regional stability and collective economic
advancement.The strategic implications of the
China-Bangladesh nexus, if it solidifies, are pro-
found. India’s strategic community, including
analysts such as Brahma Chellaney and C. Raja
Mohan, consistently highlights the risks of a two-
front geopolitical squeeze — from Pakistan in the
west and potentially China-aligned Bangladesh in
the east. In such a scenario, India’s military and
strategic resources would be stretched thin. India
would have to simultaneously secure the vulnera-
ble Siliguri Corridor and manage insurgent move-
ments that external actors could exploit to desta-
bilise internal security. Nevertheless, these
heightened strategic tensions also clarify India’s
geopolitical priorities. The corridor’s vulnerability
starkly emphasises India’s need for robust strate-
gic autonomy. It reinforces the wisdom of deepen-
ing diplomatic ties, fortifying military prepared-
ness, and ensuring comprehensive infrastructural
readiness. It reminds policymakers of the impera-
tive to engage constructively yet assertively with
regional neighbours, ensuring regional stability
on terms favourable to Indian interests.
Historically, India has balanced regional leader-
ship with restraint, preferring diplomacy over
conflict. However, given the corridor’s sensitivity,
India’s strategic patience cannot be mistaken for
complacency or weakness.The Siliguri Corridor
is more than just a geographical bottleneck. It
symbolises India’s resilience, determination, and

lectanle sa

the region are reflected through dishes like
Tilkut, a nutty and sweet dish, made of
sesame seeds and jaggery or sugar and pre-
sented in different shapes, Meethi Jaauri
— cooking rice with jaggery or sugar and
adding dry fruits and saffron, and Gurma
— made from raw mango, sugar and
wheat flour and served alone or with roti.
The Balushahi, which is found in other
states as well, is another popular sweet
dish of this region; it is made from flour,
yoghurt and ghee, which are deep fried and
coated with sugar syrup — it is without
doubt a delectable and sinful indulgence.
A dish known for its unique texture and
melt-in-mouth taste is Khaja — made by
frying flour in ghee, and then dipping it in
sugar syrup, making it crispy from outside
and sweet and juicy from the inside. It is
the continuity and the ability of the
Bhojpuri cuisine to hold its own that
stands out and passes the test of time with
flying colours. The region is a powerhouse
of formidable dishes that offer delicate and
intense flavours along with a large variety.
The cuisine, without doubt, celebrates the
local produce and its availability, and
entwines it with distinctive forms of prepa-
ration that uses Handi, Kadhai, Tava and
Deg, and with the climatic conditions of
the region.A great example of the last sen-
tence is Girwachh / Rikwachh — leaves of
Colocasia coated with a batter of gram
flour and spices; these are then folded and
deep-fried in hot oil, like fritters — and
commonly consumed in monsoon sea-
son.The Bhojpuri cuisine is indeed a
crown jewel, and its prolific and distinct
taste needs to be showcased in a grand
manner, and brought before our current
and future generation with great alacrity. It
is high time that the younger generation
deep dives into the goodness of our region-
al cuisines, which are endowed and bal-
anced with both flavour and nutrition. | am
sure it will go a long way in benefiting
their long-term health and wellness goals,
thereby, contributing towards a more
healthy and productive nation.
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